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 De-Stress with the Natural World                                      By Megan McConnell 

When the trees let go of their leaves in the fall, they remind us to unwind and let go of stress. 

Take a look out your window. Our natural world is quietly preparing for a season of rest and recuperation. Seize the moment to crunch through the fallen leaves and gather a few of nature's riches for your tabletop.

A walk in the woods, a stroll through the prairie, or a hike in the hills will enlighten your senses and let you see the beauty in nature's wraps -- the papery star that encloses each husk tomato, for example. Small jewels like these make a graceful focal point when nestled in a plain white bowl or tray. Make time to scan the earth's floor and gaze upward at the treetops, all the while keeping your eyes open for natural finds. Don't be alarmed as you discover that the calm of nature letting go is infectious. When you return home, try to take a little of that feeling inside, too.

What to Look For 

Twisty twigs, puffed seed capsules, intricately cut leaves, silky smooth stones, color-rich bark, air-dried blossoms like those of the delicate hops -- anything that strikes your fancy.

How to Use Your Finds 

Nature's gifts abound with texture, shape, and color, which make them wonderful works of art all on their own. Pair your finds with white or clear glass trays, bowls, or vases to accentuate their natural beauty. Keep your nature-inspired still life soothing by using one or just a few objects in an arrangement.

Awaken your inner child, permitting her or him to feel the joy of innocent wonder at the discovery of nature's small treasures. Share the beauty of nature with guests by creating a fresh-from-the-outdoors centerpiece for your next gathering. Or greet yourself with the serenity of nature at rest by placing a handful of acorns or dried flower blossoms in a clear glass vase on your bedside table. Celebrate nature's letting go by detaching from your own cares of the day.

Originally published in Better Homes and Gardens magazine, October 2004.
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Titan and Earth: some weather processes are the same - 2005.01.23/05:37

Many of the weather processes found on Earth - rain falling on hills and flowing down channels into riverbeds and around islands - also are happening on Saturn's icy moon Titan, but with different materials, scientists said yesterday. 

 A week after a European space probe penetrated Titan's haze and landed on its surface, scientists say data show that the moon has a dynamic, eroding surface transformed by liquid methane playing the role that water serves on the Earth. 

 The methane - natural gas held in liquid form by the intense pressure and minus-290-degree temperatures of Titan's surface - rains from the sky and courses down highlands through channels into lakebeds and broad deltas, they said, similar to processes that take place on Earth, informs the New York Times. 

 Rains of liquid methane appear to regularly lash Saturn's largest moon, forming pools, cutting river beds and rounding rocks ? processes of erosion remarkably similar to those which also shape our planet, scientists said. 

 The discoveries came from a European probe that landed on Titan a week ago, finding a freezing, primitive but active world and putting Europe's stamp on the distant reaches of the Solar System. "Hello America, we're in the exploration business, too," David Southwood, the European Space Agency's director of science programs, said on Friday at a news conference in Paris to announce their findings. 

 Black-and-white photos from the Huygens probe show a rugged terrain of ridges, peaks, dark vein-like channels and apparently dry lakebeds on the moon 1.2 billion kilometers (744 million miles) away, tells the Hindustan News. 

 ©1999 "Pravda.RU". 
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 The Truth Behind Your Gut Feelings                                        By Kathleen McAuliffe 

"Gut feeling" isn't just an expression: A network of nerves in your belly is in constant communication with your brain. Here's how researchers are using this link to treat chronic stomach woes. 

Your Second Brain 

Kevin Olden, MD, a professor of medicine and psychiatry at the University of South Alabama School of Medicine in Mobile, has studied the mind/body aspects of digestive diseases for nearly two decades, focusing on the relationship between gut function and stress. MORE asked him to tell us what he's learned about the so-called "brain in the gut."

Q. Let me get this straight: There's a brain in my stomach? 

A. "People are surprised when they learn about the belly brain, but everyday expressions such as "go with your gut" or being "sick to your stomach" reflect an awareness that the gut has its own emotions and views.

"I suspect so-called gut intuition is most finely developed in people who say the GI system is the first place they experience stress. While the gut may be their weakness, it may also give such people an advantage by providing an early warning about the things they need to change in their lives. Gut feelings are a very definite form of information."

Q. What exactly is this belly brain? 

A. "Its technical name is the enteric nervous system, but it is often referred to as the 'little brain.' Only it's not so little: This dense connection of nerves runs the entire length of the digestive system, from your esophagus and stomach to the small and large intestine. It's estimated that the enteric system contains over 100 million neurons. That's more than make up the spinal cord."

Q. Why do we need a second brain? 

A. "A brain in the gut is critical, or it would not have survived all these years of evolution. The gut is one of the most ancient, primitive parts of the body. Even worms have guts. While it's a very basic organ, digestion -- even in simple organisms -- is complicated.

"Evidently, a brain in the gut was required to oversee the process, because it evolved early on. The enteric nervous system can mostly function alone, without instructions from the brain. For all we know, the need to regulate the absorption of nutrients may even precede thinking. And just as the big brain became more complex over time, so too did the little brain.

"The big and little brains maintain intimate communication thanks to nerve pathways that run from the GI tract to the head. The two brains also share many of the same neurotransmitters and chemical-receptor sites, which may explain why their responses frequently seem to parallel each other. Shared receptors may also explain why drugs that act on the brain are prone to triggering side effects in the stomach. Some opiate painkillers and antidepressants in the tricyclic family, for example, can cause constipation."

Listening to Your Stomach 

 Q. In the past, stomach troubles were often dismissed as psychosomatic. Is this changing with greater knowledge of the role of the enteric nervous system?

A. "It is. Two very common gastric disturbances that fit this category are chronic indigestion, or what doctors call dyspepsia [a feeling of nausea or discomfort in the upper stomach recurring for at least three months] and irritable bowel syndrome [IBS], which is characterized by chronic cramping, bloating, diarrhea, or constipation. These are not trivial complaints. Jointly, these conditions account for more than half the workload of gastroenterologists: About one-quarter of the population is affected by chronic indigestion, and IBS is believed to affect another 20 percent.

"The fact that it's hard to trace these disorders to any physical cause and that they are often hard to treat has led to speculation that stress or some other psychological problem may contribute to them. That's particularly true of IBS, which predominantly affects midlife women and often goes hand in hand with anxiety, depression, or trauma -- studies have suggested a high rate of IBS among women who had been sexually abused.

"But there's a danger in assuming that this kind of gastric disorder is all in the head. It could be that we just haven't figured out the physical abnormality to blame. For example, very new research suggests IBS may be caused by altered activity of the neurotransmitter serotonin in the gut.

"Of course, this does not rule out the possibility that feelings may adversely affect digestion or the gut. The bottom line is, stress exacerbates virtually all illnesses, and we don't know if it plays a bigger role in gastric woes than other disorders. My thinking is that psychological problems influence the severity of both chronic indigestion and IBS, but don't cause either condition."

Q. Are women more affected by these stomach ills? Is it connected to our greater vulnerability to depression? 

A. "Chronic indigestion does not dramatically affect one sex more than another. IBS, on the other hand, disproportionately affects women -- by a factor of at least two to one. Similarly, depression is that much more common in women. Depression may not cause IBS, but rather the reverse: Being in gastric pain all the time may, understandably, make you vulnerable to depression."

Q. Could better understanding of the brain in the gut improve the treatment of obesity? 

A. "Possibly. What comes to mind is the stomach pacemaker -- a device similar to a cardiac pacemaker, only it's implanted in the stomach. The device is an electrical-pulse generator that is attached to the stomach wall by wires. When it's turned on, you usually don't feel anything. It seems to dampen appetite by somehow altering messages between the little brain and the brain up top.

"There have been anecdotal accounts of obese patients losing significant amounts of weight using the device. In my experience, the stomach pacemaker can be useful for people with diabetes-induced nerve damage to the stomach -- a not uncommon condition that can cause chronic vomiting and severe weight loss. I've used it on such patients, many of whom had failed all other treatments, and found that the electrical stimulation can promote more normal gut contractions, enabling them to hold down food. But it won't work for everyone, and trial studies are still ongoing."

Treatments for Your Stomach Troubles

 
The brain/belly link has opened up new avenues for therapies to improve gastric and digestive disorders. How could you spell relief? Perhaps with:

Serotonin Blockers 

You may know serotonin as the feel-good brain chemical that Prozac and other selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors (SSRI) antidepressants elevate, but about 95 percent of the serotonin made by the body is actually found in the gut, where it helps the intestine contract to propel food along. Serotonin is also involved in the perception of pain. Based on that finding, alosetron (Lotronex) was developed to treat IBS.

This drug represents a major advance in treating the kind of IBS with the main symptoms of diarrhea and cramping. [Lotronex was withdrawn from the market in 2000 because it was associated with some deaths. It has since been returned to the market on a more restricted basis.] A newer drug, tegaserod (Zelnorm), helps increase gut activity, and is very helpful in treating the kind of IBS characterized by constipation and bloating. Studies show that 60 percent of IBS sufferers get better on these compounds.

Another drug, cilansetron, may be coming to market soon. It is designed to be especially effective in cases of IBS with diarrhea. These compounds represent a major treatment advance over antispasmatics, stool softeners, and other medicines long relied on to treat IBS.

 Antidepressants 

At very low doses, both the older tricyclics and SSRIs, such as Prozac, alleviate symptoms in about 30 percent of IBS sufferers. Sufferers of chronic indigestion may also find relief with antidepressants. The standard treatment is acid blockers such as Prilosec (a so-called proton-pump inhibitor), but they don't work for everyone. Now, Zelnorm is also being studied in people troubled by chronic indigestion; preliminary results look promising.

 Hypnosis 

According to studies by Peter James Whorwell, MD, of the University of Manchester, U.K., hypnosis as a tool to induce a deep sense of relaxation consistently performs better than drugs or placebo treatments, in which patients receive attention and emotional support without hypnosis. Hypnotherapy patients typically show a 50 percent reduction in IBS severity and a dramatic reduction in depression and anxiety.

Whorwell's team has also recently demonstrated that hypnotherapy is helpful for chronic indigestion. Results of hypnotherapy persist: When followed anywhere from 10 months to several years later, the group that received a single course of hypnotherapy still has far fewer symptoms and requires less medication and visits to the doctor than the other groups.

To find a licensed practitioner, check out www.asch.net. Hypnotherapy costs about $100 per session and usually requires 7-12 visits to help resolve these stomach conditions.

 Cognitive Therapy 

Talk therapy produces results roughly equivalent to hypnotherapy for the treatment of chronic gastric disturbances, such as IBS or indigestion. Patients with these problems often feel hopeless and helpless, adding to their stress and making their symptoms worse. In therapy, patients are taught how to replace catastrophic thoughts with a more reasonable interpretation.

Most patients can expect to experience improvement in 12-20 sessions. Cognitive therapy costs about $125 per visit. To find a cognitive therapist near you, call the American Psychological Association at 800-964-2000.

Originally published in MORE magazine, February 2005.
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 Understanding Alzheimer's Disease                   By National Women's Health Resource Center 

Symptoms of Alzheimer's disease, what can be done to prevent it, and treatment options. 

What It Is

 
An elderly woman finds she can't seem to follow a cheesecake recipe she's been using for years. While driving her car, this woman sometimes forgets where she is going and has trouble finding her way home. More and more often, she is confused. This woman has Alzheimer's disease. She could be your grandmother, your mother, your sister, your friend -- or she could be you.

The most common cause of dementia, Alzheimer's disease affects 4.5 million Americans, more of them women than men. And as former President Reagan's death from complications of Alzheimer's reminds us, this fatal disease profoundly affects not only the person suffering from it, but his or her caregivers, family members, and friends.

First discovered in 1906 by German physician Alois Alzheimer, Alzheimer's is a complex disease that is not yet fully understood. It starts in one part of the brain and gradually spreads to other regions, leaving behind abnormal clumps (plaques) and twisted fibers of protein. As it progresses, it causes confused thought patterns. Over time, Alzheimer's disease slowly robs a person of her language and reasoning skills, her memory, and ultimately her personality.

 
The odds of the getting Alzheimer's increase as a person gets older; as many as 10 percent of people over age 65, and close to 50 percent of people over 85 have the disease. A rare form of AD develops as early as age 40. But Alzheimer's is not an inevitable part of aging. The dementia associated with Alzheimer's is not the mild forgetfulness that many older people joke about.

Symptoms

 
Early symptoms of Alzheimer's include forgetfulness, language problems, difficulty concentrating, and general confusion. While some people may experience one or more of these symptoms as they age, in people with Alzheimer's, the symptoms are severe enough to interfere with their family relationships, social activities, and work.

"The memory loss associated with Alzheimer's is more functional in nature. Instead of forgetting where she put her keys, a woman with Alzheimer's will forget what those keys are used for," says Neil S. Buckholtz, PhD, chief of the Dementias of Aging branch of the Neuroscience and Neuropsychology Program at the National Institute on Aging, Bethesda, Maryland.

According to the Alzheimer's Association, the following symptoms may be warning signs of Alzheimer's:

1. Memory loss. We all forget names or telephone numbers now and then, but people with Alzheimer's have forgetfulness that is chronic and disruptive.

2. Difficulty performing everyday tasks. A person with Alzheimer's may suddenly forget how to take a shower or work an oven.

3. Language problems. A person with Alzheimer's will forget frequently used words.

4. Disorientation. It's normal to forget which day of the week it is now and then, but a person with Alzheimer's will forget where she is driving, or she will become lost on her own street.

5. Decreased or poor judgment. On a hot day, a person with Alzheimer's may dress in many layers, or she may donate much more money to her place of worship than she can afford.

6. Trouble with abstract thinking. While balancing a checkbook, someone with Alzheimer's may have absolutely no idea what the numbers represent or what she should do with them.

7. Losing things. A person with Alzheimer's doesn't just misplace things; she puts them in strange places, like a wallet in the freezer or an address book in the medicine cabinet.

8. Mood or behavior changes. Someone with Alzheimer's may experience rapid mood swings -- from laughter to anger -- suddenly and for no apparent reason.

9. Personality changes. Personality may change in a person with Alzheimer's, causing a normally calm woman to suddenly become suspicious and paranoid.

10. Loss of initiative. A person with Alzheimer's may lose complete motivation to do anything and spend hours in front of the television or sleeping.

Risk Factors for Alzheimer's Disease

The biggest risk factor for Alzheimer's is increasing age. Another risk factor is family history -- having a parent or sibling with the disease increases your odds for developing it. And researchers have identified three genes that cause the rare, early-onset form of the disease.

There's also some evidence that cardiovascular symptoms may increase a person's chances of developing Alzheimer's. "In the past few years, we've realized that some of the same risk factors for stroke, high blood pressure, and high cholesterol, for example, also put people at risk for Alzheimer's," says Vladimir Hachinski, MD, FRCPC, MSc, DSc, professor of neurology, University of Western Ontario, Canada. "This realization is exciting because it means if we treat these cardiovascular risk factors, we may someday be able to prevent or delay Alzheimer's in some people."

Prevention

 
Unfortunately, there are currently no known proven methods to prevent Alzheimer's.

New findings from a memory sub-study of the landmark, federally funded Women's Health Initiative (WHI), show that hormone therapy, a combination of the hormones estrogen and progestin, do not offer any protection from dementia. Prior to the announcement of the findings, it was hypothesized that estrogen may provide some protective benefits against Alzheimer's in women.

The WHI is a 15-year study (comprising many sub-studies) designed to test the effects of postmenopausal hormone therapy, diet modification, and calcium and vitamin D supplements on heart disease, fractures, and breast and colorectal cancer -- some of the most common causes of death in postmenopausal women.

The memory study, known as the Women's Health Initiative Memory Study (WHIMS) was reported in the May 28, 2003, Journal of the American Medical Association (JAMA).

It found that older postmenopausal women (age 65 and older -- those women who participated in the study) who initiated hormone therapy (a hormone therapy product known as Prempro) had twice the rate of developing dementia, including Alzheimer's disease, compared with women who do not take the medication. Absolute risk (how often these health effects actually occurred) was 23 cases per 10,000 women years.

The study also found that hormone therapy did not protect against the development of mild cognitive impairment (MCI), a form of cognitive decline less severe than dementia. Of note, MCI is considered a precursor to dementia and the fact that it was not increased in this study while dementia was has yet to be explained.

Early diagnosis of Alzheimer's remains the best strategy for attempting to slow the disease's progression. Therefore, it's important to report any unusual symptoms in yourself or a loved one to a healthcare professional as soon as possible.

And there is some evidence that good general health, supported by a healthy diet and exercise, may play a part in prevention as well. "A number of studies have shown that both physical and mental exercises preserve the health of the body and mind. It doesn't guarantee a person will prevent the disease, but these exercises will help the brain function," Dr. Hachinski says.

Diagnosis and Treatment

 
If you suspect you or a loved one is suffering from symptoms of Alzheimer's, the first steps are to see a healthcare professional for an evaluation. A series of specific neuropsychological tests measuring physical and cognitive functioning will be performed.

"The clinical evaluation will look at a person's global functioning, and specific neurological tests will determine memory and other changes," Dr. Buckholtz says. Medical specialists use these and other assessments to diagnose "probable Alzheimer's disease." A definitive diagnosis is possible only after an autopsy of the brain, which will show the hallmark plaques and tangles that indicate Alzheimer's, Dr. Buckholtz adds.

Treating Alzheimer's Disease

Medications are used to slow the progression of Alzheimer's and to manage some Alzheimer's-related symptoms. There are five drugs presently approved by the U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) for the treatment of Alzheimer's.

For treatment of mild to moderate Alzheimer's, the most commonly prescribed drugs are acetylcholinesterase inhibitors, which work to slow down the breakdown of acetylcholine, a brain chemical whose levels decline in people with the disease. There are three drugs in this category.

For people with moderate to severe Alzheimer's, healthcare professionals are now prescribing a new drug called memantine that blocks excess amounts of glutamate, a brain chemical that leads to brain destruction in people with the disease.

And to improve some of the intense behavioral symptoms that can accompany Alzheimer's, such as delusions, paranoia, anxiety, agitation, and depression, healthcare professionals may recommend antipsychotic medications, antidepressants, or anti-anxiety medications.

Success with medication varies from person to person in both length of response and duration. "A drug may work for one person for six months and for another for two years, but generally these drugs don't seem to be effective for more than two to three years at the most," Dr. Buckholtz says.

 More at HealthyWomen.org 
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5 Rules for Choosing a Baby Name                                         By Laura Wattenberg 

Guidelines for finding the perfect name for your baby. 

 Rule #1 

Personal Taste Isn't So Personal 

Not long ago, I heard an expectant mother beside herself with outrage. She had just learned that another woman in her small town had "stolen" her baby name! No, she admitted, she had never met the woman. But for years now she had been planning to name a baby Keaton, a name she had personally invented, and now there was another little Keaton right across town. Someone must have told that other mother her own secret, special name. Thief!

Chances are this was not really a case of name larceny. That mom had just run into a startling fact of baby-name life: Our tastes, which feel so personal, are communal creations. Keaton? Well, it's a surname ending in "n," a style parents are flocking to for fresh ideas that sound like classic names. K in particular is a hot first letter. And don't forget that almost every parent today grew up watching Alex Keaton on Family Ties. So just like that outraged mom, thousands of parents across the country have independently "invented" the name for their kids.

We live in a shared culture with communities and experiences that shape our likes and dislikes. That means overlapping tastes -- and as a rule, the closer two people are, the greater the overlap. Many of us have had a long-cherished name "stolen" by friends who had long cherished it themselves. It's frankly unnerving to discover that the quirky name you've always just happened to like is now a chart topper. Whatever happened to individual style?

Before you panic and name your son Aloysius, remember that communal taste is really a good thing. That shared perspective is exactly what gives names their style and nuance. It's also the context that lets you define your own style, meaningfully. Use the backdrop of your social group, your community, and your generation to choose names that make the kind of statement you're looking for. And if you do meet another Keaton, take it as a positive sign that your son will be fashionable. Parents are the ones who worry about a name standing out; kids are happy to fit in.

Rule #2 

All Last Names Are Not Created Equal 

I can see a runway model wearing a sheath dress that's so gorgeous I could just melt looking at it. But I know perfectly well that the same dress on my real-world figure would be a train wreck. Similarly, I know that the stylish Irish name Kennedy, paired with my last name Wattenberg, would sound like someone falling down stairs. In names as in clothes, the key is to choose the styles that flatter you. Run down this basic checklist before you make your final choice.

Length and rhythm: Sullivan and Flanagan match in style, but Sullivan Flanagan is a red-flag name. Watch out for singsong rhythms and tongue twisters.

The "Justin Case" Syndrome: A perfectly reasonable first name can meet a perfectly reasonable last name and create something perfectly ridiculous. When you have a candidate picked out, say the full name out loud repeatedly to look for hidden land mines. Include nicknames, too -- Benjamin Dover is one thing, Ben Dover quite another.

Meeting in the middle: Look carefully where the end of one name meets the beginning of another. Jonas Sanders will be heard as Jonah Sanders or Jonas Anders. Alexander Anderson sounds like a stutter.

Special cases: If your last name is a common word, it's especially important to avoid alliteration. Jenny Jumps and Walter Wall sound like characters from a children's picture book. If your last name is a common first name, take special care to choose first names that won't make you sound inside out. Nicholson Thomas, for instance, is asking for trouble. And if your last name just is trouble (Rump, Hogg, etc.), you can use the rhythm of a long, rolling first name to draw the emphasis away from it.

Rule #3 

All Naming Is Local 

America is a sprawling, diverse country, and at any given time many different name trends are operating at once. Money, geography, ethnicity, and education all swirl together to form "microclimates" of style, with local spikes in the use of particular names.

You can look up Oliver and say, "Ah, popularity rank #267, I won't meet many Olivers." But if your friends have kids named Julius, Lucy, and Charlotte, you should expect to see Olivers on your block. Not to say that's a bad thing. In that kind of community Oliver won't risk teasing, whereas he might find it rough going in a sea of Kaydens and Madisyns. Use the sister/brother names and style categories in this book to help gauge how a name will fit into your specific social surroundings.

Rule #4 

Other People's Opinions Matter 

As a parent, the choice of a baby name is entirely up to you. Why should you listen to what anybody else has to say, let alone your crazy friends and relatives?

Some food for thought: The choice may be yours, but you are making it for someone else. You are just a trustee in this matter, assigned to handle the affairs of another person who is unable to act because he or she has not yet been born. And those crazy friends and relatives? They are going to be your baby's friends and relatives before long. Don't let them bully you, but don't completely ignore them, either. As a group, they represent the society that's going to be hearing, and judging, your child's name for a lifetime. You don't have to flag down every passing car to ask for opinions, but it's worth choosing a few levelheaded confidantes to air out your ideas.

