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Unit 1 Sweden’s ABBA Museum to Open
<Sweden’s ABBA Museum to Open>

STOCKHOLM — The catchy tunes, outlandish costumes, and shimmering boots that made ABBA a global phenomenon all feature in a new museum dedicated to the band, but rumors the exhibition may presage a reunion by Sweden’s most famous export were quickly quashed.
The permanent exhibition within a hall of fame of Swedish pop music opens in Stockholm this week, and organizers hope to attract hundreds of thousands of visitors annually on a pop nostalgia trip. Visitors will be able to sing along to ABBA hits alongside life-size holograms of the group—and then download the images to their web account. 
“I would be interested, even if I hated ABBA, about how it actually happened and why,” former ABBA member Bjorn Ulvaeus said on Monday at the museum. 
Ulvaeus, now a 68-year-old grandfather, rejected suggestions the opening could coincide with the band reuniting. A British bookmaker was taking bets in April on an ABBA comeback after singer Agnetha Faltskog hinted at a possible reunion. 
“As you all know, we have never reunited,” Ulvaeus said. “So I take this opportunity to say now we are not going to, either.” 
ABBA, made up of Ulvaeus, Faltskog, Anni-Frid Lyngstad, and Benny Andersson, shot to fame when they won the 1974 Eurovision Song Contest with the song “Waterloo.” 
To revive their heyday, the museum has a 1970s disco dance floor to practice your moves, audition recordings for a “fifth” member of the band, and the opportunity to sit inside the famous helicopter that featured on the Arrival album cover.
“Ring Ring” 
A mockup of the old ABBA studio features a self-playing piano connected to Andersson’s current music studio; each time the musician plays on it, the piano plays as well. The museum walls are plastered with newspaper cuttings, fan mail, and videos. Visitors can peer into a behind-the-scenes dressing room, admire ABBA’s gold and platinum discs, and see a reconstruction of the Swedish cabin where they composed songs. 
Based on the band’s first major hit, “Ring Ring,” the museum also includes a red telephone. Only the four band members have the number, and they promise occasionally to call it and speak to surprised visitors. 
After ABBA, Ulvaeus went on to become a businessman and helped to produce the hugely successful Mamma Mia! musical that was later turned into a film. He has been the main ABBA member behind the museum. 
ABBA became one of Sweden’s biggest exports with hit songs like “Dancing Queen” and “Gimme! Gimme! Gimme! (A Man After Midnight).” 
The group sold around 370 million records in total and are part of a rich Swedish pop tradition which includes Roxette, Ace of Base, Europe, and Kent. But the museum took a long time coming. Separate plans for an earlier ABBA museum were shelved in 2008. Stockholm has been struck by a bout of ABBA fever in the buildup to the opening. Visitors to the international airport are greeted by life-size pictures of the group as well as dancing Spitting Image puppets. Baggage belts have “Gimme Gimme Gimme” emblazoned on the sides. 
“I walked with Frida yesterday around the museum and she had a tear in her eye,” said museum director Ingmarie Halling, ABBA’s former costumer and hair designer from 1977 to 1980. “Here you follow the footpath of ABBA. But you have to walk gently when you tell someone else’s story.”
By Reuters, May 06, 2013 Voice of America
Unit 2 Safe Water
<UN Effort Aims to Bring Safe Water to Billions>
March 22nd marks the annual observance of UN World Water Day and the beginning of a UN-mandated decade of action called “Water for Life.” They are a call to UN agencies and other groups to focus their efforts on reversing the plight of the billions of people who lack access to safe water and sanitation to protect their health. Organizers say the first “water decade” in the 1980s brought water to more than 1 billion people and sanitation to almost 770 million. But as VOA’s David McAlary reports from Washington, the goal of sufficient safe water remains elusive as world population grows.
Earth may be unique in the universe for its abundance of water, amounting to seventy percent of its surface. But the image recalls the old sailor’s lament, “Water, water everywhere, but not a drop to drink,” for the vast majority of it is salty and unfit for consumption. 