If you don't want to open the floodgates on a public name debate, this book gives you some middle ground. As you browse through the pages, think of it as a conversation with a friend who has thought an awful lot about names -- and who will shut up when you're done with her. For a name you're seriously considering, try reading the listed sister/brother names out loud, too. They will give you the best sense of how the name you like will come across to others.

Rule #5 

Choose the Name You Would Like to Have Yourself 

This is the top piece of advice I give expectant parents. We all have many factors in mind when we choose a name. We may want to honor our relatives or our ethnic heritage. We may see baby naming as an opportunity for personal expression. Use whatever criteria you like to narrow down your name choices, but before you fill in the birth certificate, stop and give the name this final test: If you were starting life today, knowing everything you know about the world, is this the name you would want to represent you? If so, you can feel confident that you're giving your child the best birthday present possible, one that will last a lifetime.

Excerpt taken from The Baby Name Wizard by Laura Wattenberg Copyright (c) 2005 by Laura Wattenberg. Excerpted by permission of Broadway Books, a division of Random House, Inc. All rights reserved. No part of this excerpt may be reproduced or reprinted without permission in writing from the publisher. Cover design by Chin-Yee Lai. Cover photo by Superstock, Inc.
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The Great Dying - Too much heat and too little oxygen - 2005.01.22/01:11

Scientists call it the Great Dying, a 250-million-year-old catastrophe that wiped out 90 percent of ocean species and 70 percent of land species in the biggest mass extinction in Earth's geologic history. 

The cause of this cataclysm is a matter of great dispute among paleontologists, but research released Thursday offers new evidence that global warming caused by massive and prolonged volcanic activity may have been the chief culprit. 

Huge amounts of carbon dioxide were released into the air from open volcanic fissures known to geologists as the "Siberian Traps," researchers said, triggering a greenhouse effect that warmed the Earth and depleted oxygen from the atmosphere, causing environmental deterioration and finally collapse, write San Francisco Chronicle. 

"It wipes out the meteor-impact theory," said Kliti Grice, of Curtin University of Technology in Perth. "Our papers show the extinction was a gradual process, as opposed to being instantaneous." 

Associate Professor Grice and her colleagues studied drill samples from sedimentary rocks in Western Australia and southern China. They found a sulfur-loving bacteria that still lives in the oxygen-starved Black Sea. 

"The oceans must have been very stagnant at that time, as they are in the Black Sea now," Professor Grice said. "It was so toxic that organisms which needed oxygen and nutrients to live would not have been able to survive", reports Sydney Morning Herald. 

According to The Australian, in a second study, an American and South African group -- led by paleontologist Peter Ward of the University of Washington in Seattle -- pieced together the fossil records of land-animal extinctions from sites in South African, Europe and North America. 

 They discovered that a 10-million-year-long period of gradual extinctions led to a final extinction "pulse" 250million years ago. 

Professor Ward said the pattern of extinction was "eerily similar" to evidence about marine extinctions, providing a glimpse of what could happen with long-term global warming. "Animals and plants, both on land and in the sea, were dying at the same time, and apparently from the same causes -- too much heat and too little oxygen," he added.  

 ©1999 "Pravda.RU". 
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Legal at Last. 

After years of romance and scandal, weeks of complications and a final delay in deference to the pope, Charles and Camilla finally make it official. Love the hat.  by Barbara Kantrowitz
Newsweek


April 18 issue - It took more than three decades, countless illicit assignations, two divorces and then perhaps a bit of divine intervention to keep threatened rain away. But last week, under clear skies, amid a sea of fabulous hats only English women can get away with, Prince Charles finally married the woman he says he's always loved: Camilla Parker Bowles. Their big day began when they pulled up to Guildhall in Windsor in a Rolls-Royce lent to them by the queen. Charles, 56, looked serious but Camilla, 57, seemed happy and relaxed. After a brief civil ceremony—the only option for these two divorced people in the Church of England—Camilla was transformed from The Other Woman to HRH the Duchess of Cornwall, the second most senior female royal. Only the queen now outranks her. Then the newlyweds headed across the street to Windsor Castle, where they confessed their sins, were blessed by the Archbishop of Canterbury and promised to be faithful to each other. At a reception afterward hosted by the queen, 800 guests (Joan Rivers, a friend of both, made the list) toasted the couple before they took off for their honeymoon in Scotland.

The day was meant to be low-key, and anything would be compared with Charles and Diana's 1981 extravaganza, which captivated millions around the world. Only about 20,000 people lined the streets of Windsor to cheer them on. In many ways, it seemed more like a family wedding than an official event, with members of the royal family, including Princes William and Harry, riding minibuses from Guildhall to the castle. Many who watched said they were just glad the scandals were over. "It is a shame they could not have gotten married all those years ago," says Emma Hoare, who works at the Reject China Shop across the street from the castle. "I think she really suits him."

The big do was threatened by what one writer described as a "compendium of cock-ups" that began soon after the February engagement. Charles and Camilla had planned to be married in Windsor Castle, but that was nixed when someone point-ed out it wasn't a legal site for weddings. That meant a shift to Guildhall, a much more plebeian venue. Then the queen announced that she would not attend the civil ceremony. The official explanation: she didn't want to disrupt the couple's desire for a "low-key" wedding. Many think the snub really reflects her distaste for the union. The couple had hoped to placate critics by promising that Camilla would be princess consort when Charles becomes king. But legal experts insisted she will someday officially be queen. Then, in an event no one could have predicted, the pope's funeral was scheduled for the same day as the wedding. Charles was forced to postpone the event 24 hours. The last-minute shift meant increased security costs and more nasty headlines.

But it was all forgotten last Saturday. A friend of Camilla's says she won Charles by being his lover, his best friend and the mother he never really had. Camilla is totally devoted to him and, unlike Diana, shuns publicity. She defers to him in almost everything, much the way that the queen defers to Prince Philip in most matters of the royal household. While Charles and Diana had almost nothing in common, Charles and Camilla share many of the same tastes. Both particularly enjoy what the English call "country pursuits" like gardening and —fox hunting, which Camilla is particularly passionate about.

Like the Royal Brady Bunch, their four children stood on the steps of Guildhall after the ceremony—one happy, newly blended family. Charles is godfather to Camilla's son, Tom, 30, a food journalist. He also gets along well with her daughter, Laura, 25. Recently, he set up $1.8 million trust funds for both of them. Camilla has had to work harder to win over William, 22, and Harry, 20. She first met William in 1998 and afterward told an aide that she could use a gin and tonic. Friends say William and Harry have OK'd the marriage, although that doesn't mean they see her as a replacement for their mother. Both are still devoted to Diana, trying to remember the good things about her, not the scandals. They reportedly keep their mother's picture in their bedrooms and tolerate Camilla only because they know she is there to stay.

Camilla's walk down the aisle was the end of a long and often ugly journey. In the early '90s, she became an object of scorn as the woman who shattered the royal fairy tale. Negative stories about Camilla—whether true or not—were repeated so often in the tabloids that they assumed the status of legend. She was messy, throwing dirty clothes on the floor all over her house. She was smelly, someone who would hop into a ball gown straight from riding without bothering to bathe. She was homely. Diana is said to have described her as having the face of a mare and the rump of a stallion. (That description inspired one of the best wedding souvenirs this time around, a T shirt that shows Camilla as a white horse with Charles blissfully riding her.)

After both were divorced (Camilla from Andrew Parker Bowles in 1995 and Charles from Diana a year later), a public-relations specialist who worked for Charles helped reintroduce Camilla to the public. In 1997, she became patron of the National Osteoporosis Society after watching her mother, Rosalind, die of the disease. In July of that year, Charles hosted a 50th-birthday party for her in his country estate at Highgrove. But just weeks later, Diana's death put the image campaign on hold for a while. It wasn't until 1999 that the couple made their first public appearance together at a 50th-birthday party for Camilla's sister, Annabel Elliot. Two years later, they exchanged their first public kiss at a reception for the Osteoporosis Society.

She may have won her prince, but Camilla hasn't won over the hearts and minds of most Britons. Many are still opposed to the marriage, but the overwhelming reaction seems to be indifference. Wedding souvenirs, which overflowed stores before the first royal wedding, were scarce except in shops in the shadow of Windsor Castle. They were selling primarily because people thought tea towels with the wrong date might someday be valuable. But after all these years of soap opera, public indifference could be a real blessing.

With Ginanne Brownell in London

© 2005 Newsweek, Inc.

© 2005 MSNBC.com
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Drunkenness puts 2,000 children in hospital every year  By Celia Hall, Medical Editor

(Filed: 14/01/2005)Nearly 2,000 children a year are hospitalised through drunkenness, according to the latest analysis of NHS figures. The number of children aged 14 and under, who are admitted with "mental or behavioural disorders due to alcohol", has risen 13.5 per cent over the last six years in England. Among girls, the increase was 24 per cent. The rate of alcohol related admissions for women under 25 also rose slightly and was "consistent with other findings of an increase in binge drinking in this group", said the survey by health care analysts, Dr Foster. The report on drug and alcohol-related admissions among people under 45, said that in 2002-03 there were 18,863 admissions connected to alcohol; 7,380 admissions relating to the use of illegal drugs and 3,366 admissions for accidental self-poisoning with alcohol or drugs. Admissions among the under-14s for drug abuse increased sharply from 49 to 81 between 1996 and 2003, according to the research published in the British Medical Journal today. Overall, admissions for drug abuse among 15 to 24 year olds fell but went up among 25- to 44-year-olds, which suggests there is an ageing group of problem drug takers.

"There is a big public health challenge here. In the past the public health priorities were clean water and vaccination. Now it is lifestyle. But no one knows what the tools are to change people's behaviour," said Roger Taylor, research director at Dr Foster.

Martin Plant, professor of addiction studies University of the West of England, Bristol, said the rise in admissions among children was "surprising". He said: "We have found that young children are negative about alcohol but this changes as they become adolescent.

"As more alcohol is around perhaps we should not be surprised that more children are drinking it. Most parents would lock up the bleach but not think twice about leaving an opened bottle of wine in the fridge."

Prof Plant contributed to a report published last month, which showed that teenage girls in Britain were binge drinking more than boys. More than a quarter of 15- to 16-year-old girls admitted to binge drinking.

Researchers who questioned 100,000 students across Europe, found that binge drinking was a particular problem in British teenagers. Prof Plant said the industry's measures to curb binge drinking and the Government's Alcohol Harm Reduction Strategy did not work.

7 January 2005: Youngest drink-driver, 13, gets detention order 
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Samuel L. Jackson holds court                                                       CNN.com

NEW YORK (AP) -- Samuel L. Jackson is flippant, brushing off his expansive film career, and cool-guy image.

His casual clothes fit the attitude: black running jacket, jeans, white sneaks and just a hint of bling in a diamond-ringed watch and a dog tag with his initials around his neck. His nearly impervious ego is surprising, but with nearly 80 films under his belt, he doesn't really need to care what people think of him.

With Jackson's articulate nature, along with a graying mustache and glasses, he could pass for a teacher, maybe one who taught How to Be Hip 101.

The 56-year-old actor's latest film, "Coach Carter," is based on the real-life story of Ken Carter, a basketball coach in an inner-city high school in Richmond, California. Carter benched his whole team because some varsity players weren't academically performing up to standards he set in a contract.

Jackson's no fool. He knows his movie isn't going to elicit any big change in how education is generally deplored and athletics revered in schools, but he's OK with it. He's happy as long as a few kids see the film and decide they want to study more, or figure out that an education is something invaluable.

Q: What did you think of Carter when you heard about him?

SAMUEL L. JACKSON: I thought it was a refreshing change from always hearing about winning at any cost. I liked that about what he was doing, putting the idea out there that education is worth something, that it's important. That it will get you somewhere. And when the movie idea came my way, I thought it was socially relevant.

Q: Do you agree with his methods?

JACKSON: Sure, in some ways. Somewhere along the way we lost the idea of a "student-athlete." They have become "athlete-students." But winning on the floor is a reward for doing well in the classroom. If you don't go to class you can still play ball, but you get hurt, maybe you don't run the ball as fast anymore ... what have you got left? An education is something that can't be taken away.

Q: What do you think about the idea that inner-city kids are set up to fail?

JACKSON: That's true. It's the whole idea that if you show up, you pass on. It's also that they need to see there's an upside to being smart, not just being athletic and hip. I don't think teachers are living up to the standards they should be. They tend to service the kids who pay attention, they don't want to deal with the kids that don't get the grades or that have the problems or that act out. In the city schools, they're also looking out for themselves and their well-being.

Q: I have some teacher friends that wouldn't be too happy to hear you say that.

JACKSON: I have teacher friends too, and they are goal-oriented and good at motivating their students, and will work with the kids that need the extra help instead of ignoring them, but I think that's the minority.

Q: Was there any instrumental teacher, or coach, when you were growing up?

JACKSON: I think people knew who I was because of my family, and they held me to a higher standard because they knew where I came from.

'Funny how fame goes'

Q: Do you feel like you have to be a role model because of your fame?

JACKSON: No. I think I need to be a responsible human being, and do things I believe in, and I help out people but I don't do that publicly. It's not my responsibility as an actor to tell you who to vote for, or what cause to believe in or who to give money to. It makes me crazy to hear people in my profession preach about that sort of thing.

Q: But you are pretty socially active, and you have been since college, right?

JACKSON: Ha. Yes. Where are you going with this?

Q: Well, I read in 1969 that you held some board members hostage at Morehouse College and got expelled for it.

JACKSON: I grew up in segregation in Chattanooga. So when I got to college, and Morehouse is a predominantly African-American school, there were no African-Americans on the board, and no student representation. So we solicited to have that put in place and no one would listen. We locked some of them up inside for a few days.

And now, they have student representation and African-American board members. And I went back and graduated. Now, of course, my hands are imprinted in the cement. Funny how fame goes.

Q: Do you think students would do that today?

JACKSON: I think it was indicative of what kind of people we were. We thought what we said made a difference. I don't know if people think that anymore. But I bet if the draft was reinstated or something people would start talking, start doing something. It's a shame it takes something so extreme.

Q: You started your career in the theater?

JACKSON: Yes, I worked on lots of plays. You get immediate gratification in the theater, applause. Also you get to do something from beginning to end, you feel accomplished. It amazes me when I hear some of my colleagues have never been in a play. I'm like: Where'd you learn to act? You don't know how to piece things all together unless you have acted in the theater.

Q: But you like doing movies the best?

JACKSON: Well, when I was young I thought theater was like the mailroom. TV was like getting an office, and the movies, the big screen, that was like running the company.

Q: You had some trouble along the way with drugs?

JACKSON: Yeah, when I was doing the drinking and the drugging I didn't deprive myself of work, but it kept me from places I needed to get to. I checked myself into rehab and that's not easy once you do it. Change is difficult and scary. But I got clean and I saw direct results, especially with being able to focus.

Q: You played a junkie in "Jungle Fever."

JACKSON: It was like two weeks after I got out of rehab. It was cathartic to do that role. When that character got killed it was like a huge exclamation point in my life, a door that I could close.

Q: How do you choose roles?

JACKSON: Story first, then character, if it is a challenge, if there is depth. I wanted to emulate the films I loved as a kid. So I got my pirate out with "Star Wars," and that light-saber, I got the war thing out with "Rules of Engagement." I'd like to do a horror movie, and a Western.

Find this article at: http://www.cnn.com/2005/SHOWBIZ/Movies/01/18/film.q.a.samuel.l.jackson.ap/index.html   
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A glass of wine to help your brain - 2005.01.20/23:38

Women who like to have a glass of wine as part of their dinner may actually be helping their brain, according to new research published today. 

 Researchers have found that older women who consume an average of one alcoholic beverage per day have a 20 percent decreased risk of cognitive impairment, compared with nondrinkers. 

 The study which appears in the The New England Journal of Medicine included 12,480 participants in the Nurses' Health Study who were 70 to 81 years old. 

 Experts suggest alcohol provides some protection against dementia because improves blood flow to the brain. 

 The researchers believe the same benefits apply to men as well, but note more research is needed. 

 For their findings, researchers examined data on the women-s alcohol consumption and tested their memory function, report the Health Talk. 

 According to the Technology News World, a glass of wine, beer or a cocktail a day improves memory and might be good for the brain, says a group of researchers who tracked the cognitive effect booze had on thousands of older women over two decades. 

 "We tracked memory abilities in women who didn't drink any alcohol and women who drank about a half to one drink per day," said Dr. Francine Grodstein, associate professor of medicine at Brigham and Women's Hospital and Harvard Medical School. 

 While researchers said it's better not to drink anything at all than too much, moderate drinking has its benefits. Women who swigged less than 15 grams a day, about one drink, had better mean cognitive scores than non-drinkers. 

©1999 "Pravda.RU". 
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How hip-hop met the Muppets         The New Zealand Herald     by Alexia Loundra

By his own admission, Kid Koala "makes books without words and albums without songs". For which he apologises, although he doesn't need to. 

The man known to his mum as Eric San is a champion scratch DJ who builds unique music from his massive collection of old vinyl. He's also a talented cartoonist who draws touching comic books (he prefers the grander term "graphic novels") about "robots trying to write love songs" (Nufonia Must Fall, ECW Press), complete with their own soundtracks. 

The albums that San cuts and pastes on his turntables may not fit the conventional three-minute pop formula but, like his comic books, they're filled with so much passion, skewed humour and talent that it doesn't matter. 

San does things differently. This is the man who stops his live shows for games of bingo. 

In person, the fresh-faced Chinese-Canadian suffers from the same shyness that makes 5-year-olds hide behind their mothers' legs. 

Considering he counts Radiohead and Bjork among his growing army of fervent fans, you'd expect him to be a bit more cocksure. But what the 30-year-old lacks in ego he makes up for with wide-eyed enthusiasm. 

"If you're going to do something, do something fresh," says San. It's a motto he's stuck to since 1988 when he visited a record shop with his older sister and first heard hip-hop. 

Until then, San's experience of music was mainly limited to the piano lessons that his mother made him take. But when he heard those chunky beats and, in particular, the snapped-back stutter of the scratching, his virgin ears were seduced. From then on there would be a different, hipper, occupation for his idle teen hands. 

"That was the beginning of the end for me," he chuckles. The money he'd previously spent on sweets and firecrackers was now put towards decks and vinyl. Acts such as Coldcut, De La Soul and Public Enemy fuelled his passion. 

"The way they put stuff together to sound so new every time," he says, awed. "They were trying things." 

Which is exactly what San went on to do on both his 2000 debut, Carpal Tunnel Syndrome, and October's excellent Some of My Best Friends Are DJs. 

Like DJ Shadow but a lot more fun, San borrows vintage sounds from jazz, blues and soul and hand-splices them with scuffed beats and random snippets of spoken word to build warm layers of quirky patchwork tunes. 

He rightly calls his music "short attention-span theatre" - fat jazz beats roll lazily beneath tweaked piano hooks, then give way to funky rhythms woven from stammering trumpets and mighty scratch-battles that whiz over bubbling underwater basslines. 

Every single sound - from strings and oboes to sneeze sound effects - is taken from vinyl and filtered through San's turntables. Using his masterly scratching skills, he warps, stretches and manipulates the crackling records into his own humour-infected melodies. 

But if hip-hop was San's inspiration, Muppet maestro Jim Henson was his guiding light. 

"Henson created a surreal, clever world - a hodgepodge of music, characters, stories, visuals and sentiments, that just made sense to me," says San, eyes bright. 

Henson's influence floods through San's work, from the witty sonic skits on his albums to his fun-filled cabaret-esque gigs, which breathlessly flit between music, stand-up, animation, scratch battles and, of course, bingo. 

Beneath San's love of the absurd lies an endearing sentimentality - he thinks of his albums as a "little present for somebody". And like a kid putting together a compilation tape for a friend, the same effort goes into his homemade artwork. The inlay booklets for his albums have been 50-page comic books. 

San likes couples to come to his gigs - especially first dates - and runs competitions where he plays private sets in the winners' living-rooms (even providing a finger buffet). 

It's as though he wants to be invited into his fans' lives. He bashfully agrees: "Yeah. You have to realise, anyone proficient at scratching at some point had to deny themselves a social life. No matter how arrogant they seem, DJs are lonely people - on New Year's Eve, when everyone's tinkling champagne glasses, we're stuck behind the decks with our boxes of records. It's all quite tragic. 

"You might have practised one scratch technique for years," he says. "But at the end of the day you want to get up there and somehow speak through the music. You want to play turntables at the level Maceo Parker can play sax or Thom Yorke can sing. You want to be that expressive." 

A huge grin lights up his face. "You want to bring people together." 

Performance 

INDEPENDENT  
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 Natural Remedies                                                              By Debra Gordon 

Take as much care with natural remedies as with any others.

All-Natural Isn't All Good

 
A recent study of 142 families in a pediatric emergency department in Atlanta found that 45 percent of caregivers had given their child an herbal, or "natural," product, including some outright quack remedies such as turpentine and cow chip tea. That last item, says study author Dr. Steven Lanski, of Emory University, "is exactly what it sounds like."

It wasn't only the high number of children taking herbal remedies that was surprising, said Lanski. Even more astonishing -- and worrisome -- was that 77 percent of those surveyed didn't believe, or had no idea, that natural products could have side effects.

In today's world of catchphrases and trend-oriented marketing, "natural" doesn't always mean safe. Unlike prescription and over-the-counter medicines, the United States Food and Drug Administration doesn't regulate herbal remedies and other such supplements. Thus, they face no extensive tests before they are marketed and don't have to adhere to any standards of quality in manufacturing.

"Parents must be very careful," says Dr. Susan S. Baker, a physician who served on the American Academy of Pediatrics Task Force on Alternative and Complementary Medicine. "They cannot assume that what is on a label is actually in the container. Similarly, they cannot assume that what is on the label is all that is in the container."

Additionally, herbal preparations can have severe and potentially life-threatening interactions with prescription and over-the-counter medications, warns Lanski. For instance, his survey included an adolescent with asthma who was taking the prescription drug albuterol. The teen also received ephedra, an herb that acts similarly to albuterol in the body. Combining the two could have led to a dangerous overdose.

Be Specific

 
It's important that parents tell their child's healthcare professional about everything that child takes -- from vitamins to herbal remedies, says Lanski. Yet, in his study, only 45 percent of those surveyed whose children used herbal remedies had told their healthcare provider about the supplements.

Even better than telling is asking. Give your child's doctor a call before you add a natural remedy to your child's medicine cabinet. This allows your physician to do a little research into whether there's a potential risk.

Still, notes Lanski, most natural or alternative remedies are not dangerous. But there's little evidence that most of them are effective. "People are getting their pocketbooks lightened when their money could be better spent elsewhere," he says.

For parents who choose alternative remedies, Baker suggests looking for the USP (United States Pharmacopeia) or NF (National Formulary) designation on the packaging. The USP is a nonprofit, nongovernmental organization that establishes state-of-the-art standards to ensure the quality of medicines. Products carrying the NF designation must also comply with specific manufacturing and quality standards.

Choose a manufacturer that is a member of the American Herbal Products Association or the National Nutritional Foods Association -- these are trade organizations that adhere to certain guidelines and their members are generally more rigorous about quality control than are unaffiliated manufacturers. All of these designations can help you ensure that what's on the label is also what's in the bottle.

Reputable organizations generally won't want their names on quack cures like cow chip tea.

 Keep Out of Reach of Kids

 Few studies exist on the effects of supplements on children. However, doctors and herbalists agree that certain supplements can pose a significant danger. They include:

 Ephedra 

This substance is often found in weight-loss and asthma supplements. It can be especially dangerous for kids who are taking drugs for attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder.

Kava Kava 

Studies have linked high doses to liver damage.

Gingko and Garlic 

In large amounts, these compounds can interfere with blood clotting and have dangerous interactions with such anticlotting drugs as heparin. They can increase the risk of uncontrollable bleeding during surgery.

Echinacea 

Popular during cold and flu season, echinacea can be harmful to children with overactive immune systems, such as those with allergies.

Valerian Root 

Often used as a sleep aid, it can be dangerous if used in conjunction with antidepressants or even cough medicine that contains codeine.

 © Copyright 2005 Meredith Corporation. All Rights Reserved. 
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Russian Barbie doll wannabes fall victims to extreme dieting - 12/20/2004 15:13 

Extreme diets exert a very negative influence on women's health v they particularly suppress the function of the ovaries

  The girl was hospitalized with a horrible diagnosis v the stomach necrosis. When the stomach was dissected, surgeons were shocked to see that it was all filled with carrots. In addition, there was a hole in the stomach, from where the salad was coming out to the intestines. 

  Russian medics say that the society has been obsessed with diets recently. The dream to have a slim figure may often lead to serious digestion disorders, anorexia nervosa in particular v the pathological wish of an individual to lose weight at all costs. As a rule, the ailment is common with teenage girls from 16 to 18 years of age. 

  Nineteen-year-old student Evgenia Steapnenko was on a strict diet for six months. The young girl ate only vegetables and fruit. She even drank vinegar to get rid of the feeling of hunger. The girl was especially fond of spicy salads. 

  On December 3rd, 2004 Evgenia ate two kilograms of Korean hot carrots. The girl was hospitalized to a local hospital the same night. Doctors diagnosed the necrosis of the stomach. The girl's stomach was dead; the doctors had to remove it from the girl's abdominal cavity. Evgenia's life depends on a catheter now: doctors inject nutritious substances directly in the girl's body. She will have to experience several complicated operations in the near future too. 

  A diet killed another 19-year-old Russian student, Elena Lukecha, about six months ago. The girl totally exhausted herself, her weight was only 27 kilograms, but she still thought that she was fat. Doctors took life-saving efforts, but the patient eventually died. 

  Fourteen-year-old girl Marina was starving for nine months. She was only 155 centimeters tall, but she weighed 30 kilograms. The extreme diet made the girl's periods stop. Extreme diets exert a very negative influence on women's health v they particularly suppress the function of the ovaries. As a rule, exhaustion harms other vital functions of a human organism and deteriorates the endocrine system on the whole. Diets may often lead to infertility in addition to a whole bouquet of gynecological illnesses, gastrointestinal disorders, kidney diseases, anemia and even tuberculosis. 

  Extreme diets have become ?popular¦ not only with girls and women, but with adult men too. If a man restricts his nourishment, he is likely to suffer from stomach ulcer, digestive disorders and serious sexual and psychological problems. A combination of all of those problems may even result in schizophrenia. 

  The male variant of anorexia nervosa bears the schizophrenic character, as a rule, whereas women usually suffer from neurosis. Specialists believe that modern people suffer from exhaustion simply because of fashion trends. 

  A Barbie doll has become a role model for a lot of young girls, even in Russia. A great deal of girls want to look like top models too. As a result, the majority of those girls suffer from dystrophy and a variety of psychological illnesses. Losing weight requires a scientific, thought-out approach, which totally excludes extreme dieting. 

©1999-2003 "PRAVDA.Ru". 
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Mentor for Cyprus Nigel Howarth says the warmth and generosity of the Cypriot people and the island's relaxed way of life makes the country a popular choice for expats.

Nigel, a business consultant who escaped the rat race in 2002, has previously lived and worked in Hong Kong, Australia, South Africa and the Netherlands. 

He first visited Cyprus in 1982 and moved to the island permanently in 2002. He and his wife Pat live in Erimi, a village close to the town of Limassol. Since moving to Cyprus, Nigel has written and published a detailed guide for those wishing to buy property on the island. 

Cyprus is the third largest island in the Mediterranean Sea. It has an area of 3,572 square miles and is about 120 miles to the west of Syria and 500 miles to the east of Greece. Nicosia is the capital and the island's largest city with a population of some 190,000. Since 1974, the northern third of the island has been occupied by Turkish forces and has formed a separate (though internationally unrecognized) state. Although talks to resolve the situation have been held from time to time, Cyprus remains a divided island. A UN buffer zone, known as the "Green Line" currently separates the Greek Cypriot and Turkish Cypriot communities.The island has a typical Mediterranean climate. The summers are hot and dry and the cooler, rainy season extends from October to March. The average annual temperature is 21°C and the average annual rainfall is less than 500 millimetres. Summer temperatures in the inland capital of Nicosia can reach over 40 degrees Celsius while in the coastal regions they can reach a more modest 35 to 38 degrees

Paphos is situated on the west coast of the island and is the site of the island's second international airport. It is a resort town having a fishing harbour as its focal point next to the Paphos FortIt has proved to be particularly popular with foreigners and much development continues to take place in and around the town and its nearby villages to satisfy the increasing demand for retirement, holiday, and investment properties. 

Limassol is the island's second largest city and is located on the south coast. It is the island's main port, the centre of the wine industry, and a holiday resort. It hosts the island's two top festivals, the pre-lent Carnival and the Wine Festival in September.

Larnaca is situated towards the eastern end of the island and is home to the island's main international airport. It has a marina and its salt lake is home to colonies of flamingos and other migratory birds that visit Cyprus during the cooler months of the year. Its old-world charm and excellent transport links make it popular with many people seeking a home in the sun.

Agia Napa is situated on the island's east coast and was once a small fishing village. After the Turkish invasion it was redeveloped to become the largest resort area on the island with many hotels, shops, tavernas, discos and bars. 

Nicosia is the capital city and it is, roughly, in the centre of the island and within easy reach of the main towns. Strong walls built by the Venetians in the 16th century encircle the ancient city centre through which runs part of the UN "Green Line". 

In complete contrast to the main towns and the capital city is the Troodos mountain range that stretches across the centre of the island. Capped with snow in the winter and covered with pine trees, the mountain areas of the Troodos provide a cool retreat from the hot summer sun. The area is popular for those wishing to enjoy the clear air, space and dramatic landscapes.There are literally hundreds of villages scattered throughout the island. These vary in size from a few dozen houses to a thousand or more, some of which are literally miles from anywhere. In the more remote villages, the only people you are likely to see are your neighbours and perhaps the occasional lost tourist.

Property market: As well as being a prime holiday destination, Cyprus has become a popular place for people wishing to enjoy their retirement in the sun and for those buying holiday and investment property. After Spain and France, it is the most popular place for Britons seeking a place in the sun with more than 60,000 owning property on the island. This popularity is due to many factors, including: the warmth and generosity of the Cypriot people, the relaxed way of life, the warm Mediterranean climate, the low levels of crime, the fact that many Cypriots are fluent in English and the lowest level of income tax in Europe.Although the Cyprus Government controls the amount of property that can be legally owned by non-resident EU citizens and other foreigners, its popularity continues to grow. Currently, house prices in the Republic represent good value for money. They are approximately 20% lower than equivalent properties in Portugal, 30% lower than those in Spain and 50% lower than those in Italy and France. Cyprus' accession to the EU will lead to the eventual removal of the restrictions placed on the foreign ownership of property. As well as further increasing demand by British sun-seekers, the removal of these restrictions should also increase demand from citizens of other EU member states. This will undoubtedly help to push up Cyprus property values.

Telegraph.co.uk 
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Decking the halls with more than just boughs of holly                                By Ruth Longford

It is apparent that in America, decorating your home is not just a Christmas thing. Halloween and thanksgiving are huge opportunities too, and from what I hear, Valentine's day will require lots of pink and red items (hearts and flowers maybe) adorning the house but nothing can possibly equal Christmas. 

You should see the garden of the people who live immediately opposite us. The national grid must dip every evening when they switch on. Not quite nodding donkeys, but deer, three in white lights and one orange one that lights from inside; a Santa; lots of illuminated candy canes; a sled; parcels made up with lights; and lots and lots of wreaths.

It looks hideous and I most certainly don't plan to emulate, but I did feel a bit sad with just an aging pumpkin left over from Halloween outside my front door. 

I have to admit, though, that it is rather magical to drive around the houses here and see them lit up with white stars. I am intrigued also by the deer shapes made from white lights which do look very pretty in the dark, rather like a Harry Potter patronus charm. What I would like to know is how people manage to drape little white lights so high up trees, and how do others manage to turn them into pictures? I'm told you can get nets to cover bushes with lights that are spaced evenly apart and I want some of these – because there is no way I can see us getting up into the tall tree in front of our home, let alone turning the lights into any kind of shape.

I have decided on pretty white lights and a cheerful wreath on the front door. It will make me feel less out of key. We are going to collect our Christmas tree next weekend and that sounds really fun. We go to the skiing area and then take a hike into the plantation, choose a tree and cut it down ourselves, and drag it back to the shop where they put it in a net for transporting back in the car. I may take gluwein in a hip flask. 

I have seen Hollywood films where families go out to chop down their own tree and they always have snow, so I am hopeful. But I have to admit the weather is very mild at the moment and I would probably need to wait until after Christmas to get snow for my tree-chopping expedition. That, though, would rather undermine the point. 

Last week we went for supper with a British family who have recently settled here. The mother has fully entered into the decorating spirit and has seven Christmas wreaths, five giant nutcrackers, (not to mention many small ones) two vast Christmas trees, hazel branches strategically placed on the wall with baubles that she tells me will support her cards, and swathes of greenery everywhere. Her house looked very pretty but I am not going to aspire to the gazillion nutcrackers and two trees just yet, and I can guarantee that if I tied a branch against the wall for cards no cards would stay up. 

I also visited an American family who have worked in Europe. They have retained all the American traditions and incorporated into these touches from Germany. I cannot imagine what the house looks like normally – but for now, it was charming. My friend introduced me to a feature called swags: bunches of greenery done up with superb bows, sometimes with little lights wound in, placed strategically on walls. Banisters are decorated with long coiling garlands. We ate from Christmas china, and Christmas towels hung in the bathroom. Even the family den was decorated with snowy implements: cross country skis, antique snow boots, vintage posters of skiing in Chamonix. I wonder if she changes those as well when the season is over.

I could go on and on about this Christmas transformation I see around me - china exchanged, towels replaced, everything bound over to a complete Christmas look. I don't know whether to be impressed, overwhelmed or disgusted by all the conspicuous consumption.

I have become aware that if I want to blend in properly while I am here, I am going to have to get a Christmas sweater. We went to a "holidays brunch" and you could tell who was British because we were the only ones not wearing festive jumpers or shirts. What I have now realized I need to do is to get some sort of top with reindeer or a Santa appliquéd on in very bright colours. The very least I should do is buy a cherry red top so that I look vaguely in keeping – preferably with some festive baubles or stars arranged tastefully somewhere. The dark days of winter are definitely transformed by the good cheer and merriment – I feel like a sad old thing in my smart brown suit.

But I do have a concern. Where does all this stuff go when you are finished with Christmas? You can't buy it fresh every year. 

Currently I plan to remain with my long established habits of sticking a bit of holly above my picture frames, a wreath on the front door cards all over the place and one tree, but who knows what will happen to these tastes if I stay exposed to America for too long. I may come back with a herd of electric deer to put in front of my house.

And what I need to know is – where do the herd live in summer? 

Telegraph.co.uk 
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Single on Valentine's Day                          By Chandni Jhunjhunwala 

Hallmark arrived in my hometown of Calcutta, India, around the time I turned 14. On Valentine's Day, I waited in line with hordes of other teenagers just for a chance to get into the store. I remember wishing two things. One: That I wasn't the only person there with her mother. Two: That the cute boy whom I could see through the store window was skimming through the aisles picking out a gift for me. It was such a scene -- the hundreds of greeting cards with messages of love and romance, guys in their school uniforms looking uncomfortable as they tried to pick the perfect stuffed animal for their girlfriends, many of whom were beside them giving them not-so-subtle hints. I wanted so desperately to be a part of this. Unfortunately, Valentine's Day passed and I received nothing but a lecture from my father on how Western capitalism was ruining our culture. 

The next Valentine's Day, I still didn't have a boyfriend, but I did receive a greeting card from a secret admirer. It would have been flattering, except the card featured a picture of an office desk with neatly arranged paper clips and pens. I can't remember what it said inside the card, but it hardly mattered. While other women inspire candlelit dinners and marriage proposals, some guy felt the need to tell me that I was as exciting as office supplies. When he revealed his identity, I discovered that he was the one who was as exciting as office supplies.

Not to say that all my Valentine's Days have been dull. I had a particularly memorable one the year I was dating, long-distance, a guy who lived in England. I had been waiting all day for him to surprise me. I had thought up several scenarios, from him flying in to Calcutta just for the day, to receiving a mysterious, unmarked brown box covered with U.K. postage stamps. I checked the mailbox every hour and would look up expectantly each time our doorbell rang. Instead, I stumbled upon an e-mail that evening detailing his "intensely passionate" day with another woman. What followed was a post-Valentine Day pity party like no other -- I stayed in bed for days, and called my friends at odd hours of the night to cry without even saying hello.

I know I'm not the only one who's had the single-gal blues. Anyone who's been alone on Valentine's Day can understand what it feels like to want to stick your head under a comforter and eat Starbucks Java Chip ice cream until you swallow a fork prong thinking it's a coffee chip, and then laugh and cry alternately because this might be your lowest point yet. It isn't. That comes when your coupled friends call to try to cheer you up. If I have to hear one more sympathetic voice telling me, "Come out with us -- don't stay alone. Of course, you won't be a third wheel," I'll eat another fork prong. 

One of my closest friends, with whom I shared years of singles solidarity, finally found the love of her life. When Valentine's Day came, she snuck away on a romantic weekend to Kansas City without telling me. When I confronted her, she admitted that she didn't want to rub it in ("Because Kansas City really is the stuff of every woman's fantasy?" I felt like saying). But she knew that there's nothing I like better than spontaneous trips, because I've talked about it for years. On my ideal Valentine's Day, I would wake up to find my bags packed as my boyfriend surprises me with a weekend in Rome. It sank in, and I apologized to my friend. I realized that I was carrying a chip on my single shoulder. No one should have to hide the joy of being in love, just because I'm not in a relationship.

It's not just Valentine's Day when I'm reminded of these feelings. One night, my friend and I were at the subway station in New York City waiting for the local to arrive. The station was mostly full of college students and twentysomethings, when an older couple dressed to the nines walked in. As if on cue, a street musician started playing the Billy Joel ballad "She's Only a Woman to Me." The couple began waltzing around the station, laughing and lost in their own world. Because this is New York, a city where strangers are apt to do strange things, I hardly batted an eye as I stood back and watched the show. But on the train, I found myself reminiscing about the time I was with a date at the subway station, when he spontaneously picked me up in his arms and twirled me around like a ballerina. 

My view of romance has changed from when I was 14 in Calcutta to now, 23 and living in Manhattan. You'd never catch a New York man waiting in line for hours outside a Hallmark store to pick out the perfect Valentine's Day card. At the same time, a simple spin on the subway with the right guy can create memories that beat anything you can dream up.

This year, I won't pin all my romantic expectations on one particular day on the calendar. I'll spend Valentine's Day with friends in New York City. Some say that this is the worst place to be if you don't want romance thrown in your face: horse and buggy rides through Central Park cuddled under a shared blanket, fancy dinners at the Plaza Hotel, street vendors selling red roses to the lovers who pass by. But I won't try to hide under a comforter or switch off my cell phone. Instead, I'll help my coupled-up friends pack for their weekend trips to Rome.                                          READER’S DIGEST  2005
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 The Healing Art of Massage                                               From Harvard Women's Health Watch 

For thousands of years and across many cultures, massage has been used to reduce stress, encourage relaxation, and relieve a range of ailments, from arthritis and asthma to insomnia and sports injuries. 

Swedish Massage 

Because therapeutic massage hasn't been the subject of many controlled studies, its benefits are largely unproven. But few would deny that a massage can make us feel better, both mentally and physically. This hands-on approach to the care of patients is now practiced in many hospitals, offered by some health maintenance organizations, and covered by certain insurers.

Most Western massage is based on Swedish massage, introduced in the United States in the early 19th century. Which strokes are emphasized depends on the type of massage and its purpose.

Deep-tissue massage uses slow strokes and fingertip pressure to relieve muscle "knots" that result from chronic tension and to improve blood and lymph circulation.

Myofascial release applies gentle, stretching strokes to areas above injured connective tissue (myofascia) to relieve postural or alignment problems.

Sports massage employs stretches and movements against resistance to increase range of motion and to reduce injury.

Talcum powder or oils are often used to help the practitioner's hands move smoothly over the body.

 Eastern Techniques 

 
Other popular types of massage have their roots in Eastern medicine and philosophy. The basis of Shiatsu and acupressure is the Chinese system of 12 major channels (meridians) through which life-force energy (qi) is said to flow. The idea is that disease results from blockages of qi. Shiatsu and acupressure practitioners apply pressure with their fingertips, and acupuncturists insert needles at specific points along the channels to release qi. In reflexology, specific zones on the hands, feet, or ears are thought to correspond, or reflex, to certain internal organs.

Studies have shown the efficacy of these approaches, but the concept of qi is not part of Western medicine and science.

Recent Findings 

Recent research suggests several benefits of massage.

Back pain. A Canadian study of low back pain compared massage therapy with soft-tissue manipulation, exercise, and a sham laser-therapy. Subjects who received massage therapy had less pain and better physical function than those receiving other forms of treatment. Therapeutic massage has also been found to provide better long-lasting relief than acupuncture.

Pain, nausea, and anxiety. An Australian study showed that nightly 10-minute foot massages can lessen pain and nausea in hospitalized cancer patients. Research has also found that 30-minute reflexology sessions reduced anxiety in patients hospitalized for breast and lung cancer. Additionally, a randomized study of massage therapy showed that it relieves the symptoms of premenstrual dysphoric disorder (PDD).

Sleep. In a controlled study, older institutionalized patients given acupressure slept better than those in sham acupressure or control groups.

Lymphedema. Breast-cancer survivors with lymphedema (painful swelling due to the buildup of fluid in the arm) often get relief through lymphatic massage. This technique should be performed only by a massage therapist trained in the procedure and supervised by a woman's surgeon.

Risks 

In the hands of a skilled practitioner, massage can be pleasurable and beneficial. But serious health problems should never be treated solely with massage. Sometimes, massage should be avoided altogether. In a patient with deep venous thrombosis, massage might increase the risk that a clot will break loose and block an artery. Nor is massage recommended for anyone with an open wound, a rash, or an acute infection.

If you are pregnant or if you have cancer, heart or kidney problems, rheumatoid arthritis, numb areas on your body, incompletely healed scar tissue, or skin grafts, you should consult a physician before having a massage.

Massage Terms 

Effleurage. Gliding strokes using hands or fists to relax soft tissue and encourage lymph drainage.

Deep friction. Thumb or fingertip pressure, especially where two types of tissue (such as bone and muscle) come together.

Petrissage. Kneading motions across specific muscles to ease muscular tension.

Tapotement. Percussive strokes with the edge of the hand, fingers, or cupped palms to stimulate local circulation.

From Harvard Women's Health Watch. Copyright 2003 by President and Fellows of Harvard College. All rights reserved.

© Copyright 2005 Meredith Corporation. All Rights Reserved. 
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 Classical treasures threatened by Vesuvius

An earthquake or volcanic eruption is likely to destroy a library of ancient books at Herculaneum, near Pompeii, before they can be excavated unless urgent action is taken, according to the founder of a new group based in Oxford.

Scientists have discovered new ways to read 1,800 charred manuscript scrolls already found in the ruins of the so-called Villa of Papyri at Herculaneum, a city that, like neighbouring Pompeii, was buried in volcanic matter when Vesuvius erupted in AD79.

Scholars are convinced that many more scrolls lie awaiting discovery there, among which are probably lost books by great authors such as Aristotle and Livy.

"The chances are very high that much remains to be found in three newly identified and unexplored levels," Professor Robert Fowler told a meeting of the Herculaneum Society at Wadham College, Oxford, at the weekend.

The society was founded last year to promote the excavation and preservation of sites at Herculaneum before it is too late.

The ancient city on the Bay of Naples, covered by up to 100ft of lava, lies on a fault line like that which led to the Indian Ocean tsunami, and renewed volcanic activity or an earthquake could destroy its remains for ever.

Vulcanologists believe that an eruption of Vesuvius is overdue.

In an eyewitness description of the eruption of AD79, Pliny the Younger wrote of the sea retreating, as in the Indian Ocean disaster, while the ground shook.

"A dense haze was following at our backs, like a stream flowing on land," wrote Pliny, "and night fell on us, like the darkness in a closed place without a lamp."

Though he was on the other side of the Bay of Naples, he was lucky to escape, shaking ash from him as he went, feeling it weighing him down and choking him.

The huge Villa of the Papyri, which belonged to Julius Caesar's father-in-law, extended for 250 yards along the shore. "It must be possible that a family capable of owning such a villa also possessed a copy of Livy's History of Rome, of which more than 100 of the original 142 books are missing," says the writer Robert Harris, author of the best-seller Pompeii.

"It appears that slaves had been trying to carry crates of books to safety when they were overwhelmed by the eruption," he says. "There may be lost plays by Sophocles, Euripides and Aeschylus, or even the lost dialogues of Aristotle."

Scholars at the Herculaneum Society meeting agreed that works lost to humanity for two millennia could be retrieved.

But strong opposition to immediate excavation came from Professor Andrew Wallace-Hadrill, director of the British School at Rome and an acknowledged expert on Herculaneum.

"It would be a scandal to expose the Villa of the Papyri to the daylight now, before we can guarantee that it would be saved for the future," he said.

Prof Wallace-Hadrill pointed to damage suffered by parts of Herculaneum excavated in the 1930s and 1990s.