“It is really remarkable that on the blue planet, on a planet as abundant with water as the one on which we find ourselves, only three percent of the water resources on the planet are fresh water.” Erik Peterson of the Center for Strategic and International Studies in Washington points out that as small an amount as three percent is, only a tiny fraction of that percentage is available to us for daily use. Most of the world’s fresh water is either frozen, locked underground, or in swamps, leaving less than a drop in every liter for our needs. Half of that is already in use for agriculture, industry, and cities and towns. 
But about one-sixth of humanity--1 billion people--do not have safe water and 2.5 billion are without sanitation. UN statistics show that nearly half of all people in the developing world suffer diseases like cholera and diarrhea as a direct result. As the population grows, Mr. Peterson says more will be exposed. “We believe that these problems, as daunting as they are, are going to become all the more daunting in the future,” he said. “By current estimates from the United Nations, we believe that by the year 2025 some 3 billion people across the world could face water shortages, in some cases life-threatening water shortages.” 
Despite the minuscule amount of available fresh water, experts say there is enough to meet human needs. The real problem is that the infrastructure to deliver it, such as sewage treatment plants and pipes, is lacking in many countries. 
At the World Bank in Washington, Claudia Sadoff makes the distinction between physical scarcity and economic scarcity. 
“That is the issue, not so much of the resource not existing, but the resource being economically inaccessible,” she said. “Forty-five percent of the world is essentially uncovered for water supply and sanitation.”
The outcome is that much labor that could otherwise be economically productive in poor countries is spent toting water long distances on foot from rivers and lakes. 
Development and stability are affected as nations and regions within nations compete for this scarce resource. 
India and Pakistan, for example, are seeking World Bank mediation over India’s desire to build a dam that Pakistan complains will reduce the water it gets from a river in Kashmir. Iran is building a huge dike that could divert some water it shares with Iraq. 
Erik Peterson says water is a transboundary issue in many places. 
“Two hundred sixty water basins across the planet are shared by two or more countries. Thirteen are shared by five or more countries,” he said. “How successfully these countries deal with this critically short resource will, in effect, determine whether we have instability and conflict or whether we can define new pathways of cooperation going into the future.” 
In 2000, UN members set a goal of reducing the percentage of people lacking clean water and sanitation by half as one of several so-called Millennium Development Goals to be met by 2015. 
But the Center for Strategic and International Studies says the effort is underfunded and will require an extra $15 to $30 billion in addition to the $30 billion already invested each year in development. Experts say demand for water must be reduced as population increases. 
For Massachusetts Institute of Technology engineer Susan Murcott, part of the answer is new technologies to increase water efficiency. She favors simple, inexpensive ones for poor countries, such as portable solar evaporation stills to remove salt from water, or drip lines connected to soil moisture sensors to release water sporadically onto farm fields as needed, rather than flooding them. 
Ms. Murcott has developed a filter of brick chips, rusty nails, sand, and gravel in a tub to eliminate arsenic and other contaminants from water. 
“There may be a movement, maybe not away from centralized drinking water and wastewater treatment plants,” she noted, “but certainly an additional component of decentralized solutions that we are going to be seeing because water supply for so many people around the world is coming to people from decentralized sources.” 
To this end, the World Health Organization is collaborating with more than two hundred governmental and non-governmental organizations, corporations, and universities in an international network to promote research into safe, affordable household water treatment, and ways to make it available to every person who needs it.
By David McAlary, Washington, March 17, 2005 Voice of America
Unit 3 NASA Explores Technology to Face Asteroid Danger
<NASA Explores Technology to Face Asteroid Danger>
WASHINGTON — Asteroids—those millions of chunks of space rock, large and small, that drift and spin across our solar system—hold promise for space explorers even as they pose a threat to us on earth. 
When NASA administrator Charles Bolden discussed the US space agency’s proposed 2014 budget with lawmakers in late April, he highlighted a new mission—a plan to capture an asteroid in deep space and bring it to the vicinity of the moon, where astronauts could later explore it. 
“We are developing a process or technology that will come forward in the asteroid retrieval mission that will demonstrate that humans can, in fact, alter the path of an asteroid that’s headed toward earth,” he said. 
A key part of the planned mission, Bolden underscored, is to show that an asteroid’s path can be diverted.