"Restored roofs are in collapse, broken tiles litter mosaic floors, the precious carbonised wood crumbles constantly, rain forms pools on marble floors and against plastered walls, and the frescoed surfaces fade, leach in Hercusalts, bubble up, explode and fall from their walls."

Prof Fowler disagrees. "So long as there is a chance of finding the rest of the library - and everyone admits there is a chance, however strong or weak they rate it - we owe it to the world to dig."

Because the rest of the villa lies beneath the modern town of Ercolano, Prof Fowler advocates tunnelling, a feasibility study for which should be concluded this year. But Professor Wallace-Hadrill quoted a warning made when modern-day excavations began in 1927: "Were we to make an excavation by which the ancient city died for a second time, it would have been better to leave it sleeping under the hard mud."

One reason for thinking that lost works by Aristotle lie beneath the volcanic layers is that the hundreds of papyri already studied almost certainly belonged to Philodemus (110-35BC), a philosopher engaged in opposing Aristotle's poetic theory.

The Herculaneum Society meeting gasped like spectators at a firework display when Nigel Wilson, of Lincoln College, Oxford, showed a slide of a blackened roll of papyrus on which no writing could be seen, and then showed what it looked like after multi-spectral digital imaging had been used on it. Clear lines of ancient Greek script appeared, like invisible ink held before the fire.

Telegraph Group Limited 
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Climate crisis near 'in 10 years'     By Alex Kirby 

BBC News website environment correspondent  

The world may have little more than a decade to avert catastrophic climate change, politicians and scientists say. 

A report by the International Climate Change Taskforce says it is vital that global temperatures do not rise by more than 2C above pre-industrial levels. 

Atmospheric carbon dioxide levels that would trigger this rise could possibly be reached in about 10 years or so. 

A leading climate scientist has told the BBC he thinks temperatures may be higher than 2C some time this century. 

Rapid risk increase 

The taskforce was set up by the Institute for Public Policy Research, the Centre for American Progress and the Australia Institute. 

‘We might end up in the middle of that temperature range, and if we do that wouldn't make very good news’  Dr Rajendra Pachauri, IPCC  

One of its co-chairs is the UK politican Stephen Byers MP, a former transport secretary. 

In its report, Meeting the Climate Challenge, the taskforce urges governments to agree to a long-term objective of preventing global average temperatures exceeding the levels before the Industrial Revolution by more than 2C. 

It says: "Beyond the 2C level, the risks to human societies and ecosystems grow significantly." 

It says they would involve substantial agricultural losses, widespread adverse health effects and greatly increased risks of water shortage. 

Many coral reefs and even the Amazon rainforest could suffer irreversible damage, the report says. 

Point of no return 

It says: "Above the 2C level, the risks of abrupt, accelerated or runaway climate change also increase. 

"The possibilities include reaching climatic tipping points leading, for example, to the loss of the West Antarctic and Greenland ice sheets (which, between them, could raise sea levels more than 10 metres over the space of a few centuries." 

It says the circulation of water in the North Atlantic could also shut down, altering the Gulf Stream which warms north-west Europe. 

The report says limiting temperature rise to 2C is likely to mean making sure atmospheric CO2 concentrations do not rise above about 400 parts per million (ppm). 

They have already reached about 380 ppm, and have been rising recently at more than 2 ppm annually, meaning the taskforce's threshold could be crossed by about 2015. 

Stephen Byers said: "Our planet is at risk. With climate change, there is an ecological time-bomb ticking away, and people are becoming increasingly concerned by the changes and extreme weather events they are already seeing." 

Large rise possible 

The taskforce's scientific adviser is Dr Rajendra Pachauri, the chairman of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. 

The IPCC predicts that on present trends global sea levels will probably have risen by 9 to 88cm by 2100 and average temperatures will be between 1.5 and 5.5C higher than now. The last Ice Age was only 4-5C colder than today. 

Dr Pachauri told the BBC News website: "I think in the last few years the increase in emissions does cause concern. 

"It gives you the feeling we might end up in the middle of that temperature range, and if we do that wouldn't make very good news." 

The taskforce's other recommendations include: 

the G8 and other major economies, including from the developing world, form a G8+ Climate Group 

G8 governments generate at least 25% of electricity from renewable energy sources by 2025 

governments remove barriers to and increase investment in renewable energy and energy-efficient technologies and practices by taking steps including the phase-out of fossil fuel subsidies. 

Story from BBC NEWS:

http://news.bbc.co.uk/go/pr/fr/-/2/hi/science/nature/4202649.stm

 © BBC MMV
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PRIEST / SINGER / ASTRONOMER / MAGICIAN One life that bridges many realms

By SETSUKO KAMIYA

Staff writer

Exchanging business cards and checking out what's written on them is a good way to start a conversation, but Ryo Kasuga has so many different job descriptions that you'd hardly know where to start. Not only is he a Buddhist priest, but he's an opera singer and an astronomer who runs a planetarium as well. Oh, and he's also a magician.

 Buddhist priest Ryo Kasuga beside his planetarium project  

"It's like I have different drawers for each of them," says Kasuga, 54, the 17th chief priest of the Shoganji Temple in Tokyo's Katsushika Ward. A day never goes by without him chanting a sutra, training his voice and practicing his tricks, he says.

As for the planetarium, Kasuga uses it as a tool to teach Buddhism. On weekends at Shoganji, he first reads a sutra at the main temple, then shepherds his flock to the adjoining planetarium to show them a short animated program on sutra that ends with a stellar show. He's been running his unique devotional sessions that way since 1996, nearly a decade after he succeeded his father as chief priest.

Totally different environment

"To get people to really understand what I'm talking about, I thought I should put them in a totally different environment from the temple, make them relax and then let them open their hearts," he said.

Away from his temple and telescopes, Kasuga is a tenor vocalist who sings professionally in concerts both in Japan and foreign countries, such as Romania and Italy. "I like singing in Europe better because I'm more inspired by the orchestras and the other singers who perform better than the Japanese," he says.

Not content with wearing those three hats, though, Kasuga has now developed magic -- his hobby since age 9 -- into a semiprofessional act he performs at parties and other events, while also attending international conventions to keep abreast of the latest trends and officiating as a Japan Professional Magician's Association councilor.

"Doing different activities helps release your stress, and it's also interesting to see how the same people react differently when I'm preaching and when I'm doing my magic," Kasuga says.

Among all his activities, Kasuga confesses that developing his singing voice has been his priority over the past decade. "It's as if I am a gymnastics athlete going to the Olympics. I have to continue training and be fit for the day -- but I'm nervous until that moment if I can do it right," he explains.

To reduce the strain on his throat, Kasuga recites sutras in a lower, baritone voice.

But Kasuga is very serious about teaching Buddhism, too. Unlike many of his peers, he boldly challenges the conventional system, which he criticizes as being too focused on rituals. "Buddhism is about releasing your stress and relaxing. It's a teaching for the living, and not the dead," the priest says. "But monks have not made the effort to study what's really written."

Despite -- or perhaps because of -- growing up being more exposed to Buddhism than most, Kasuga says his childhood dream was to become an astronomer. Nearly 50 years ago, when Mars made one of the close approaches to Earth that it does every 15 years, Kasuga, then 5, saw the planet through a telescope at a nearby elementary school and was totally fascinated.

Since then, he has habitually visited a planetarium in Shibuya and has read many books on astronomy, and in fact says he was preparing to study the subject at university until his father had ordered him to go to a Buddhist college.

When he was in his teens, Kasuga was critical of the way his father, as well as most priests, received offerings from followers for merely conducting rituals. It was thus with great reluctance that he followed his father's order and went to the college -- only to quit a month later when he realized that many of the students, of whom many were priests' sons, had no higher aspirations than to trot out such lucrative rituals.

Leap into the dark

After that disillusionment, Kasuga entered another university and majored in Indian Buddhism, in order to understand the religion thoroughly. In the process, he says he became "enlightened." This only made things worse between him and his father, Kasuga says, and at age 26 he left the temple believing he would never return.

Kasuga's leap into the dark from there followed his naive decision to become a classical singer, being blessed with a fine voice and a love of singing as he is. "Because I didn't know about the industry at all, I had the energy to dive into it," he says.

Kasuga began serious professional training, while performing in choirs and at restaurants. Eventually, he flew to Europe to improve his skills, and continued to receive training in Germany and Italy. Just when he was about to leave for France, however, Kasuga was forced to return to Japan because his father was dying. He passed away three weeks after Kasuga arrived.

Being an only son, Kasuga said he had no choice but to look after the temple. But he decided to do so on two conditions: that he would reform the way things were done, and he would continue to pursue his singing career.

Since he has been based back in Japan, Kasuga regrets that his trips to Europe are now less frequent than he would like -- but ironically, he rejoices, it was because of his return to the temple that he could resume his astronomical studies. In no time, he founded an observatory, and then soon afterward decided to establish a planetarium in the temple grounds. Utilizing the cosmic tools he loves so much, Kasuga feels that his temple-goers are gradually appreciating the real meaning of the Buddhist teaching.

While Kasuga knows he might be seen as an eccentric, he doesn't seek attention. "At heart, I'm a person full of curiosity," he said, "and I tend to want to be the person doing the action rather than being in the audience." 

The Japan Times: Jan. 30, 2005

(C) All rights reserved
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Whale and hippo 'close cousins' 

A water-loving mammal that lived 50 to 60 million years ago was probably the "missing link" between whales and hippos, according to a new analysis. 

Biologists have argued over the relationship between hippos and whales for a period of almost 200 years. 

The findings come from an analysis of features in different animal groups carried out by a US-French team. 

Their report is published in the science journal Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences. 

Jean-Renaud Boisserie, Michel Brunet and Fabrice Lehoreau found that the semi-aquatic ancestor of whales and hippos split into two groups: cetaceans and the anthracotheres. 

Cetaceans eventually spurned land, lost their legs and became fully aquatic. 

Flourishing group 

The pig-like anthracotheres, flourished over 40 million years and died out less than 2.5 million years ago. They left only one descendent, the hippopotamus. 

The study places whales firmly within the cloven-hoofed group of mammals known as Artiodactyla, which includes cows, pigs, sheep, antelopes, camels and giraffes. 

Scientists had assumed hippos were cousins of pigs because they shared distinctive ridges on their molars. 

But then genetic analyses indicated that hippos had more in common with cetaceans, the group to which whales and dolphins belong. 

"If you look at the general shape of the [hippo] it could be related to horses, as the ancient Greeks thought, or pigs, as modern scientists thought, while molecular phylogeny shows a close relationship with whales," Dr Boisserie explained. 

"But cetaceans - whales, porpoises and dolphins - don't look anything like hippos. There is a 40 million-year gap between fossils of early cetaceans and early hippos." 

"Cetaceans are artiodactyls, but very derived artiodactyls." 

Story from BBC NEWS:

http://news.bbc.co.uk/go/pr/fr/-/2/hi/science/nature/4204021.stm

 © BBC MMV
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Ten FAQs about Helsinki 

1. Where is the old town in Helsinki?

King Gustavus Vasa of Sweden founded Helsinki to compete with the Hanseatic city of Tallinn on the opposite shore of the Gulf of Finland. That happened in 1550, and the original site was at the mouth of the River Vantaanjoki. The place is nowadays called, aptly, Vanhankaupunginlahti, which means "Old Town Bay". 

When it turned out that the original location had been rather poorly chosen, it was decided to move the settlement further south to a peninsula called Vironniemi, nowadays the district of Kruununhaka, quite close to the present inner city. That happened in 1640, and explains why Helsinki does not have an "old town" in the same sense as, say, Stockholm or Tallinn. 

2. Can you see the Northern Lights in Helsinki or walk around in a "nightless night"? 

The Aurora Borealis could indeed be seen in these latitudes, but it is almost completely blocked out by the bright lights of such a large urban area. However, you may see the Aurora if you travel just a little into the interior. Remember, however, that even in the far North, this celestial light show is unpredictable. 

The summer nights are quite bright in Helsinki, but the sun does set every day of the year. The summer solstice, 21 June, is the longest day everywhere in the Northern Hemisphere. In Helsinki the sun sets at 22.50 and rises again at 3.54 the following morning. The true Land of the Midnight Sun is Finland’s northern province of Lapland, where the sun remains above the horizon for weeks on end. 

3. Do ships sail in winter?

Icebreakers make sure that ships move whatever the weather. You can see a whole fleet of these marvels of engineering moored beside the peninsula of Katajanokka in summer. The huge ferries that ply the routes between Finland, Sweden and Estonia are massive enough to crash their way through the ice without any help. 

4. Can you walk around Helsinki in the evening unafraid?

On the whole, Helsinki is quite a safe place. The public transport system is very good: buses, trams, commuter trains and the metro get you where you want to go - safely and inexpensively. It is, however, advisable to remember that Helsinki is a big city and one should exercise due caution. 

5. What do the people of Helsinki eat?

The freshest and tastiest delicacies vary with the seasons. From July onwards, fresh strawberries and fish, and in autumn beginning in August mushrooms, berries and game as well as in spring new potatoes are preferred ingredients in most every Finnish meal. Tastes in food have, however, been greatly influenced by international trends and there is an impressive choice of ethnic and international food in Helsinki. The city boasts gourmet restaurants, in addition to Chinese, French, Greek, Indian, Italian, Japanese, Mexican, Russian, Spanish, Thai and many other nationalities. 

Finns eat breakfast between 7.00 and 10.00 and the lunch period is from 11.00 to 14.00. Dinner is eaten between 16.00 and 19.00, usually at home with the family. For those who prefer to postpone their evening meal until later, say between 19.00 and 24.00, having it at a restaurant is a popular alternative. 

6. Are credit cards accepted in Helsinki?

Certainly! All major cards are accepted, especially in the city centre. Banks are open Mon-Fri 9.15-16.15. You can change currency at the airport every day between 6 and 23 and at the Katajanokka ferry terminal between 9 and 18 Mon-Fri. There are numerous bureaux de change in the city centre. 

Money: Euro. 

European Central Bank: Euro banknotes & coins 

7. Why are the street signs in two languages?

Finland is officially bilingual, and people are constitutionally entitled to transact their business with the authorities in Finnish or Swedish as they choose. Swedish-speakers represent less than six per cent of the national population and about seven per cent of the population of Helsinki. 

8. How do I get onto the Internet?

Visitors can access the Internet from several branches of the Helsinki City Library. The Cablebook Library in the Lasipalatsi building in the city centre specialises in electronic media. You can also read your e-mail there. 

9. Where in Helsinki can one enjoy the natural environment?

The element that dominates Helsinki is the sea. There are also many parks, the largest of which stretches right from the centre to the city limits many kilometres to the north. It is an ideal place to walk or cycle in summer and to ski in winter. 

10. Why is there a statue of a Russian ruler in the Senate Square?

The statue is of Czar Alexander II, who had good and friendly ties with Finland from an early age (and also bore the title Grand Duke of Finland). 

His predecessor Nicholas I had not treated Finland well. The Diet, as Finland’s legislative assembly was called, had not been convened since 1809, when Finland was wrested from Sweden and became a grand duchy within the Russian empire. 

Aleksander II revived the Diet in 1863 and also instituted several other reforms that made life for Finland and the Finns a good deal more pleasant. 

The pendulum swung back a few decades later and, against a background of fervent pan-Slavism, Russia decided to Russify Finland. In 1894, during a period of severe oppression, a statue of Alexander II was erected in the Senate Square in memory of a period that had been a happier one for Finland. It was a shrewd form of protest, because the reigning Czar could not very well forbid his subjects to put up a statue to one of his illustrious ancestors. 

Source: City of Helsinki Tourist Office 

PAAVO RAUTIO / Helsingin Sanomat

paavo.rautio@sanoma.fi 
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History: A Roosevelt Mystery   by Jon Meacham                                                                          Newsweek


April 18 issue - Sixty years ago this week, when Franklin D. Roosevelt passed away in Warm Springs, Ga., his doctors attributed his death to a cerebral hemorrhage linked to high blood pressure and congestive heart failure. There have, however, long been rumors about Roosevelt's health—rumors that began during the last year of his life. In a 1998 book, "The Dying President," the historian Robert H. Ferrell wrote of "talk that Roosevelt suffered from stomach cancer."


Since FDR's medical chart has disappeared—his doctor, Adm. Ross T. McIntire, apparently destroyed it—Ferrell noted that historians knew of only one document that could shed light on whether FDR had such a cancer: an unpublished memo dictated by Dr. Frank Lahey, the head of the Lahey Clinic in Boston and a consultant to McIntire. Lahey, who died in 1953, left the memo to his assistant. It became the subject of litigation, with the clinic unsuccessfully arguing that releasing it would compromise doctor-patient privilege. For the past 15 years, the document has been held by Dr. Harry Goldsmith, a surgeon with a longtime interest in FDR's health.


NEWSWEEK has obtained a copy of the Lahey memorandum, a typewritten page signed by Lahey and dated Monday, July 10, 1944. (The lawyer who removed the document from safekeeping after the litigation confirms that the memo NEWSWEEK saw is the same one he retrieved.) Dictated, Lahey says, "in the event there comes any criticism of me at a later date," it contains no mention of cancer, but the conclusion is grim and explicit: "I am recording these opinions in the light of having informed Admiral McIntire Saturday afternoon July 8, 1944 that I did not believe that, if Mr. Roosevelt were elected President again, he had the physical capacity to complete a term." In the next sentence, Lahey errs, saying that since FDR's "trip to Russia he had been in a state which was, if not in heart failure, at least on the verge of it, that this was the result of high blood pressure... plus a question of coronary damage." The mistake: in July 1944 FDR had never been to Russia; Lahey was referring to the president's visit to Soviet-occupied Tehran in 1943. It was either an honest slip or, possibly, Lahey wrote his memo after FDR's death, which came in the wake of Yalta, and backdated the document. But with McIntire alive, it seems unlikely Lahey would invent an exchange that could be easily challenged.


Lahey goes on: "It was my opinion that over the four years of another term with its burdens, he would again have heart failure and be unable to complete it. Admiral McIntire was in agreement with this." We do not know whether McIntire had the courage to pass Lahey's views along to FDR, who had a sense of invincibility and hated hearing bad news, two things McIntire well knew. Later in July, though, Roosevelt dropped his liberal vice president, Henry Wallace, in favor of Harry Truman. "Lahey's memo dramatically reminds us how close we came to having a President Henry Wallace, who underestimated the Soviet danger and might have made it harder for us to prevail in the cold war," says the historian Michael Beschloss.


There is another cancer theory—that FDR had a melanoma that manifested itself in a lesion over his eyebrow—but, so far, such speculation is just that: speculation. It seems fitting that Roosevelt, so elusive in life, remains enigmatic even in death.

© 2005 Newsweek, Inc.
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PART 1

Brave New Pope   Lisa Miller joined us for a Live Talk about the challenges facing the next papacy on Thursday, April 14, at noon ET. 

Newsweek

The first pope of the third millennium will have to guide an entrenched and ancient institution through a fast-changing modern world. Global terrorism makes the problems of Eastern bloc Communism feel as dated as black-and-white television, and the emergence of Islam as a force, both in its fundamentalist and moderate forms, will require a pontiff with considerable theological and diplomatic sophistication. Advances in science and medicine—particularly stem-cell research, reproductive technology, and end-of-life care—make old conversations about the birth control pill feel irrelevant, and a dire shortage of priests has left 55,000 parishes worldwide without pastors. In a revision of his will, 25 years ago, John Paul II wrote, "The times in which we live are indescribably difficult and troubled … as much for the Faithful, as much for the Pastors." Things have not gotten easier. NEWSWEEK's Lisa Miller joined us for a Live Talk about the challenges facing the next pope—from empty pulpits to Islam to 'collegiality' and more—on Thursday, April 14, at noon ET. Read the transcript below.

Lisa Miller: Hi folks, I'm Lisa Miller, one of the Senior Editors at Newsweek. I wrote this week's cover story together with Chris Dickey who's in Rome and a whole lot of reporting help from people here in the States and abroad. 

Jacksonville, FL: The new appointed Pope will NOT be supporting same sex marriage or will he? Keep morality the main issue in all religion.

Lisa Miller: There's no way to know what the new pope will do, but supporting same sex marriage seems highly unlikely. 

New York, NY: Do you think the Catholic church (and the Vatican in particular) will ever acknowledge and accept that some of its priests, and many of its parishioners, are gay? 

Lisa Miller: This is a complicated question. I think that in some parishes, especially in the U.S. and in Western Europe, individual priests will accept that parishioners are gay. In fact, I know they do. But I doubt that the institutional church will reverse its stance on homosexuality in general. 

Phoenix, AZ: Do you think the next Pope will at least be more open to contraception, if not to other areas (like allowing female and married priests)? 

Lisa Miller: It's possible. The question of AIDS, especially in Africa and Asia, and made activists out of some priests and bishops there, and the church may have to address the question of condoms to protect people's health -- within marriage, of course. 

Davenport, IA: The Catholic church must begin to join the modern, more educated world, and recognize that the Church, if it is to grow, must allow married and woman priests. The question is: how and when? Not if.

Lisa Miller: A lot of people agree with you. Others say the way to protect the church is to protect orthodoxy and not cave to modern social mores. 

Baltimore, MD: Why aren't Catholic priests allowed to marry? Has that always been the case? Lisa Miller: After the fourth lateran council in 1215, the church said celibacy was mandatory for priests. Until then, priests were often married -- although historians say that celibacy was always the preferred state for priests. 

Harare, Zimbabwe: Is there a possibility of having a black pope?

Lisa Miller: Yes, one of the cardinals frequently mentioned as a possibility for pope is Cardinal Francis Arinze, who's from Nigeria. 

Tampa, FL: Do you think the next pope might be more open to allowing women in the priesthood? Or at least allowing male priests to get married? 

Lisa Miller: The first isn't likely. John Paul II was pretty clear that he was agains the ordination of women. The second is possible -- actually, it's possible that the church will allow people who are /already/ married to become priests. 

Auburn, AL: American victims of clergy sex abuse see John Paul II's appointment of former Boston Cardinal Law to a titular post in Rome as a slap in the face. Should the new pope acknowledge this and transfer Law to a less visible post?

Lisa Miller: A lot of American Catholics agree with this view. What a new pope would do is completely unclear. 

Corvallis, OR: As a retired Catholic, I wonder if you have the remotest idea of how little most Americans care about the passing of the pope. Stop the presses for this? The media has "passed on". There are real issues to deal with, and the pope and his successor don't meet the test. 

Lisa Miller: Going to have to politely disagree. The man was the head of the Catholic church for 26 years. Oversaw the fall of communism. Traveled to more than 100 countries. Took unpopular stands on the death penalty, birth control, social welfare -- we'll be living with his legacy for a long, long time. 

New York, NY: Why did the Pope allow the world see him as his health deteriorated?

Lisa Miller: He believed in the holiness of suffering. He wanted people to see that suffering was part of life. 