Asteroid Threats 
Earlier this year, a small meteor unexpectedly exploded over Chelyabinsk, Russia, and produced a shock wave that shattered thousands of windows and injured more than a thousand people. The same day, a well-tracked 45-meter-wide asteroid called 2012 DA14 whizzed safely past earth, closer than our geosynchronous satellites. It was a record close approach for something that size. 
Experts say asteroids larger than 100 meters across strike the earth’s surface, on average, about once every 10,000 years, and there are no records of an asteroid killing anyone in modern history. 
John Holdren, the US president’s assistant for science and technology, discussed asteroid threats at a hearing on Capitol Hill in March. He told lawmakers that given the rarity of large asteroid impacts, the potential loss of human life from such an event works out to fewer than one hundred people per year, which he compared to 5 million deaths each year from tobacco. 
“It doesn’t look like a very big threat,” Holdren said. “But, of course, that is not really a meaningful way to present a risk of this character, where you’re talking about a low probability of a very big disaster, and in those sorts of situations we tend to invest in insurance to reduce the likelihood of a disaster we would regard as intolerable.” 
Insurance, of course, was not an option for dinosaurs, which are believed to have been killed off 65 million years ago after a 10-kilometer-wide asteroid crashed into the earth. 
Holdren says an asteroid even a fraction of that size could undo life as we know it. “A one-kilometer asteroid would be carrying energy in the range of tens of millions of megatons. That is as much or more energy as was in the combined arsenals of the United States and the Soviet Union at the height of the Cold War,” he said. “An asteroid of that size, a kilometer or bigger, could plausibly end civilization.” 

Tracking Asteroids
NASA estimates it has catalogued 95 percent of near-earth asteroids that are wider than one kilometer. It says it has found nothing this size that poses a threat to our planet in the foreseeable future. 
The space agency is now working to detect and track much smaller near-earth objects, ones that are 140 meters in diameter or larger. The goal is to identify 90 percent of those by 2020. 
That’s where Lindley Johnson comes in. He is the program executive for the Near-Earth Objects Program at NASA headquarters in Washington. His office coordinates NASA-sponsored efforts to detect and track potentially hazardous asteroids, as well as comets. 
“The first and most important thing, of course, is having the capability to find them early,” Johnson explained. “You can’t do anything about them unless you know that there is one out there that is a threat. So, that’s our primary emphasis—finding them. If we do that job well, then the incidence of us actually being impacted are pretty rare.” 

International Cooperation
Johnson was among hundreds of scientists who attended a United Nations conference on outer space in Vienna earlier this year. His working group recommended creating an international asteroid-warning network and a forum that brings various space agencies together to discuss collaborative approaches to counter dangerous asteroids. 
Johnson said they also recommended bolstering disaster response, so national and international agencies could warn people about a potential strike, just as they do about hurricanes or tsunamis. Part of the reason people were injured in Chelyabinsk, he said, is that they did not know what to expect.  
“They didn’t realize that with a meteor coming in like that, that there would be such a shock wave that windows would be broken out, so they saw the bright flash and ran to the window and were looking at the contrail when the shock wave hit,” he said. 
As of late April, nearly 10,000 near-earth objects had been discovered, with about 1,400 of them classified as potentially hazardous.
Funding for NASA’s Near-Earth Objects Program is about $20 million per year, reflecting a fivefold increase during President Barack Obama’s administration.
By Suzanne Presto, May 01, 2013 Voice of America
Unit 4 World Population Growth
<World Population Growth to be Concentrated in Developing Nations as Total Is Expected to Reach 9 Billion by 2050>

By 2050, world population is projected to reach 9 billion people. That would constitute a thirty-eight percent jump from today’s population total of 6.5 billion, and more than five times the 1.6 billion people believed to have existed in 1900. Demographers foresee declining, more aged populations in many industrialized nations and explosively growing, ever-younger populations in much of the developing world. VOA’s Michael Bowman reports from Washington, both trends are seen as problematic.
If projections hold true, future global population growth will be heavily concentrated in Latin America, Africa, and South Asia. Carl Haub is senior demographer at the Washington-based Population Reference Bureau. “All world population growth today is in the developing world. There is no natural population growth in Europe, and even the US is very heavily dependent on immigration,” he said. 