Kinston, NC: How would you interpret the Cardinal's statement that our "beloved Pope is standing today at the window of the Father's house"? Would that be inside with the Father or on the outside waiting to get in? 

Lisa Miller: I'd interpret it as inside with the Father. That statement has been seen as an oblique way of pushing for the Pope's early sainthood. 

Anonymous: Does the Catholic church still believe you must belong to the Catholic church to go to heaven?

Lisa Miller: Yes.

Oswego, NY: Is it true that priests were originally allowed to marry and it was not until the Middle Ages that the practice of celibacy was put into effect?

Lisa Miller: Yes.

Oxford, MA: Wouldn't a Pope from China be the smartest choice for the Catholic church?

Lisa Miller: An interesting question... Asia is a huge growth area for the church, but I think China is still a long way from recognizing Catholicism so I doubt that a pope will come from there this time around. 

San Diego, CA: Western Europe has completely abandoned the Church. What strategies does the Church has to win back Western Europe are does the Church see them as so lost and far gone that they will just concentrate in other regions of the world?

Lisa Miller: A lot of the cardinals are talking about "re-evangelization." That is, figuring out how to get the Catholics in Western Europe back into those beautiful churches and cathedrals. In Rome, the massive decline of churchgoing in Europe is seen as a huge problem. 

Baldwinsville, NY: Will the pedophile situation now be addressed and corrected once and for all?

Lisa Miller: I doubt it. 

Bakersfield, CA: Why does America think that it can make automatic changes to the "Universal" (Catholic) Church simply to move towards even a greater secularistic society with homosexuality, same sex marriage, pro-choice and the destruction of death? God is not ready to allow this even further, thus the loss of John Kerry for President. What a world of hurt if he would have been selected president.

Lisa Miller: I don't know anyone who thinks the Catholic church will endorse same-sex marriage, homosexuality or abortion. I personally don't see it happening. 

San Bernardino, CA: My question is, why is it always a Catholic Pope that is selected as the world's religious leader?  There are numerous religons in our own country and around the world. I am personally offended that the Catholic religion is crammed down our throats constantly, especially when there have been so many Catholic priests convicted as child molestors and the Pope would just move these molestors to a different church to continue molesting other children. 

Lisa Miller: John Paul 2 was the leader of the world's catholics, not of the world. He may have appeared to be the "world's religious leader," as you put it, because he traveled so widely, was seen by so many people, reached out to so many religious leaders. 

Fort Lauderdale, FL: How do you think Pope John Paul II will be remembered?

Lisa Miller: He'll be remembered as a great leader, a genius politician, a man of huge determination and stamina, and a genuine and genuinely holy person. 

Denver, CO: How does the next pope intend on leading 1.1 billion Catholics to Jesus Christ and away from their heretical doctrines that go against biblical teachings?

Lisa Miller: We don't know who the next pope will be yet. But I imagine he'll be looking to God for a lot of those answers. 
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PART2

Brave New Pope   Lisa Miller joined us for a Live Talk about the challenges facing the next papacy on Thursday, April 14, at noon ET. 

Coral Springs, FL: What will the next papacy's stance be on the issue of condom use in Africa and the spread of AIDS on this continent? Hopefully not a stance of indifference or, even worse, a stance of intolerance in condom use? 

Lisa Miller: I don't know, but this is a big problem facing the church right now. We have a wonderful quote from a South African bishop to that effect in the NEWSWEEK story. 

Springdale, AR: Pope John Paul has visited a lot of different counties. Is there a chance the next pope will visit China or Russia?

Lisa Miller: Vatican watchers say the next pope will have to follow this one's lead and reach out to even more countries, more religious leaders. 

Brockton, MA: The Roman Catholic church is loaded with gays in the Priesthood, episcopacy and sisterhood. So what will the new pope do to address the reality of this matter?

Lisa Miller: I don't know. But there's a movement within the conservative ranks of the church, to have the next pope explicitly ban gay priests. 

Wilhelmsdorf, Germany: Hasn't the time for reconciliation with Islam finally come? The Jews do not recognise Jesus as a man of God while the Muslims do and yet there has been a rapprochement of the Christian churches with the Jews even after centuries of treating them rather badly. 

Lisa Miller: Oh, yes. This is a huge area confronting the church right now -- and a little bit of a problem. JP2 reached out to Muslim leaders, Muslim countries. Many people think the next pope needs to do much, much more. Problem is, a Vatican document written five years ago declares Catholicism as the one, true faith -- and it's hard to do genuine outreach once that is your stated position. 

Los Alamos,NM: What if anything will the new papacy do regarding Opus Dei? This "private" (secret) organization needs to be more open with catholics and the public in general, especially if they are going to be recruiting in public colleges.

Lisa Miller: Some high ranking members of the Curia are Opus Dei, as well as some of the cardinals mentioned as candidates for pope. 

Miami, FL: If Saint Peter was a married man, as the Bible states he was, shouldn't the next successor to him be a married man, and shouldn't the priests be allowed to marry?

Lisa Miller: A lot of people think so -- and think that sine there's precedent for priests to marry the church should reverse its position on that. 

Albemarle, NC: I have read that there is no way a cardinal from the  US will become the next pope. However, with the  problems facing the Roman Catholic Church in the  US, and the power the US still has over most areas of  the world, do you think it is still a possibility?

Lisa Miller: No way. 

Milledgeville, GA: Why was Pope John Paul II not embalmed?

Lisa Miller: I understand that those were his wishes. 

Austin, TX: Since Pope John Paul II put forth so much solid and conservative integrity, what attributes will be necessary for the next pope to promote in order to keep pace with precepts of faith in a highly volatile world and ever changing worldly beliefs? What aspects of science and technology will the Catholic Church best be in a position to take advantage of in order to grow with their parishes instead of away from its believers ?

Lisa Miller: This is interesting. Someone pointed out to me, as I was reporting the story, that technology -- email, the internet, high-speed jets -- actually allows a new pope to be MORE centralized, instead of less. But it also means that processes are more transparent. That is, the technology means that a new pope can't be autocratic, can't do too many things in secret. 

Anonymous: In your opinion, why has the European press not informed its readers of the magnitude of the scandal of child abuse by priests in the United States? Did the Vatican intervene; did the press muzzle itself?

Lisa Miller: I think it was seen by the Vatican and the rest of the world largely as an American problem, for better or worse. 

Manitoba, Canada: Will he be true to the Gospel? Will he continue the efforts of Pope John Paul--eg. world youth assembles?

Lisa Miller: I imagine that being true to the Gospel will be his highest priority. Don't know about the youth assemblies, but JP2 did such a great job reaching out to the young. 

Hyderabad (Sindh), Pakistan.: Why shouldn’t the next pope be nominated, selected or elected during the lifetime or upon the resignation of the previous pope? Why shouldn't a period of the tenure of the papacy be set up to avoid number of complications as it is felt going on in the world of Roman Catholic followers? 

Lisa Miller: Because although selecting the next pope is, in many ways, a political process, it's also a process that, Catholics feel, is driven by God. And the Chair of Peter is a God-given position. So it can't run like the election of an American president, for example, or even like the selection of a corporate CEO by a search committee. 

Lajas P.R.: What cardinal do you think its going to de the next Pope?

Lisa Miller: I have absolutely no idea. could be a candidate from Latin America or Africa, where the church is growing. It could be an Italian--to re-establish Rome's authority after 26 years of a Polish pope. Could be a powerful member of the curia. Doubtful that it would be an american. 

Canton, MI: How can leaders keep their passion for helping others in check so that it doesn't consume them? Leaders are still people and this quest to be the very best they can for their people and company can/does wear you down.  Thank You.

Lisa Miller: John Paul II certainly brought every inch of himself to this job. And although it did wear him down, which was completely evident by looking at him in his later years, he kept on traveling, talking to people, saying mass. 

Cherry Nill, NJ: To me, the logical choice to boost the number of Roman Catholic clergy is to get more deacons. In the early church, deacons were the primary clergy serving the laity. The priests were then "presbyters", or elders, two steps removed from the laity. It is unclear whether or not the early church had female deacons, as the word "deaconess" can mean either a female deacon, or the wife of a male deacon. 

Deacons can enter the diaconate as married men and can keep their wives, but cannot marry after entering the diaconate. They also cannot consecrate the host or grant absolution after a confession.  It seems to me that allowing female deacons is less objectionable to conservatives than allowing female priests. Perhaps this is a good way to give women the opportunity to minister to the laity.  An intermediate step would be to allow the wives of deacons to perform some functions of the ministry, even if they themselves are not ordained.

Lisa Miller: It's definitely part of the debate.. 

Portland, OR: Is the church keeping track of how many ex-Catholics may be returning to the religion because of the Pope's death?

Lisa Miller: The church does keep track of Catholics, but it will be a little while yet before it sees a spike in church membership tied to the pope's death 

Lisa Miller: Ok, folks, thanks for tuning in. I'm signing off now. -Lisa 

© 2005 Newsweek, Inc.
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Tiny, poor Albania has huge clean-up problem  Toxic troubles in the way of European Union acceptance  By Colin Woodard

Grist Magazine

TIRANA, Albania - It's easy enough to find the dump in Tirana, the fast-growing capital of Albania: just follow the trail of noxious smoke.



For 11 years, this city of 700,000 has been dumping its waste in a suburban field five miles southwest of the center, forming great hills of rotting food, plastics, batteries, appliances, medical waste, and construction materials. Fires smolder throughout the dump, and more are set all the time by the 20 families who live here, eking out a precarious living by collecting metals and other valuables left in the ashes. The resultant clouds of smoke -- laden with dioxins and heavy metals -- drift over the surrounding neighborhoods, where many parents no longer allow their children to play outside.



One of the poorest countries in Europe, Albania is confronting an environmental crisis that goes well beyond the capital's garbage woes. While many of its Eastern European neighbors spent the past decade and a half rebuilding from communism, this beleaguered nation staggered from one social upheaval to the next. Now that the dust has settled, Albanian environmental experts are taking stock of the situation and trying to get the attention of foreign donors, whose support will be essential for getting anything done. And getting things done is a requirement; as the country works to join the European Union, it must meet a set of strict environmental standards.



Narin Panariti, legislative and policy director at the Albanian Ministry of the Environment, says the staff there is busy identifying legal and regulatory changes that need to be made to conform with European Union law, a project the office hopes to have completed by the end of the year. "It's an enormous list of things to do, more than in any other sector except agriculture," she notes. "It will take us years, probably more than a decade, to perform all the changes."

A long, unwinding road



Long after the collapse of communism, Albania's 3.5 million people still don't have a single wastewater treatment plant, toxic-waste disposal facility, or sanitary landfill. The country is littered with abandoned communist-era industrial enterprises that are now home to families of squatters and their livestock, even though the soil, water, and building surfaces are poisoned with contaminants. Peasants are cutting down forests to heat their homes, while construction companies haphazardly mine gravel from riverbeds, disrupting aquatic life and furthering an already critical nationwide erosion problem. 



The entire industrial sector collapsed shortly after Albania emerged from communism in the early 1990s, triggering an exodus of 300,000 people to Italy and Greece. Hundreds of thousands more streamed into urban areas from impoverished mountain regions, building homes in city parks, suburban fields, coastal beaches, and the newly abandoned factories. In 1997, the country descended into anarchy following the collapse of fraudulent pyramid investment schemes; by the time order was restored months later, 1,500 were dead, and hundreds of public buildings had been destroyed. Shortly thereafter, nearly half a million Albanian-speaking refugees poured into the country, fleeing the war in neighboring Kosovo.



"The environment has not been, and could not have been, a priority for the government," says Dhimiter Haxhimihali, a chemist at the University of Tirana and co-author of several studies on the country's environmental conditions. Even now, when environmental problems have reached a crisis point, public officials are often unwilling or unable to respond. "There are so many social and economic problems in this country, and the state budget does not have the resources to deal with them," Haxhimihali says.



Take the situation at the old Porto Romano chemical factory on the outskirts of Durres, Albania's second-largest city and primary shipping port. Five years ago, delegates from the U.N. Environment Program visited the abandoned pesticide plant and realized they had stumbled upon one of the most contaminated spots in the Balkans. Hundreds of tons of dangerous chemicals had been left in unlocked storage sheds, and others had been dumped in a wetland near the site, which is now in the midst of a residential neighborhood. Area soils contained residues of the pesticide lindane at concentrations of 1,290 to 3,140 milligrams per kilogram of soil; in the Netherlands, authorities intervene when lindane residues reach just 2 mg per kilo. The delegation also found chromium residues, and, in one sample, a level of chlorobenzene 4,000 times higher than E.U. standards.



But what really horrified the UNEP team was that thousands of people were living within the contaminated zone, most of them new arrivals from the impoverished north. They had built homes out of materials scavenged from the plant's buildings, set their cows and sheep out to graze amongst the toxins, even let their children use the factory as a playground. Several families were actually living inside the plant buildings. UNEP called for the plant to be sealed off from the surrounding neighborhood and for an emergency evacuation of the people in the area. The plant, along with four other "hotspots," posed "immediate risks to human health and the environment" and required "urgent remedial action," UNEP warned in a prominent report.



Two years later, this reporter visited the site, and nothing had changed. The factory had no fence around it, no signs warding off the children happily playing in the dirt or the owners of the milk cows chomping away on the scraggly vegetation. Mounds of fluorescent yellow waste could be seen scattered alongside the road, in alleyways, and in what appeared to be a schoolyard. Asked about the situation, the mayor of Durres, Miri Hoti, said he lacked the funds to erect a fence and, in any case, was upset that the squatters were making it difficult to sell the plant to private investors. A similar scenario had unfolded at a shuttered PVC plant in the southern city of Vlora.



Now, three years later, the plants have been fenced off, but cleanup work has yet to begin. "The projects depend on the financial capabilities of the ministry, which are quite low since these are incredibly expensive interventions," says Panariti, noting that the World Bank and the U.N. have funded feasibility studies at the sites. "Without foreign help, there is little we can do."

Life in the slow lane



Even as they're mired in problems of the past, state and local officials are having difficulty keeping ahead of new affronts. Poorly planned construction projects have marred some of Albania's most popular beaches and seaside retreats, while new suburban buildings are often not even connected to sewer lines. "Politicians here are very uneasy about complying with land-use strategies or enforcing building laws, because they don't want to offend people and lose their votes," says Arian Gace, an Albanian official at the local office of the U.N.'s Global Environment Facility. 



Then there's the question of air pollution. Under communism, private automobile ownership was illegal; today, upwards of 300,000 vehicles choke the capital's streets, driving rush-hour dust and small-particle pollution levels to 10 times the World Health Organization safety limit. "Most cars are secondhand and use a very bad quality of diesel," notes Mihallaq Qirjo, director of the Albania office of the Regional Environmental Center for Central and Eastern Europe. "Albania has exchanged the industrial pollution of the past for the automotive pollution of the present."



"There is a serious lack of leaders with long-term thinking," says Gace. "A lot of people just want to get rich, trash the country, and get out. The biggest guarantee I see for environmental improvement is the political pressure exerted by the E.U. to improve enforcement." The E.U.'s requirement that all applicants meet approved guidelines -- which address issues ranging from noise pollution to sustainable development to eco-labeling -- might mean the country has to come up with hundreds of millions of dollars to build wastewater-treatment plants and landfills, eliminate leaded fuel, and prevent building in wetlands and other threatened habitats. Gace notes that anything that betters Albania's prospects for membership is extremely popular with voters. However, it's not always popular with politicians, who he says tend to have business interests of their own.



"The present politicians do not have a genuine interest in going in the fast lane toward Europe, because if you are going there you must comply with a lot of regulations that are going to lower your profit margins," he says. Progress, Gace predicts, will likely remain slow.



Even good leadership only goes so far. Edi Rama, the popular and effective mayor of Tirana, has won awards from World Mayor and the U.N. for fighting poverty and corruption. He has knocked down hundreds of shops, discos, and restaurants that had been illegally constructed in the city's parks, and gotten trash collected and centralized, instead of burning in heaps scattered throughout the city. But Tirana has tripled its size since 1992, creating new problems faster than the municipal government can solve them.



Rama, a former painter, says solving the problems requires coordinated action between his office, parliament, and a variety of government agencies. "Unfortunately," he says, "getting institutions to work with one another [in this country] is the hardest work you can imagine."

Colin Woodard was based in Eastern Europe for nearly five years as a correspondent for The Christian Science Monitor and The Chronicle of Higher Education. He is the author of The Lobster Coast: Rebels, Rusticators, and the Struggle for a Forgotten Frontier.

© 2005, Grist Magazine, Inc. All rights reserved.
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Some Couch Potatoes Born That Way, Fat Study Says James Owen  for National Geographic News

January 27, 2005

Are sedentary obese people intentionally lazy? Not according to a new study, which says some people are natural-born couch potatoes. The study also finds that people who are overweight can take some easy steps to shed pounds. 

Researchers at the Mayo Clinic College of Medicine in Rochester, Minnesota, found that obese people with sedentary lifestyles appear to have a genetic inclination to sit around a lot. 

The study, to be published tomorrow in the journal Science, investigated the link between inactivity, low energy expenditure, and obesity. The research was part of a program to devise new treatments for obesity, which is fast becoming an epidemic in the United States and other Western nations. 

Researchers say there is a factor more important than strenuous exercise in determining who is fat and who is lean. They call it non-exercise activity thermogenesis, or NEAT. The term refers to the calories people burn during everyday activities such as walking, fidgeting, or even just standing. 

The study's lead author, James Levine, a Mayo Clinic endocrinologist, said, "Our patients have told us for years that they have low metabolisms. We have never quite understood what that means. The answer is they have low NEAT." 

While most people think they must perform physical exercise, such as gym workouts, to burn off excess calories and lose weight, Levine says this isn't the case. 

"Our study shows that the calories that people burn in their everyday activities—their NEAT—are far more important in obesity than we previously imagined," he said. 

Levine adds that couch potatoes aren't necessarily intentionally lazy. Low NEAT, he says, most likely reflects genetic differences, because his study showed that even after obese people lose weight, they are still inclined to sit for the same amount of time. 

Not Lazy 

Citing the lower obesity rates of 50 years ago, Levine says environmental factors are also at work. 

"What has changed in 50 years?" he said. "Not our biology but our environment. This promotes sedentary

behaviors." 

The study tracked the posture and body position of 20 sedentary volunteers for ten days. This was done via a special undergarment that incorporated technology used in fighter jet control panels. Embedded sensors allowed researchers to monitor even the smallest movements of volunteers every half second, 24 hours a day. 

While all subjects were self-proclaimed couch potatoes, ten were lean and ten were mildly obese. On average, the lean individuals stood and moved about for two hours longer than those who were obese. 

The same results were found over a second ten-day period—after the lean group was overfed by a thousand calories a day to make them put on weight. Also before the second round, the obese volunteers had been put on a crash diet and lost weight. 

The study team concluded that the obese people in the study are predisposed toward sedentary behavior, perhaps as a result of a neurological defect caused by brain chemical imbalances. 

The researchers say rodent studies support this idea. For example, physical activity increased in rats when injected with orexin, a brain chemical associated with sexual arousal. 

The researchers say that if the obese volunteers had adopted the NEAT-enhanced behavior of their lean counterparts, they could burn an extra 350 calories a day. Over a year, that would mean weight loss of around 33 pounds (15 kilograms)—without undertaking any strenuous physical activity. 

Levine says our calorie expenditure increases 10 percent if we stand up instead of sit down. He adds that even walking at 1 mile an hour (1.6 kilometers an hour) increases calorie use 100 percent. 

Beating Obesity 

The researchers believe the discovery of the strong effects of NEAT on obesity could make a big difference in helping people beat the condition. 

"This is entirely doable, because the kind of activity we are talking about does not require special or large spaces, unusual training regimens, or gear," Levine added. "Unlike running a marathon, NEAT is within the reach of everyone." 

Levine has a treadmill in his office, which he walks on while using his PC. He also recommends activities such as vacuuming, home repair, and walking the dog. The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) is now promoting non-exercise activity, or NEAT, as part of a campaign to address the country's chronic obesity problem. 

HHS published a report last year stating that 400,000 deaths in the U.S. in 2000 were related to poor diet and physical inactivity. The toll represents an increase of 33 percent since 1990. Two out of three Americans are currently described as overweight or obese. 

Non-exercise activity is being promoted via initiatives such as www.smallstep.gov, a Web site created in partnership with HHS. It includes simple physical and dietary advice to help Americans lose weight. 

Tips include: skating to work instead of driving, mowing the lawn with a push mower, sitting up straight at work, taking the wheels off suitcases, and taking the stairs instead of the escalator. 

The HHS obesity campaign is designed for a general audience, including disadvantaged communities. 

Speaking at the campaign's launch in the spring of 2004, departing HHS Secretary Tommy G. Thompson said, "It provides entertaining and achievable ideas for healthier living, and includes activities that we can all make time for." 
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Smoking cause cancer and rates - 2005.01.20/13:06

More Americans than ever before are surviving cancer and rates in general are falling, mostly because fewer people are smoking, the American Cancer Society reported on Wednesday. 

 The group predicts that 1.372 million Americans will be diagnosed with cancer in 2005 and 570,280 will die of it. This does not include a million cases of two not very threatening forms of skin cancer called basal and squamous cell carcinoma. 

 This compares to 1.368 million cases in 2004 and 563,700 deaths. Overall numbers are up from 2005 because the population is growing in size and growing older, the group said, noting that 76 percent of cancer cases are diagnosed in people over the age of 55. 

 "When deaths are aggregated by age, cancer has surpassed heart disease as the leading cause of death for persons younger than 85 since 1999," the group's 2005 report on cancer reads, informs Reuters. 

 The news is contained in the American Cancer Society's annual statistical report, released yesterday. In 2002, the most recent year for which information is available, 476,009 Americans younger than 85 died of cancer compared with 450,637 who died of heart disease. 

 That trend began in 1999, said Ahmedin Jemal, a cancer-society epidemiologist and main author of the report. 

 Those younger than 85 comprise 98.4 percent of the population, said Dr. Eric Feuer, chief of statistical research for the National Cancer Institute who also worked on the report. 

 That means that only the very oldest Americans continue to die of heart disease more often than of cancer, a trend that is expected to reverse by 2018, said Dr. Harmon Eyre, the cancer society's chief medical officer. 

 One-third of all cancers are related to smoking, and an additional third are related to obesity, poor diets and lack of exercise, all factors that also contribute to heart disease, write the Seattle Times. 

 Smoking among adults plummeted between 1965 and 2000, from 42 percent to 22 percent. Federal goals are to cut the rate to 12 percent by 2010. 

 People with heart disease also have benefited from better surgical techniques and devices and from better drugs to treat heart problems and control factors such as high blood pressure, Eyre said. 

 Cancer-death rates have declined about 1 percent a year since 1999, thanks to earlier detection, prevention efforts and better treatments, experts said. 

©1999 "Pravda.RU". 
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Miller spends his last hours in home he shared with Marilyn   By Tom Leonard in New York

Arthur Miller, one of the great figures of 20th-century theatre, has died of heart failure after a battle against cancer, pneumonia and a heart condition.

The 89-year-old writer of Death of a Salesman and The Crucible had been in hospice care at his sister's apartment in New York since his release from hospital last month.

Arthur Miller married Marilyn Monroe in 1956 

However, at his request he was taken by ambulance earlier this week to his main home - an 18th-century farmhouse in Roxbury, Connecticut, which he bought in 1958 while he was married to Marilyn Monroe.

He was surrounded in his final hours by family and close friends. They included Agnes Barley, a 34-year-old painter who had been his girlfriend for the past two years - a relationship that propelled Miller's private life back into the limelight.

Others at his bedside were his sister, the actress Joan Copeland, his daughter Rebecca - who is married to the British actor Daniel Day-Lewis - and his grandchildren.

"Mr Miller passed away at his home in Roxbury, Connecticut, last night at 9.17pm of congenital heart failure," said Julia Bolus, Miller's assistant.

Speaking of her brother's illnesses just hours before he died, Ms Copeland told the New York Post: "Arthur has been able to take a lot of punishment in his life. Things didn't always go his way. But he always rose above it. He may not this time."

The actor Brian Dennehy, who won a Tony award for his portrayal of Willy Loman in a revival of Death of a Salesman, said: "The whole thing about Arthur's life is that you do the best you can. You take the time you're having and you use it as creatively, and as positively and as powerfully as you can. He had a wonderful sense of humour - a very funny guy with this tremendous appetite - and we're all going to miss him."

David Hare, the British playwright, said: "Arthur Miller was the last of the three great theatrical voices of the American century - Eugene O'Neill, Tennessee Williams, Miller.

"Arthur's special achievement was to make political and social plays which belonged on Broadway and yet were also powered to reach out into America and way beyond."

Nicholas Hytner, director of the National Theatre, said: "I have no doubt that plays like Death Of A Salesman, The Crucible and A View From The Bridge will always stand with the masterpieces of Ibsen, Shakespeare and Sophocles.

"I was privileged to make the film of The Crucible and worked closely with him on it. I felt as if I were watching Shakespeare rewrite King Lear."

Kevin Spacey, the double Oscar-winning actor and artistic director of the Old Vic theatre in London, said: "The theatre community has lost one of the great playwrights of all time.

"Playing the role of George in a school production of All My Sons - at the age of 17 - was the defining experience that made me decide to become an actor. I will forever be in debt to his talents and take comfort that his work will live on in theatres around the world."

Rumours last month that Miller was having health problems - described by a friend as "a touch of pneumonia and chemo treatments for some form of cancer" - coincided with talk that the thrice-married writer was preparing to marry Miss Barley.

The couple met in 2002 at a dinner with mutual friends, several months after the death of Miller's third wife, Inge Morath, after a 40-year-marriage. Miss Barley - who admitted later that she had been surprised to discover that Miller was still alive - said there was "a sparkle between us" from the moment they met.

Her father later expressed reservations about the idea of her marrying someone so much older but - according to a friend of hers - so did she.

"She was very conscious of the absurdity of their age difference," he said yesterday. "But he was also so lively. He never gave the impression of being about to drop dead at any minute.

"Agnes was aware he was going to die long before her. She would say, 'I'm always nervous of the pain I'm going to feel but if I can spend a few years with him, that will be great.' "

Friends say she confirmed there was no sex in their relationship although they lived together, spending most of their time at the 350-acre estate in Connecticut.

Miller's fame was compounded in 1956 when he married Monroe. They divorced after five years. Years later, he called her "highly self-destructive", adding that during their marriage "all my energy and attention was devoted to trying to help her solve her problems. Unfortunately, I didn't have much success."

11 December 2004: At 89, Arthur Miller grows old romantically 

Telegraph.co.uk 
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A Peaceful Adolescence                      by Barbara Kantrowitz and Karen Springen

The teen years don't have to be a time of family storm and stress. Most kids do just fine and now psychologists are finding out why that is.

April 25 issue - At 17, Amanda Hund is a straight-a student who loves competing in horse shows. The high school junior from Willmar, Minn., belongs to her school's band, orchestra and choir. She regularly volunteers through her church and recently spent a week working in an orphanage in Jamaica. Usually, however, she's closer to home, where her family eats dinner together every night. She also has a weekly breakfast date with her father, a doctor, at a local coffee shop. Amanda credits her parents for her relatively easy ride through adolescence. "My parents didn't sweat the small stuff," she says. "They were always very open. You could ask any question."

Is the Hund family for real? Didn't they get the memo that says teens and their parents are supposed to be at odds until... well, until forever? Actually, they're very much for real, and according to scientists who study the transition to adulthood, they represent the average family's experience more accurately than all those scary TV movies about out-of-control teens. "Research shows that most young people go through adolescence having good relationships with their parents, adopting attitudes and values consistent with their parents' and end up getting out of the adolescent period and becoming good citizens," says Richard Lerner, Bergstrom chair of applied developmental science at Tufts University. This shouldn't be news—but it is, largely because of widespread misunderstanding of what happens during the teen years. It's a time of transition, just like the first year of parenthood or menopause. And although there are dramatic hormonal and physical changes during this period, catastrophe is certainly not preordained. A lot depends on youngsters' innate natures combined with the emotional and social support they get from the adults around them. In other words, parents do matter.

The roots of misconceptions about teenagers go back to the way psychologists framed the field of adolescent development a century ago. They were primarily looking for explanations of why things went wrong. Before long, the idea that this phase was a period of storm and stress made its way into the popular consciousness. But in the last 15 years, developmental scientists have begun to re-examine these assumptions. Instead of focusing on kids who battle their way through the teen years, they're studying the dynamics of success.

At the head of the pack are Lerner and his colleagues, who are in the midst of a major project that many other researchers are following closely. It's a six-year longitudinal study of exactly what it takes to turn out OK and what adults can do to nurture those behaviors. "Parents and sometimes kids themselves often talk about positive development as the absence of bad," says Lerner. "What we're trying to do is present a different vision and a different vocabulary for young people and parents."

The first conclusions from the 4-H Study of Positive Youth Development, published in the February issue of The Journal of Early Adolescence, show that there are quantifiable personality traits possessed by all adolescents who manage to get to adulthood without major problems. Psychologists have labeled these traits "the 5 Cs": competence, confidence, connection, character and caring. These characteristics theoretically lead to a sixth C, contribution (similar to civic engagement). The nomenclature grows out of observations in recent years by a number of clinicians, Lerner says, but his study is the first time researchers have measured how these characteristics influence successful growth.

The 5 Cs are interconnected, not isolated traits, Lerner says. For example, competence refers not just to academic ability but also to social and vocational skills. Confidence includes self-esteem as well as the belief that you can make a difference in the world. The value of the study, Lerner says, is that when it is completed next year, researchers will have a way to quantify these characteristics and eventually determine what specific social and educational programs foster them.

In the meantime, parents can learn a lot from this rethinking of the teen years. Don't automatically assume that your kids become alien beings when they leave middle school. They still care what their parents think and they still need love and guidance—although in a different form. Temple University psychology professor Laurence Steinberg, author of "The Ten Basic Principles of Good Parenting," compares raising kids to building a boat that you eventually launch. Parents have to build a strong underpinning so their kids are equipped to face whatever's ahead. In the teen years, that means staying involved as you slowly let go. "One of the things that's natural in adolescence is that kids are going to pull away from their parents as they become increasingly interested in peers," says Steinberg. "It's important for parents to hang in there, for them not to pull back in response to that."

Communication is critical. "Stay in touch with your kids and make sure they feel valued and appreciated," advises Su-niya Luthar, professor of clinical and developmental psychology at Columbia University. Even if they roll their eyes when you try to hug them, they still need direct displays of affection, she says. They also need help figuring out goals and limits. Parents should monitor their kids' activities and get to know their friends. Luthar says parents should still be disciplinarians and set standards such as curfews. Then teens need to know that infractions will be met with consistent consequences.

Adolescents are often critical of their parents but they're also watching them closely for clues on how to function in the outside world. Daniel Perkins, associate professor of family and youth resiliency at Penn State, says he and his wife take their twins to the local Ronald McDonald House and serve dinner to say thank you for time the family spent there when the children had health problems after birth. "What we've done already is set up the notion that we were blessed and need to give back, even if it's in a small way." That kind of example sets a standard youngsters remember, even if it seems like they're not paying attention.

Parents should provide opportunities for kids to explore the world and even find a calling. Teens who have a passion for something are more likely to thrive. "They have a sense of purpose beyond day-to-day teenage life," says David Marcus, author of "What It Takes to Pull Me Through." Often, he says, kids who were enthusiastic about something in middle school lose enthusiasm in high school because the competition gets tougher and they're not as confident. Parents need to step in and help young people find other outlets. The best way to do that is to regularly spend uninterrupted time with teens (no cell phones). Kids also need to feel connected to other adults they trust and to their communities. Teens who get into trouble are "drifting," he says. "They don't have a web of people watching out for them."

At some point during these years, teen-agers should also be learning to build their own support networks—a skill that will be even more important when they're on their own. Connie Flanagan, a professor of youth civic development at Penn State, examines how kids look out for one another. "What we're interested in is how they help one another avoid harm," she says. In one of her focus groups, some teenage girls mentioned that they decided none would drink from an open can at a party because they wouldn't know for sure what they were drinking. "Even though you are experimenting, you're essentially doing it in a way that you protect one another," Flanagan says. Kids who don't make those kinds of connections are more likely to get in trouble because there's no one their own age or older to stop them from going too far. Like any other stage of life, adolescence can be tough. But teens and families can get through it—as long as they stick together.

With Julie Scelfo

© 2005 Newsweek, Inc.
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Erratic pattern of eye movement can signalize ADHD - 2005.01.17/22:55

A simple eye test has been developed to diagnose attention deficit hyperactive disorder in children, scientists say. 

 A team at London's Brunel University developed the test during a study of 65 four to six-year olds. 

 Researchers found the test, involving children following a spot of light on a computer screen, proved 93% accurate. 

 But experts questioned whether one test could diagnose the behavioural disorder when its symptoms varied so much from child to child. 

 At the moment doctors rely on a number of different techniques, including questionnaires and psychiatric assessments, to diagnose ADHD, but as yet there is no biological test, informs BBC News. 

 According to the Health News, the Pavlidis test, developed at London's Brunel University, requires that children follow a spot of light on a computer screen with their eyes. It is considered more reliable than the subjective questionnaires traditionally used to diagnose the disorder, the newspaper said. 

 Children with ADHD have been found to have a more erratic pattern of eye movement. In trials of the new test, it was found to correctly identify the disorder in 93 percent of cases, the Herald said. 

 Some experts estimate as many as 7 percent of school-age children have ADHD, with symptoms including lack of concentration, restlessness, and hyperactivity. 

©1999 "Pravda.RU". 
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Don’t give mobile phones to children - 2005.01.11/16:57

Children under the age of 8 should not be given mobile phones by their parents, the head of an official safety study in Britain has warned. 

 William Stewart, chairman of Britain's National Radiological Protection Board(NRPB), said Tuesday he believed that mobiles might pose a health risk, although this was not yet proven, informs CNN. 

 Recent reports from Europe raised concern over possible links between mobile use and tumors in the ear, and any health risk -- if it exists -- is certain to be greater for children than for adults, he said. 

 According to the Independent News, Prof Stewart stressed that mobile phone use was a matter of personal choice, but he added: "Good choices depend on having readily available information. Often there are misconceptions because information is not readily available." 

 The NRPB is a statutory body advising the Government on radiological issues. 

 The 2000 report from the IEGMP said there was no substantiated evidence that mobile phone emissions were harmful to health. 

 But it accepted there may be biological effects below guideline radiation levels and recommended a "precautionary approach". 

 Around a quarter of primary school children are thought to own a handset. The figure rises to 90% among 11 to 16-year-olds. 

©1999 "Pravda.RU".
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Christians angered by the Jerry Springer musical broadcast - 2005.01.10/01:23

The BBC executive behind the decision to screen Jerry Springer v The Opera last night fled his home with his young family after receiving death threats. 

 BBC2 controller Roly Keating, his wife and their three young children left their house after a Christian group posted his address and telephone number on its website. 

 They fled on Saturday morning after security experts decided the threat to kill Mr Keating was credible. 

 It is believed the homes of six other BBC executives were under guard last night following similar threats, reports Melbourne Herald Sun. 

 More than 1.7 million viewers watched Jerry Springer - The Opera on BBC Two on Saturday, despite the objections of protesters. 

 At least 45,000 people had contacted the BBC to complain about swearing and religious themes in the opera. Most opera broadcasts attract an audience of about 1 million viewers, a corporation spokesperson said. 

 In comparison Billy Connolly on BBC One attracted 4.3 million while Ultimate Force on ITV1 drew 5.2 million. 

 Figures showed 28% appreciated the show, 16% were happy it was broadcast, 33% thought it was offensive and 23% though it should not have been broadcast. 

 The spokesperson said this was a higher than average number of calls in defence of a programme, says the BBC News. 

 According to the Scotsman, Christians angered by the Jerry Springer musical broadcast by the BBC are to pursue a private prosecution against the corporation for alleged blasphemy, it emerged today. 

 Critics were angered by the show, shown uncut on BBC2 last night, because of foul language and scenes showing Jesus in a nappy admitting he is "a bit gay". 

 The BBC insist there are less than 300 hundred offensive words in the opera, even under the broadest definition of the term, including 117 -f-words- and seven -c-words-.  

 ©1999 "Pravda.RU". 
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Earthquake consequence for the Earth - 2005.01.09/13:58

Two weeks on, the Earth is still vibrating from the massive undersea earthquake off Indonesia that triggered the tsunami, Australian researchers say. 

 The Australian National University (ANU) said the reverberations were similar in form to the ringing of a bell, though without the sound, and were picked up by gravity monitoring instruments. 

 The magnitude 9.0 earthquake, the strongest for 40 years, struck off the coast of Indonesia's Sumatra island on December 26. The tsunami it generated claimed more than 156,000 lives. 

 Immediately after the quake the oscillation was probably in the 20 to 30 cm motion range that is typically generated in the earth by the movements of the sun and moon. 

 U.S. scientists said just after the quake that it may have permanently accelerated the Earth's rotation -- shortening days by a fraction of a second -- and caused the planet to wobble on its axis. 

 Richard Gross, a geophysicist with NASA's Jet Propulsion Laboratory in California, theorised that a shift of mass towards the Earth's centre during the quake caused the planet to spin three millionths of a second faster and tilt about 2.5 cm on its axis, reports Reuters. 

 According to News 24, Australian National University scientists said hyper-sensitive gravity measuring equipment showed minute reverberations may continue for weeks. 

 Herb McQueen, from the university's Earth Sciences Research School, said the equipment at the Mount Stromlo observatory in Canberra showed the planet was "ringing like a bell" which had been forcefully struck. 

 He said the movement was imperceptible to all but the most sensitive equipment. 

 Immediately after quake, which measured 9.0 on the Richter scale, US geophysicists said it made the Earth wobble on its axis and permanently altered the map of Asia by moving some small islands up to 20m. 
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To lose weight choose one diet, but not several ones - 2005.01.06/15:15

A latest study shows that picking one kind of diet and sticking to it may be the best way to lose weight. 

 According to the reports of the Journal of the American Medical Association (Jama), a team from the Tufts-New England Medical Centre in Boston recommended that weight loss depended more on sticking with a diet than the type of diet. 

 Dr. Michael L. Dansinger, of Tufts-New England Medical Center, and his colleagues assigned 160 dieters -- aged 22 to 72, and all with cardiac risk factors such as high blood pressure and blood cholesterol levels -- to either the Atkins, Weight Watchers, Zone or the Ornish diets. They followed the dieters for up to a year to evaluate weight loss and reduction of heart disease risk factors, tells Xinhua. 

 According to Forbes, Dr. Michael L. Dansinger, of Tufts-New England Medical Center, and his colleagues assigned 160 dieters -- aged 22 to 72, and all with cardiac risk factors such as high blood pressure and blood cholesterol levels -- to either the Atkins, Weight Watchers, Zone or the Ornish diets. They followed the dieters for up to a year to evaluate weight loss and reduction of heart disease risk factors. 

 Subjects on all the diets decreased their total cholesterol and other risk factors, with no substantial differences between the groups. 

 But the drop-out rate for each diet warrants special attention, said Dansinger. Twenty-one of the 40 Atkins dieters completed the study, as did 26 of the 40 people on Weight Watchers, 26 of 40 of the Zone dieters, and 20 of 40 on the Ornish plan. 

 "Pick a program that fits your needs," Wadden suggested. Ask if the counseling is group or individual, if the food is prepackaged or you make your own. "Try to figure out what you think is going to be helpful," he said.  
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Norway workers alerting the snoring every night - - 2004.12.22/14:48

 Lack of dream is capable to unsettle for a long time any person, especially if to it to have to be engaged in heavy physical work - This year Norway has brought to the political agenda in a problem of snoring 

It happened after the workers bearing watch on sea oil platforms, have complained of the neighbours on a room, not giving to fall asleep all the night long mighty snoring, informs Internet-edition MIGnews.com. 

The problem became national news when one of members of parliament has written to minister of work Victor Normanu, having demanded to accept drastic measures to help the worker deprived dream. 

 Main "snoring originator" - a soft fabric of the sky. Its vibration at passage of air causes more than 70 % of all cases of a short wind and snoring during dream. 

The Norwegian doctors assert, that have found the most effective means from snoring. Process of disposal of unpleasant "by-effect" of dream consists in implantation of three tiny strings made from Darcon - the rigid polymer used in a clothing industry - in the soft sky. All medical procedure borrows about two minutes and is carried out under a local narcosis. 

All medical procedure borrows about two minutes and is carried out under a local narcosis. 

 Doctors of St. Olaffe-s hospital in Trondheim (Norway) became pioneers in creation of new means from snoring. They worked at support of the American company. 

Already approved in the United States, the new method as expect, the nearest months will receive " green light " and from the European authorities. 
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Modern scientists succeed in the quest for immortality - 01/17/2005 17:59 

Wild nature can give numerous examples of immortality and programmed death

A wise man said that the art of living was about being able to die young but to live as many years as possible. Almost every human being living on planet Earth is interested in the question of immortality. One may say that all world religions and arts sprang from the wish to preserve the passion of youth and deceive death. Generations of alchemists were racking their brains over the renowned youth elixir. Contemporary scientists are still trying to unveil the mystery of immortality: they are working with mitochondria v so-called power plant of a cell, which generates power owing to the adenosine triphosphoric acid synthesis. The works in this direction are being conducted most actively in several countries of the globe, in Russia and England first and foremost. 

Russian academician, Vladimir Skulachev, from the Institute of the Physicochemical Biology of the Moscow State University has made the biggest progress on the way to realize the biggest dream of the mankind. ?Old age is virtually an illness. It must be cured like cancer. If I cure a person of his old age, I will cure him of cancer too, age diseases. I am not talking about immortality, there are accidents and catastrophes. The death rate on this index was higher than the natural death rate a hundred years ago. Now we have an opposite situation,¦ the academician said. 

 
Oxygen is a strongest oxidant, which allows to burn food and produce energy in cells. Toxic forms of oxygen, however, are capable of penetrating through the cellular membrane and causing instant damage to genes. A cell has protection mechanisms, although it may give up its own defense sometimes. There is a scheme of voluntary death in nature, or programmed cell death, the apoptosis. The scheme works when a cell has to be removed from the reproduction process. World science has studied the apoptosis of one separate cell. When Skulachev says that the apoptosis rules the life of a whole organism, very few specialists agree with him. The academician, however, is certain that senescence and death is a program that nature downloaded in the genes. It is difficult to hack this program and destroy the program, which makes human life so short. 

 
Vladimir Skulachev has been winning more and more proponents recently. In 2003 the scientist received the grant of $120 thousand from Russian aluminum tycoon Oleg Deripaska. The scientist tried to test his ?immortality elixir¦ on mice in 2004. A mouse lives for two or three years, so one will have to wait for the results of the experiment. In 2005, Skulachev plans to test the miraculous substance on aquarium fish, worms and flies, whose life span lasts for 1.5 months. ?I can only imagine what the press would write about academician Skulachev, if I became successful in extending the life of a fly first,¦ academician Skulachev ironically said. 

The medicine that the scientist used in the experiment was developed by Russian chemists. It is a very strong antioxidant, which stops oxygen from getting inside a cell. Antioxidant possesses a positive charge, on account of which a mitochondria accumulates a much stronger negative charge. It is a mitochondrion that ruins people's attempts to extend their lives. Now it is possible to accumulate excessive charges in mitochondria and save the cell from oxygen radicals. 

Experiments on mice and insects will be followed with trials on apes and humans. If scientists manage to prove the hypothesis, a human being will be able to live up to 800 years. 

English geneticist from the University of Cambridge, Dr. Aubrey de Grey, works with mitochondria too. The scientist believes that the life span of a human being will reach a thousand and even more years. De Greay chairs the SENS project at Cambridge (Strategies for Engineered Negligible Senescence), which studies all possibilities to solve the epoch-making problem. The project's first priority is connected with the restoration of seven major types of molecular and cellular damage. De Grey said that he would need ten years to develop a solution for mice and another ten years to bring the technology into the world of humans. 

When we get these therapies, we will no longer all get frail and decrepit and dependent as we get older, and eventually succumb to the innumerable ghastly progressive diseases of old age. We will still die, of course - from crossing the road carelessly, being bitten by snakes, catching a new flu variant etcetera - but not in the drawn-out way in which most of us die at present,¦ the English researcher said. 

Needless to say that there are a lot of scientists, who do nothing but laugh at the idea of working on the issue of immortality. Professor Jay Olshansky from the University of Illinois at Chicago said sarcastically that the temptation of immortality would live a lot longer than those who follow it. 

Professor Bogomolets promised to conquer senescence during the Soviet era. The government of the USSR assigned huge finds to the professor, but he died in his sixties. Nobel Prize winner Ilya Mechnikov continued the quest, but he passed away too. 

 
Wild nature can give numerous examples of immortality and programmed death without any visible reasons. Bacteria can live forever in laboratory conditions. Cancer cell lines, which were made 100 years ago, are still alive. Cloning plants are immortal too. There are certain bird species that die without any indications of senescence, when they lose the reproductive capacity. 
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Autotrophs: new kind of humans appears who neither drink nor eat - 01/13/2005 18:20 

It is not ruled out that they will replace us at a new evolution stage 

People all around the world were storming supermarkets and grocery stores on Christmas and New Year's Eve. There was a small group of people, though, who did not even think about eating anything for Christmas. In fact, they do not think about food at all. Such people call themselves autothrophs v they do not eat at all. The term designates an organism that makes its own food. Autotrophs can go on hunger strikes for years and even decades. Irina Novozhilova, the president of the center for protection of animals' rights, expressed her opinion about phenomenal individuals, who can live without food and water. 

 
The idea to turn down food as it is appeared long ago. Russian philosophers, particularly Vernadsky, were thinking about a possibility for a human being to live on something non-material. Vernadsky was certain that man is an energetic creature that can nourish himself from the energy of space. Some people can prove it today that it is possible to live a normal life without physical food. 

All living beings on our planet can be divided into two categories v autotrophs and heterotrophs. The majority of plants constitute the first category v they receive energy from non-organic substances v sunshine or air v and process it during the photosynthesis. Humans and animals make the second category: they nourish themselves with other living beings. Therefore, the people, who can live on the solar and space power, are closer to plants than to other humans. There is a group of autotrophs in Moscow. They gather in the Konstantin Vasiliev Museum, where they share experience with others. If a woman breastfeeds her child until it turns seven years old, for example, a child will be able to become an autotroph already by eight v simply and painlessly. A mother neither drinks nor eats, but she has enough milk to feed the baby. There are such women in Moscow. I often interact with people, who reject food completely. At first they become vegans - they exclude all products of animalistic origin from their menu in other words. After that they gradually turn down the vegetal food too. When people stop eating physical food, they also stop consuming any kind of liquid. They drink nothing. 

I would not say that scanty nourishment exerts a negative influence on their state of health. They are rather vigorous and cheerful people. However, I would like to warn everyone that it is impossible to quit drinking water and eating food in a moment. It should be done slowly, step by step, with short-term temporary starvation. A lethal outcome would be inevitable otherwise. A person will be killed either with starvation or their own wastes. The 70-year-old Indian yogi Pralad Djani is one of the most renowned contemporary autotrophs. This man has not been eating or drinking anything for 62 years, since the age of six. Indian doctors examined and tested him: they placed the man in a special room, outfitted the room with surveillance cameras and sealed the bathroom. As it turned out, Pralad Djani's body was functioning absolutely normally. The body was producing urine, although it was being absorbed into the urinary bladder. The yogi said that he was receiving water from air. He also said that there was a tiny hole in the palate, from which drops of ?heavenly¦ water penetrated into his mouth. 

Russia's most famous autotroph's name is Zinaida Baranova. The old lady from the city of Krasnodar is 67 years old. She was approaching her new existence very slowly. At first she gave up meat, then she turned vegetables down. She has been living without food and water for 4.5 years already. Scientists of the Bauman Institute examined her organism and were very surprised to find out that the woman's biological age corresponded to 20 years. Professor Spiridonov came to conclusion that the pensioner was a perfectly healthy lady; all her systems and organs, except for the stomach, were functioning normally. Indeed, she is a very energetic and bubbly person. She got rid of all diseases, even chronic ones. She said, however, that it was rather hard for her to get used to the new lifestyle. She was suffering from cramps, exhaustion, dry mouth, etc. There were moments, when she thought she was dying. The woman's health improved in 1.5 months. 

‘Doctors say that autotrophs make a fundamentally new type of self-sufficient human beings. It is not ruled out that they will replace us at a new evolution stage. Modern science has already confirmed the ability of a human being to maintain itself. Dietitians were recently saying that the B12 vitamin was naturally contained only in animal foods. Vegans, therefore, were supposed to die, since they could not receive the vitamin. However, doctors found out that the concentration of the B12 vitamin was fine with vegans. The situation became clear, when scientists discovered the synthesis process in the intestines. It became known that human beings could live on their own microflora. Medics have already discovered that the human intestines produce microorganisms that can synthesize amino acids.¦ 
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Cloned Cows' Milk, Beef Up to Standard 

Researchers Find No Significant Differences With Products of Conventionally Raised Cattle  by Rick Weiss

Milk and meat from cloned cattle are almost identical in composition to the milk and meat from conventionally bred cattle, according to the first comprehensive assessment of the nutritional value of food from clones. 

The new findings, by researchers in Connecticut and Japan, bolster industry assertions that food products from clones should be allowed on the market. But other experts criticized the report as incomplete and said that, in any case, social and economic factors argue against the sale of clonal food.

In one of their few points of agreement, proponents and opponents concurred that the issue remains highly politically charged -- perhaps explaining in part why a government decision on whether to allow such foods on the market has been stalled for 18 months.

"Some people do have concerns," said study leader Xiangzhong Yang, director of the Center for Regenerative Biology at the University of Connecticut at Storrs. "I think it will take time for people to accept it."

Cloning technology allows scientists to create genetic replicas of adult animals. Although the process remains expensive and inefficient, some producers see a future in the approach because it could allow farmers to mass produce their best milk cows and their finest beef cattle without diluting those stocks with a mate's lesser genes.

The National Academy of Sciences in 2002 concluded that meat and milk from cloned cattle were unlikely to pose human health concerns, but it warned that there were few studies on which to base its conclusion. A year later, a Food and Drug Administration advisory committee leaned the same way, but several members expressed reservations and even more voiced concerns about the clones' health and welfare.

The FDA has asked companies experimenting with the approach -- only two are poised to enter the market quickly -- to hold off selling their products until the issue is resolved. But a final decision has been slow in coming, frustrating the nascent livestock-cloning industry. 

The new study, described in this week's issue of the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, compared the chemical composition of milk from clones of a 13-year-old, high-producing Holstein cow with milk from conventional Holsteins raised identically. Tests on more than 1,000 samples found no significant differences in levels of protein, fat, lactose, antibodies and other parameters routinely monitored by the dairy industry. 

The team also studied clones of the offspring of a prizewinning Japanese bull famed for his superior marbling -- the blend of fat and muscle that contributes so much to a steak's quality. Of more than 100 measures, more than 90 percent were virtually identical for the clones and conventional animals. Of the dozen tests on which clones scored differently, most showed they had higher levels of fats or fatty acids in various cuts -- traits valued by many consumers, the researchers reported. That reflects the high fat levels in the bull that sired the cloned animal -- one of the reasons that semen from that bull has been used to produce more than 165,000 offspring by standard in vitro fertilization methods.

Carol Tucker Foreman, director of the Food Policy Institute at the Consumer Federation of America and an assistant secretary for food at the Agriculture Department under President Jimmy Carter, called the study "limited in scope" because of the small number of animals involved and because it did not address such issues as whether the clones were more susceptible to infection or other microbial problems, as some critics suspect.

Social and ethical questions also persist, Foreman said.

"This study does not address the big issue . . . which is: 'Is this what we want to do as a society? What do we think about having a clone burger?' We still need to have a national conversation about that."

The Humane Society of the United States has asked for a ban on milk and meat from clones, noting that many clones die mysteriously during gestation or soon after birth. Others have wondered aloud why it is necessary to clone cows that produce huge amounts of milk when surpluses, rather than shortages, are the main problem facing the U.S. dairy industry today.

But Barbara Glenn, director of animal biotechnology for the Biotechnology Industry Organization, said it is time to allow the new products on the market. 

"These are the best and healthiest and highest-producing animals," Glenn said, adding that "the science is clear" that clonal meat and milk are equivalent to conventional foods. In terms of animal welfare, she added, clones "are basically the rock stars at the farm . . . and are receiving the best veterinary care that an animal can have."

High-producing clones can help poor farmers, added Yang, who has helped start a company that aims to spread the technology to developing countries.

An FDA spokesman said yesterday that the agency is close to releasing its draft risk assessment for milk and meat from clones and their offspring and would then seek public comments on the issue. 

© 2005 The Washington Post Company
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Stella: Don’t call me Daddy’s girl 

 Pieces from Stella McCartney's autumn/winter collection. Pictures / Reuters     by James Sherwood

As Sir Paul McCartney ruefully says, "Nobody is Beatle-proof", least of all his fashion-designer daughter Stella. At the age of 25, Stella McCartney became the new designer to the house of Chloe in April 1997, and her predecessor, Karl Lagerfeld, sniped, "I think they should have taken a big name. They did - but in music, not fashion. Let’s hope she’s as gifted as her father." 

Now 33, McCartney is creative director of her Gucci Group-backed own label. She did not listen to her mother, Linda, who warned her: "It’s such a competitive, fickle world. Do you really want to do something where people judge you?" 

And how they have. Even lowly British designer Jeff Banks had a go, calling her "just an amateur who has made it in the fashion world on the back of her dad’s money". 

Last year, Gucci Group chief executive Robert Polet told McCartney and her stablemates Alexander McQueen and Nicholas Ghesquiere at Balenciaga that they had until 2007 to turn a profit. 

Since Gucci bought 50.1 per cent of Stella McCartney for 6 million ($15.8 million) in 2001, the label has remained in the red. But this is a result largely of investment in New York and London stores. Sales of Stella McCartney increased by 50 per cent last year and she expects to turn a profit two years ahead of her deadline. 

The knives have been out for McCartney since her graduation from Central St Martin’s fashion college in London in 1995. "I thought everyone hated me," she says of her remote attitude at fashion college. What they called arrogance she called shyness. Fellow St Martin’s students were furious when McCartney stole press attention when her friends Kate Moss and Naomi Campbell modelled her graduation collection. McCartney snapped: "Other students ask their friends to model and I’ve asked mine." 

Days after McCartney’s autumn/winter 2005 own-label collection was shown in Paris, the jury is still out on her bankability. 

The Independent fashion writer Susie Rushton reported: "McCartney’s position on the fashion landscape has often seemed not to extend far beyond dressing her celebrity friends ... [but] the confident collection demonstrated how McCartney’s signatures have matured and become more convincing propositions." 

The Guardian said, "After a chilly year or two on the sidelines, her look is being welcomed back", while the Daily Telegraph noted the absence of McCartney’s usual celebrity front row. 

The reason for McCartney’s absence from the runway this season was the February 25 birth of her first son, Miller Alasdhair James Willis, with husband Alasdhair Willis. Vogue confounded the critics who said McCartney’s no-show was irrelevant - the inference being that McCartney is propped up by talented studio staff - by reporting that "Stella worked on and was able to complete the collection". 

She was signing off outfits from digital photographs hours before she went into labour. 

Stella McCartney has an ally in Donatella Versace who followed her late brother as creative director of the house and cannot quell rumours that she too is merely a figurehead. Unlike Versace, Stella’s private life is intentionally unglamorous. She says she’s a "really boring" country girl and is keen to emphasise her love for horse riding, walking and swimming, though it’s hard to imagine that your life is that boring when your best friends are Madonna, Gwyneth Paltrow and Kate Moss. 

Chloe president Mounir Moufarrige’s shrewdness in appointing the 25-year-old McCartney was endorsed by a 500 per cent rise in profits and a booming press profile. Before her, Chloe was about as relevant in high fashion as Laura Ashley. McCartney and her Notting Hillbilly posse gave the label a hip replacement. 

McCartney admits she designs clothes "me and my friends would like to wear". Her mixture of slinky lingerie and tomboy tailoring struck a chord with girls who didn’t want to be slutty or bourgeois. McCartney dedicated endless collections to her mother, Linda. Like her, McCartney is an animal-rights activist who will not work with fur or leather. 

Karl Lagerfeld calls her principles "grotesque". "Everyone knows Gucci has made millions of dollars by working with leather," he says. "When she signed with them, she closed the chapter as far as holding these sorts of scruples with any kind of credibility." 

McCartney is the kind of girl who squares up to controversy, blithely using Beatles music for early Chloe catwalk shoes and paying homage to her mother’s gypsy spirit. In 1999, a year after Linda’s death from cancer, McCartney finally snapped back about the relentless "Beatle’s daughter" barbs. 

"When I would make a good drawing in primary school, it was because my Dad was famous. Or if I got a part in a school play, it was because Dad was a Beatle. What do I do? Do I become a smackhead and live off my parents’ fortune?" 

To her credit, McCartney is never snapped falling out of nightclubs. This could be due to a "normal, idyllic childhood" when she would call herself Stella Martin to escape recognition. 

Marriage seems to have mellowed McCartney’s ladette streak, and this is no bad thing. She can now admit she was "trying too hard" at Chloe when she emblazoned outfits with slang. 

Though her latest show featured handbags decorated with horse brasses, McCartney’s look is now largely elegant and mature. 

She is a good designer - but not a great one - who just happens to have a famous dad. 

 INDEPENDENT 
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Dear PM, sorry to be such a pest. Regards, Charles 

David Hencke, Westminster correspondent

Loyal subjects might think it inappropriate to call Prince Charles a pest and interfering busybody, even if they might privately think so. But there is one person who clearly deems the descriptions apt: the prince himself. 

He uses the expressions in a strikingly self-deprecating letter written to Tony Blair at the height of the foot and mouth crisis four years ago. The letter contains a deeply felt plea to vaccinate sheep and cattle to stop the massive cull that was devastating the countryside. 

In it the heir to the throne apologises to the prime minister for "pestering" him over issues on which Mr Blair was "receiving copious quantities of briefing" from other people. 

It ends on a note which is more humble than might be expected from the heir to the throne: "I am so grateful to you for being prepared to converse with an interfering busybody during this immensely difficult time, with kindest regards, as ever, Charles." 

The letter proves the speculation at the time that Prince Charles led the movement to try to persuade Mr Blair to end the massive cull of sheep and cattle that devastated the countryside. It calls for a mass vaccination programme for the animals. 

The prince and the prime minister personally discussed how to get public support to the end the cull, as the letter makes clear. 

The prime minister's reply has not been disclosed, though it is perhaps safe to speculate that it did not begin: "Dear interfering busybody". 
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Patients urged to use own recycled blood                                      BY James Meikle, health correspondent

Patients having routine hip or knee replacements are being urged to ask for their own blood to be recycled after surgery. 

Many people are unaware the option exists at several NHS hospitals, although it is safer than transfusing a donor's blood, according to the Patients' Association, an NHS rights charity. 

The group is encouraging people to choose the technique, known as post-operative cell salvage, saying it would help to eke out supplies in blood banks, especially since controls to stop the human form of BSE spreading through transfusions mean there are fewer donors. 

The technique filters debris from salvaged blood before transfusing it back to the patient on the ward. In orthopaedic surgery, much of the blood loss happens soon after the operation, and the blood is relatively clean. However, it is not suitable where operation sites are infected. Blood can only be retransfused up to eight hours after wounds are closed, and there is still a need to train staff in its use. 

It is one form of autologous transfusion - where a patient gets his or her own blood - being considered following government orders to hospitals nearly three years ago. 

The association has a website, (yourblood-yourchoice.com), with backing from Baxter, a transfusion product manufacturer, to promote the choice of post-operative recycled blood. 

Simon Williams, the association's director of policy, said: "Not many people know beforehand about the blood transfusion choices they have, so we are keen to draw attention to the benefits and help them find out more, so that they can make informed choices with their doctors." 

Studies suggest patients leave hospital sooner and feel more reassured, and the risk of a potentially fatal mistake when a patient gets the wrong type of blood is averted, the association says. "Medical evidence clearly shows there are many advantages to getting your own blood back where it is possible" said Mr Williams.

44

Cliff-edge scramble to save paraglider                                                            By Jano Gibson

April 25, 2005 - 5:03PM

Five men scaled a 45-metre cliff to stop a badly injured Sydney paraglider sliding to his death after crashing - then slipped quietly away.

The 38-year-old paraglider, from Annandale, smashed into Cook's Terrace at Mona Vale headland - a popular paragliding spot - when his parachute collapsed shortly after take-off at 1.45pm yesterday, say police.He was seriously injured and  unable to get a firm hold on the rocky ledges, gradually slipping down the cliff face.But three men scrambled  to cling on to his chute some 30 metres up the 45-metre cliff before  two surf lifesavers climbed up about 20 metres to comfort the victim until help arrived.

Police  today urged the five men to come forward  to be considered for bravery awards.

But one of the five - Warriewood surf lifesaving patrol captain Graham Hamilton  - told smh.com.au  he did not think what he and lifesaver Glenn James had done was heroic. He said it was the second time he had helped an injured paraglider at Cook's Terrace. He  said after hearing what had happened he and Glenn James jumped on their  four-wheel beach buggy and raced to the bottom of the cliff where they spotted the injured paraglider clinging to the cliff face. ``There wasn't much holding him up quite frankly," he said. "He was pretty much suspended there.'' It  was just his entangled chute that was stopping him from plunging to the cliff base. ``The shroud of the para-sail must have jagged on the rocks so it was an anchor. But it was a very dodgy anchor, so without those guys hanging on it would have been very difficult,'' he said.

Shortly after he and Mr James climbed up barefoot, rescue teams arrived. Mr Hamilton said that without the quick thinking of the other three rescuers, the paraglider's fate would certainly have been far worse. ``Without those guys hanging on it would have been very difficult,'' he said.

``We could see that he had a broken leg. It was certainly pointing at a strange angle and he was bleeding from the mouth which was a worry,'' he said.

Sergeant Sam Bartlett of  Dee Why police praised the rescuers efforts. "They put themselves in a dangerous position in order to aid him," he said. "They certainly exceeded their civil responsibilities."

The victim was taken to Royal North Shore Hospital where he remains in a stable condition with multiple fractures to the legs, facial injuries and possible neck injuries, say police.

A regular paraglider at Cook's Terrace said it was the second such accident there in as many months.

Patrick Roser, who has been gliding for 15 years, said he could not understand how the paraglider got into trouble given yesterday's perfect flying conditions. Mark Mitsos, a paragliding instructor with 16 years experience, said it was difficult to be certain what caused the accident. He said in light winds, such as those yesterday, paragliders try to stay in the air longer by flying slow and close to the cliff edge to capture as much up-draft as possible. He said one possibilty was the gilder was travelling too slow which caused one wing to collapse, forcing  the glider into the cliff face.

Another possibility was that the wing-tip of the glider clipped the cliff face. ``He either stalled his wing or clipped his wing-tip on the hill,'' the veteran paraglider said.

The Herald
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Alleged godfather buys new allies in jail                                                  by Philip Cornford in Bali

For an outlay of less than $3 a day, Prisoner 7, the latest admission, has already established himself as "godfather" of the six other inmates, who occupy the two cells at the police station at Sanur, a beach resort where Balinese take their children to swim and fish.

Andrew Chan, the 21-year-old whom police allege is godfather to eight other Australians arrested for smuggling 8.3 kilograms of heroin, was moved to Sanur from Polda police headquarters last Thursday to isolate him after some of the Australians claimed he threatened to kill their families if they disobeyed his instructions.

At the small police station, Chan has a cell to himself and sleeps on a raised plywood platform. This is a luxury; the other prisoners jostle for space in the second cell and sleep on thin rattan floor mats. Neither Chan nor the others have blankets.

Asked how he felt about Chan's better conditions, Prisoner 2, Ardika, flashed a grin which revealed four missing front teeth. "Tidak apa apa," he said - bahasa for "no problems".

"In the afternoon, when he wakes around 4pm, he gives me 20,000 rupiah ($2.64) to get food for himself and all of us," Ardika said. "I give it to the guard to buy nasi campur at the [police station] canteen. Without him, we have lousy food."

The money buys about four servings of nasi campur, a basic meal of rice, noodles, and vegetables with chicken or beef.

Chan's generosity may be partly motivated by survival; it has won him the loyalty of his fellow prisoners. "They [the media] are always offering me money to take his photo with one of their cameras," Ardika said. "They offer me 200,000 rupiah but I tell them I won't do it. I wouldn't do it for 500,000. I don't have the heart to do it to him."

In return, Ardika, who has been in the prison since April 9 for stealing a mobile telephone and $US10 from a tourist, is teaching Chan to speak bahasa.

"So far, it's simple words. Selamat pagi [good morning], makan [eat]," Ardika said.

Chan is taking the lessons seriously. Yesterday, his older brother, Michael, brought him a book on how to learn bahasa and a pad and pen, along with takeaway food and bottled water.

All the other prisoners are in jail for petty crimes, mostly theft, and are in awe of Chan, who is in for allegedly possessing heroin, a big crime, and is clearly a special prisoner because one night the guards took him all the way to Polda to be interrogated.

Unlike the others, Chan is not allowed the freedom of the prison compound.

He is locked in his cell and let out only to use the communal toilet, to take a daily shower and to see his brother, who is allowed a half-hour visit at 9am each day.

The Herald
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My date with Destiny

'Sisters' Beyonce, Kelly and Michelle are divas in the purest possible way, Amy Cooper was relieved to discover.

Big stars are rarely punctual, but an hour and fifteen minutes after my appointment time with Destiny's Child, I was still corralled among other restless media in a small bar downstairs at the bootylicious babes' hotel. We were starting to suspect diva behaviour. Were Beyonce, Kelly and Michelle, who had flown into Sydney that morning, throwing a collective tantrum? Perhaps the R&B queens were squabbling, Desperate Housewives style, over who would wear the sexiest outfit?

The bar resembled a dentist's waiting room - but instead of a fish tank and magazines there were wilting salmon sandwiches and too many egos in a small space. In Sydney, where certain local media consider themselves just as famous as Destiny's Child, stacking them up like this was a risky venture. In one corner Merrick and Rosso huddled with a posse, while their rivals Jacqui O and Kyle Sandilands paced in the corridor. Women's mag writers exchanged wary glances. A music journalist in a baseball cap and giant trousers was drawling street-patter into his phone to prove he was too cool for Beyonce. "It's your turn," said the record company lady and up we went to another floor, then along some corridors to a waiting area, where three mountainous men were sprawled on the floor like basking walruses. They were the band's bodyguards, led by Beyonce's 2.1-metre, 140-kilogram protector, Shorty. They looked up and scowled.

Outside the girls' room was an entourage of assistants, hair and make-up people, and I wondered what was within the inner sanctum: J-Lo-style, all-white decor? Crystal champagne and hordes of attendants peeling grapes? The door opened, but there were no frills and no flunkies, and not a diva in sight. Instead, three smiley girls sat in a row, wearing terry towelling bathrobes over their clothes. Under the harsh hotel room lights, their glowing skin looked make-up free. "Hi!" said Destiny's Child, in unison. I'd seen so much strutting and pouting and rapping in their videos, I didn't know what to say at first. In fact, I nearly said: "Where are your hotpants?"

Although the girls had faced a conveyor belt of media all day, they managed to look genuinely pleased to see another visitor. "Great!" they chorused (they chorus a lot), when the publicist told them who their next interrogator was. This felt more like a sleep-over with girlfriends than an audience with music royalty, and Beyonce, 23, says that's the way they like it. "We're friends, first of all," she said, while the others nodded and mm-hmmed. "Destiny's Child is about the friendship. It's the basis of our group."

Beyonce, seated between her two band-mates, is slighter than she seems in photos. She's also a natural beauty, with flawless, mocha skin and wide-set almond eyes. Her cousin Kelly, 24, is the girliest of the three, with lots of wavy hair and a disarming giggle. Michelle, a year older and the most recent Destiny's Child recruit (she joined in 2000), has high cheekbones and big, expressive eyes which she sometimes rolled at tedious questions.

Had it been hard for her to come into the band later? Not at all, she said, with an eye roll. "It was crazy because they made it so easy," she said. "I guess because their family reminds me of mine." Beyonce jumped in: "She's been our new sister." The girls often finish each others' sentences. You can see why they harmonise so nicely in songs.

This 17-country world tour is their first time on the road together after a three-year break for solo projects. There was an album for each, movie roles including Goldmember and the upcoming The Pink Panther (with Steve Martin) for Beyonce, and Freddie Vs. Jason for Kelly, and the stage show Aida for Michelle. They reunited late last year to record Destiny Fulfilled.

"People ask why did you all get back together?" said Beyonce, who often speaks up first. "It's because we're friends. We enjoy singing together. It just doesn't feel as much like work when we're all here."

Surprisingly, the girls don't think it's easy for women to work together. Beyonce again: "Definitely not. That's not normal. If it was, then there would be more girl groups that were successful without splitting up."

This trio avoid this, they explained, by being honest with each other and not listening to nasty gossip.

"We do not, ever, ever," said Beyonce, "allow people to talk negatively about the other members. People always assumed when we did solo records that they could say something negative about the other girls, and we did not ever allow that, because that's our sisters and we do not even go there."

The other girls were nodding vehemently. This was clearly a pet subject. "That's right!" said Kelly. "If you want to be negative about my sisters, you should just hold your breath and die." Michelle: "Mm hm. Just shut it!"  They were on a roll. "There's so many vultures out there!" cried Kelly. "They hide from you and then, suddenly" - she leaned forward - "blargh!" she yelled, and dissolved into giggles.

Perhaps their obsession with solidarity isn't so surprising when you consider the band's chequered personnel history. Their formative years and first big hit, 1998's No No No, were tainted by splits and bad blood. Two members of the original four-girl line-up left three years after the band's 1997 formation amid rumours of - you guessed it - diva behaviour. They accused Beyonce and Kelly of dissing them in song lyrics and the messy business ended up in court. Michelle is the survivor of two replacement singers who joined in 2000. The band now appears to have a dynamic that works much better, and I wondered how their personalities fitted together. "I am kind of motherly," said Beyonce. "And Michelle is always laughing and keeping us lifted and spiritual," she added. "Kelly is very nurturing, but she is also more of a free spirit." "I am," agreed Kelly. "I'm a floater."

Kelly is a hoot. She's endearingly dippy, given to surreal flights of fantasy. She said she wasn't sure if she'd take a vacation after the tour, because it might cost too much. "Hm. I need to have, like - what's his name, the guy with the money - Bill Gates! I need his kind of money so I can have me a nice big boat and have the girls come and all their friends, and so we can just have a good time on a boat."

It was the closest any of them had come to a diva impersonation, and it wasn't a good one. But Beyonce's holiday plans were even more unlikely. "I would like to take a cooking class and an art class. And learn a language. And maybe do Broadway." She wasn't joking. With her multiple careers in singing, writing, producing and acting, she's the group's most incurable workaholic. She's even launching a clothes label on this tour, co-designed with her mum, Tina Knowles. It's called House of Dereon, named after her grandma, a seamstress.

Mum is touring with the girls, although they were keen to point out she's not cramping their style. However, it's clear Destiny's Child aren't about to party their way around the world. You get the feeling they'd rather have a cup of tea.

From all accounts, too, Beyonce and Kelly as kids were, well, not that cool. You hear stories about the girls singing for customers in Beyonce's mum's hairdressing salon, and practising songs on a karaoke machine, but there's no Eminem-style tortured childhood or even much evidence of naughtiness. And they started a full-time performing career at nine, which didn't leave much time for teenage rebellion.

I asked the pair about this and they grinned sheepishly. "We certainly weren't much like other girls," said Kelly. "We just loved our music." Said Beyonce: "Imagine, someone used to ask us: 'what do you want to do?' And we'd say [putting on a little girl's voice]: 'we wanna go watch En Vogue and make up a routine. We wanna go see Janet Jackson and learn her routine. We wanna do harmonies to this song!'. Our dream was to do what we're doing now and it's just amazing that years later we're here."

You get the picture. These girls are in it because they like the job, rather than the trappings. Their publicist confirms it when I ask what's in the band's "rider" - the list of artist's requests for backstage comforts on tour. Normally these are full of diva demands; J-Lo's candles and flowers; Pavarotti's ban on perfumes. Destiny's Child, though, ask for nothing except water, tea and coffee. "They are the nicest girls to deal with," said the publicist.

Our time was nearly up, but the girls weren't ready to stop talking, telling me about their dogs (Beyonce has a shitzu and Kelly a Yorkie "with a booty!"), their love of sunshine (they reckon you get a "prettier tan" when you're away from home), and their plans to climb the bridge. Beyonce banished a myth: despite all reports, her waxwork effigy at Madame Tussaud's in NYC does not have a mechanical shaking butt. "Urgh! I wouldn't want it to!" Suddenly, I realised why today's schedule was running so late: these girls just like to chat. I was being ushered out, but they hadn't finished. "Hey!" said Kelly. "Your highlights are really pretty!" Beyonce, not to be outdone, added: "And your purse - that's pretty, too!" I looked round and they were smiling and waving. Living proof that nice girls really do finish first.
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Dolphins, Seals at Home in London's Reborn River                                      by James Owen in London

Fifty years ago London's River Thames was so polluted that it was declared biologically dead. Now the river that flows through the heart of Europe's largest city is awash with wildlife—a triumph worth noting today, Earth Day 2005. 

More than 130 seals have been spotted in the Thames since last August, according to the Zoological Society of London. Bottlenose dolphins have been seen upstream of London Bridge. And last summer the first sea horse was recorded in the Thames estuary in 30 years. 

With 120 fish species, hundreds of thousands of birds, and a thriving fishing industry, the river now ranks among the cleanest metropolitan tideways in the world. 

Ecologists say the Thames owes its revival to pollution control, which has vastly improved water quality. 

Commercial fishers are among those reaping the benefits today, taking impressive hauls of eel, sea bass, and Dover sole, said Steven Colclough, a fisheries scientist with the U.K. government's Environment Agency. Colclough said the river is now the largest Dover sole fishery in England and Wales. 

The fisheries scientist added that flounder, mullet, and smelt—now present throughout London—are being joined by fish that only tolerate waters untainted by pollution. 

"Sea trout are coming back in ever increasing numbers," Colclough said. "Over [the] past four years, we have found sea lamprey spawning consistently in [west London], and the first river lamprey was recorded in 2002." 

These incoming crowds are, in turn, boosting numbers of fish-eating birds, such as herons, kingfishers, and grebes. 

In 1949 the eminent British ornithologist Richard Fitter declared that heron would never again breed in London. Yet today the number of heron colonies in the city are at an all-time high. 

Heron Stronghold

"London has become a U.K stronghold for herons," said John Marchant, of the British Trust for Ornithology. "No doubt the birds are benefiting from a general improvement in water quality and fish stocks in the Thames." 

The condition of the Thames—which rises and falls with the tides as far inland as London—was very different 150 years ago. 1858 saw the "Great Stink," when the stench of raw sewage got so bad Parliament, which meets in a riverside building, had to be dissolved. 

In 1878 the pleasure steamship Princess Alice sunk in a river collision. Most of the 600 or so passengers who died did so because they were overpowered by a noxious cocktail of human and industrial filth before they could reach safety. 

"By the 1950s the Thames was in an even worse state," said Martin Attrill, a marine biologist at the University of Plymouth, England. "A 20-kilometer [12-mile] stretch of river was completely devoid of oxygen." 

After London's Natural History Museum declared the Thames biologically dead in 1957, work began to try to rehabilitate the river. Government measures improved sewage waste treatment and banned industry from discharging pollutants into the river. 

Today more than half of London's sewage sludge is sold in pellet form as fertilizer for agricultural use. 

Attrill says water quality has continued to improve since the 1970s. "There's been a clear and very dramatic decrease in levels of heavy metals and pesticides," he added. 

And yet the Thames's ecological renaissance remains a well-kept secret, according to a survey commissioned by the Zoological Society of London (ZSL). Published last week, the survey found that 83 percent of Londoners thought dumped shopping carts were the objects most likely to be found in the river. Just 6 percent of respondents knew about the return of Dover sole. Only 7 percent thought seals could be seen. 

"It seems that Londoners know more about tropical rain forests than the river on their doorstep," said Alison Shaw, aquatic conservation manager for the ZSL. "People can't believe there's anything in [the Thames], because it looks so brown and dirty. But that's just the nature of estuaries; they carry a large amount of sediments in the water column." 

Eel Migration

Shaw hopes the ZSL can help the river shed its dirty old reputation through a project that will investigate how wildlife uses the Thames estuary. 

For instance, researchers are currently tracking juvenile European eels on their spring migration upriver. The eels travel thousands of miles from the Atlantic Ocean's Sargasso Sea, where they are born. "The Thames estuary is also an internationally important area for migratory birds," Shaw added. "It's their first landing stage when they arrive in Britain. Large flocks feed on intertidal mudflats and grazing marshes." 

She says it's important that Londoners are aware of the river's burgeoning biodiversity, not least because pollution threats remain. 

During violent storms last summer, London's antiquated drainage system was inundated. Some 600,000 tons of raw sewage was released into the Thames to prevent the waste from flooding people's homes. As a result, many thousands of fish were killed. 

The U.K. Government has so far stalled on plans for a 3.8-billion-dollar (U.S.), 22-mile (35-kilometer) tunnel under the riverbed to dispose of storm water and displaced sewage. 

Perhaps the sight of dolphins surfacing opposite the Houses of Parliament will help swing the debate. 
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Asteroid Belt Discovered Around Our Sun's "Twin"                                   by  Brian Handwerk

NASA's orbiting Spitzer Space Telescope has found evidence of a massive asteroid belt around a "twin" of our own sun. 

Kim Weaver, a Spitzer Space Telescope scientist, said the finding marks "the first time that scientists have found evidence for a massive asteroid belt around a mature, sunlike star." 

"This region around the star is the sort of place where rocky planets [like Earth] may form," Weaver said yesterday at a press conference from NASA headquarters in Washington, D.C. 

The star, dubbed HD69830, is some 41 light-years away—which, in space terms, is practically our own backyard. Part of the constellation Puppis, the star is a tad too faint to see with the unaided eye. 

The discovery may help reveal how other Earth-like planets could be formed and whether our own solar system is common or unique in space. 

Construction Site or Junkyard? 

"Asteroids are the leftover building blocks of rocky planets like Earth," said Charles Beichman, a Spitzer Space Telescope scientist based at the California Institute of Technology in Pasadena. 

Beichman is the lead author of a paper describing the new asteroid belt, which will be published in Astrophysical Journal. 

"We're interested in asteroid belts in these systems," Beichman said, "because they may mark either the construction sites that accompany the formation of rocky planets, the junkyards that remain after the formation of such planets, or simply places where, for one reason or another, material just couldn't assemble to form planets at all. " 

Asteroids occassionally collide with each other, raising cosmic dust. They also crash into planets and moons. 

The new asteroid belt was signalled by a thick disk of small dust grains that star HD69830 warms to temperatures that range from room temperature to 450° Fahreinheit (232° Celsius). 

Of the 85 stars Spitzer scientists have examined to date, only HD69830 yielded evidence of an asteroid belt. It is thicker than the asteroid belt in our own solar system, which lies between Mars and Jupiter and packs nearly 25 times more debris. 

George Rieke is a study co-author and principal investigator with the Spitzer Space Telescope who is based at the University of Arizona in Tucson. "Because this belt has more asteroids than ours, collisions are larger and more frequent, which is why Spitzer could detect the belt," he said. 

"Our present-day solar system is a quieter place, with impacts of the scale that killed the dinosaurs occurring only every hundred million years or so," he added. 

Astronomers have previously detected other asteroid belts around two far younger, more massive suns. But researchers believe the latest discovery—an asteroid belt arrayed around a mature star—will reveal more about our sun and whether our solar system is the norm or the exception. 

Earth-Like Planets 

"We all want to understand, ultimately, how common our own solar system is and how common habitable planets like our own Earth might be throughout the cosmos," said Jonathan I. Lunine, a physics and planetary science professor at the University of Arizona. 

Scientists say they don't know yet if any planets orbit HD69830. But they do know where an Earth-like planet—featuring liquid water on its surface for billions of years—would have to be located. 

HD69830 "is a bit dimmer and younger than our own sun, perhaps half the brightness of our own sun," Lunine explained. "So to have an 'Earth' with the same conditions we'd want it to move from 1 astronomical unit [AU] to 0.9 or perhaps 0.8 AU from that star," he said. 

One AU represents the mean distance from the Earth to the sun, about 93 million miles (150 million kilometers). 

It may or may not be possible for a planet to exist in what some dub the Goldilocks zone (not too hot, not too cold). 

Knowing how closely the new asteroid belt orbits its star can tell scientists whether or not an Earth-like planet is possible in this belt, Lunine said. 

Even if a terrestrial planet does exist in the Goldilocks zone it would be peppered with asteroid impacts. Extinction-causing impacts on such a planet would likely occur about once every million years—making it debatable whether life could have ever taken hold. 

Giant Comet? 

Scientists have yet to definitively determine that HD69830 does, indeed, have a massive asteroid belt. They must first rule out a second statistically improbable but intriguing explantion for the Spitzer discovery. 

It is possible that the dust detected by Spitzer is from a giant, Pluto-size comet that was bounced into the inner solar system via a "cosmic bank shot" and is leaving a trail of dust as it distinigrates. 

The dust does contain silicate crystals, like fosterite, similar to those found in the famous comet Hale-Bopp. 

But the theory is a statistical longshot. It is not nearly as likely as the asteroid belt concept, Spitzer scientists say. 

Spitzer and ground-based telescopes may soon confirm the asteroid belt theory by scanning the region for water and carbon monoxide—compounds common in comets, but not asteroids. 

After confirming that their new observation is indeed an asteroid belt, scientists could focus their attention on the building blocks of a distant star system much like our own. 
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Many "Earths" Are Out There, Study Says                                            by Brian Handwerk

A new study of known planetary systems outside our solar system gives a theoretical boost to the search for extraterrestrial life. Researchers in England say that half of the systems could harbor habitable, Earthlike planets. 

Barrie Jones, an astronomer at the Open University in Milton Keynes, England, co-authored the new study. He said, "We were particularly interested in the possible survival of 'Earths' in the habitable zone." 

"This is often called the Goldilocks zone—where the temperature of an 'Earth' is just right for water to be liquid at its surface. If liquid water can exist, so could life as we know it." 

The location of a system's habitable zone depends on how bright and hot the that system's star is. The zone can shift over the eons as the star ages and becomes brighter and hotter. 

Jones collaborated with Open University colleagues Nick Sleep and David Underwood. The team used computer models to map the habitable zone in some 130 known exoplanetary systems—star-planet formations found outside our solar system. 

The researchers examined the interplanetary gravitational pull found there. Gravity among planets plays a key role in how they align themselves in relation to their star. 

Gravitational buffering from larger planets, for example, could pull an Earthlike planet from an orbit that would otherwise fall in the sweet spot, or Goldilocks zone, that is conducive to life. (Not too hot, not too cold.) 

Many of the systems being discovered have giant [planets] parked dangerously close to the habitable zone," Jones said. Imagine if Jupiter were much closer to our own planet, say just beyond the orbit of Mars. 

Using computers to model distant star and planet systems, the team mapped the gravitational "disaster zones" that accompany each giant planet. 

Smaller, Earthlike planets that orbit in these disaster zones, would eventually collide with the giant planet or be hurled outward into distant, cold regions of the exoplanetary system. 

With these criteria in mind, the team evaluated each exoplanetary system. 

The researchers looked for planets that orbited in habitable zones from their stars—both in the present and in the distant past. That historical view was important, as it would allow any potential life-form—at least life as we know it—time to evolve, in theory. 

New Discoveries 

Over the past decade about 130 extrasolar planets have been discovered, and the number is steadily rising. 

None of the distant planets are visible by modern telescopes, however. Scientists rely on indirect methods to detect the planets. For example, some are identified by the "wobble" their gravity induces in the stars they orbit. 

Many of these exoplanets are large planets that resemble the gas giants of our solar system: Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus, and Neptune. 

"We just don't have the technology at the moment to detect Earth-size planets," Jones said. He added that it may be ten years until astronomers detect such and analyze their atmospheres. 

Only then can scientists determine if they "are potentially habitable or even inhabited," Jones said. 

Geoscientist James F. Kasting hopes to be among the first researchers to directly observe such planets. The Pennsylvania State University professor is part of a NASA Jet Propulsion Lab project dubbed Terrestrial Planet Finder C (TPF-C). 

It will likely be a decade before TPF-C can spy Earthlike planets. When it does, Kasting suspects they might be located around stars that currently reveal no planets at all. 

"I personally think that the systems we've seen so far are not the best candidates for having Earthlike planets," Kasting said. "There are a lot of stars out there which could also have Earthlike planets and may be even more likely candidates." 

"With the observations we've used so far, we wouldn't detect planets looking at our own solar system. We just don't have the observations yet." 

Perhaps 150 subgiant or red giant stars lie within a hundred light-years of Earth. (Subgiants and red giants are stars in the later stages of their evolution.) 

Some say those 150 stars may lie close enough to Earth that we may one day launch planet-finding space missions to their systems. 

But long before any such efforts take place, new imaging technology will probably be available. Most likely it could add to the tally of known exoplanets—without a space mission. The number already seems to grow on a monthly basis. 

"It's still philosophical at this point, but I'm an optimist," Kasting said. "I think we'll end up finding a lot of terrestrial planets. Over the next five years or so, I think people using Doppler techniques [observing shifts in electromagnetic waves] will find systems that look much more like ours in terms of giant planets." 

For now, the possibility that life inhabits any such distant worlds remains purely theoretical. 

Jones, the Open University astronomer, said, "We do believe that if you form Earth-mass planets in the Goldilocks zone, there is no reason we know [of] why those planets couldn't be habitable." 

"We've offered a tantalizing possibility: We've shown that 'Earths' could indeed exist in the Goldilocks zone of many of the systems we already know of," he said. "The next job is to see if they are really there." 

Jones and his colleagues described their study in the April 1 issue of The Astrophysical Journal. 
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Dinosaur Eggs Discovered Inside Mother -- A First                                   by John Roach

Scientists have discovered for the first time a dinosaur with shelled eggs inside her belly. The find yields insight into how dinosaurs made babies and supports the theory that modern birds and dinosaurs are close relatives. 

"I don't think too many people had expected [us] to discover a specimen that actually had eggs inside its body. It's something we wanted to have, but it's very surprising we actually got it," said Tamaki Sato, a paleontologist at the Canadian Museum of Nature in Ottawa. 

Sato and her colleagues will report the find in tomorrow's issue of the journal Science. 

Many scientists believe birds evolved from dinosaurs. In their effort to prove this hypothesis, scientists appreciate hard evidence of similarities between the two types of creatures, including their reproductive biology. 

"We can give a hypothesis, but it's often very difficult to confirm the hypothesis," Sato said. "Our specimen gives direct, undoubted evidence" that dinosaurs shared with birds some aspects of reproductive behavior. 

Hans-Dieter Sues is the associate director for research and collections at the Smithsonian Institution's National Museum of Natural History in Washington, D.C. He said the find is "very interesting" but not unexpected, as it was predicted by previous studies. 

"Still, it is neat to find such a fossil," he said. Sues is a member of the National Geographic Society's Committee for Research and Exploration. 

Birdlike Dinosaur 

The research is based on a dinosaur pelvis that contains a single pair of shelled eggs inside the body cavity. The dinosaur specimen was discovered in China's Jiangxi Province, a few hundred miles north of Hong Kong. 

This is the first time shelled eggs have been found inside a dinosaur. Previously, only egglike structures have been found in dinosaur skeletons, Sato said. 

The researchers describe the eggs as looking like pineapple-size potatoes. "Compared to a chicken egg, they are much more elongated," Sato said. Measured lengthwise, the eggs are each 7.9 inches (20 centimeters) in diameter. They measure 2.4 to 3.1 inches (6 to 8 centimeters) in diameter at the "waist." 

Based on an analysis of the pelvis, Sato and colleagues identified the dinosaur as an oviraptorosaurian, a subgroup of the theropods. Theropods, which include Tyrannosaurus rex, are considered the most birdlike of the dinosaurs. 

Oviraptorosaurians walked on two feet and were 6.5 to 10 feet (2 to 3 meters) long from head to tail, Sato said. Many were toothless and had beaklike mouths. 

Reproductive Biology 

Researchers have previously discovered oviraptorosaurian nests with more than 15 eggs, raising questions about how the dinosaurs laid their eggs. The new finding, Sato said, is important because it helps answer some of these questions. 

For example, scientists have wondered whether dinosaurs laid all their eggs at once like crocodiles or one at a time like birds. Sato and colleagues analyzed the oviraptorosaurian pelvis and eggs and concluded that the dinosaur's reproductive anatomy was in some ways like crocodiles but that it produced and laid eggs like modern birds do. 

Like a crocodile, the dinosaur had two ovaries for making eggs and each ovary was connected to a tube called an oviduct, where the eggshell hardened and through which the eggs traveled to the outside world. 

Birds, by contrast, have only one functioning ovary-tube combination. 

But unlike a crocodile—and like a bird—each of the dinosaur's oviducts produced only one egg at a time, according to the researchers. This condition "supports the dinosaur-bird relationship," Sato said. 

To lay a nest full of eggs, the dinosaur would have made two eggs, laid them, and then repeated the process until the nest was full. The research also explains why eggs in dinosaur nests are paired—they were laid at nearly the same time. 

In addition, the orientation of the egg inside the female dinosaur's body allowed Sato and colleagues to determine that the dinosaur would have come to the center of the nest to lay her eggs. 

One end of dinosaur eggs is more pointed than the other. In Sato and colleague's dinosaur specimen, the pointed ends point toward the back end of the mother's body. In previously examined ring-shape groups of oviraptorosaurian eggs, the pointed ends of the eggs pointed outwards, indicating the mother was at the center of the nest to lay her eggs, Sato said. 

Sues of the National Museum of Natural History is cautious about drawing conclusions about all dinosaurs from this fossil. He said very little is known about the reproductive biology of extinct archosaurs—the group of animals that included dinosaurs, crocodiles, birds, and pterosaurs. 

"The problem is that we only can look at this [reproductive biology] in modern birds, crocodilians, and this one dinosaur specimen," he said. 
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