By 2050, Africa’s population, both northern and sub-Saharan, is expected to surge from 900 million to almost 2 billion, while South Asia’s population is projected to swell from 1.6 billion to nearly 2.5 billion. At the same time, Europe’s population is expected to shrink from 730 million to 660 million. 
Haub has sobering words for African governments worried about resource management in the face of explosive population growth, or European governments concerned about providing for an increasingly aged population: in the short term, little can be done. “Demographic momentum is such that you cannot change something overnight. We cannot go back and have the babies we should have had in 1985. Whatever goal you might set, you have to start doing something about it about a generation ahead of time,” he said. 
The bottom line is that fertility rates will likely remain low in regions where babies are most wanted from a public policy standpoint, and highest in many regions where poverty and hunger are already prevalent. The United Nations Population Fund’s Africa Director, Fama Hane Ba, says many developing nations are struggling to provide for their current populations and could be overwhelmed by future demographic growth. “One of the consequences is the tremendous challenges to the countries, the governments, and the populations to take care and to provide for social services, to these growing populations, and also employment opportunities,” she said. 
Experts also foresee increased urbanization in the developing world. Elizabeth Chacko, who teaches geography and South Asia studies at George Washington University, comes from India, which is expected to account for one fifth of world population growth over the next fifty years. “When you think about population growth at large, there is the density factor. People do not just spread evenly across the country. They are crowded in the cities, they are crowded in the coastal plains. And that makes for all kinds of problems. We know that with higher density there are often higher rates of crime, greater chance of the spread of epidemics,” she said. 
But Chacko notes that population growth can also generate a larger workforce and a bigger consumer base, both of which tend to propel economic growth. 
At the Washington-based American Enterprise Institute, demography expert Nicholas Eberstadt warns that fifty year population projections can prove inaccurate, since they involve predicting the reproductive habits of a generation that has yet to be born. Nevertheless, to the extent that rapid population growth is anticipated in the developing world, he says it need not spell disaster for the poor. “In low-income areas, there is continuing population growth. Does that mean unemployable people, or does that mean a vibrant workforce? It depends an awful lot on the sorts of policies and institutional settings in which one finds oneself. That seems to me to be a good argument for getting policies right and institutions good, rather than trying to fine-tune the birth rate,” he said.
Eberstadt makes a similar argument for industrialized nations, noting that efforts by European governments to promote higher birth rates have met with little success. “Inducing women to become ---let’s call them “baby ranchers”---is a very expensive proposition when women have alternative occupations in the paid labor force. Most Western European countries have tried to “talk up” the birth rate, and not surprisingly that does not work too well,” he said. 
Chacko notes that many developing nations have programs to promote contraception. She says she sees a common thread in regions where those programs have proven most successful: the empowerment of women. “Kerala state in southern India has had one of the lowest fertility rates in the country and everything we know about Kerala suggests that the women in the state have a high status. They have been educated; they have been working for a long time. And research has shown that even a few years of education can have a great impact on fertility rates, because this is a woman who can read, who can understand the kind of birth control she might want to use---but also be empowered to use it,” she said. 
Among developed nations, the United States is an enigma. Unlike Europe, the US population is expected to increase by one-third by 2050. Demographers note that the United States continues to receive a large number of immigrants, predominantly from Latin America, and that immigrants tend to have higher birth rates than the domestic population as a whole. They also note that higher standards of living allow many American women to successfully rear children on their own, and that American men generally share child-rearing duties to a larger extent than their counterparts in other nations.

By Michael Bowman, Washington, March 07, 2006 Voice of America
Unit 5 Global Warming Trend “Unmistakable,” UN Says
<Global Warming Trend “Unmistakable,” UN Says >
SYDNEY — The United Nations’ chief science body is meeting in Tasmania as climate scientists urge Australia to prepare for rising sea levels that could put about $300 billion worth of commercial property, infrastructure, and homes at risk. The UN Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change summit in Hobart is the latest round of talks before the release of its fifth major paper in September.
The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change insists its methods are both vigorous and reliable. The United Nations’ main climate agency says the global warming trend is “unmistakable,” and it is defending the science behind its assertion. More than 250 scientists who will contribute to the September report have promised to deliver “scientifically defensible” conclusions when the study is released.
Global Warming Trend 
The IPCC meets as Australia confronts a record-breaking heat wave that has sparked widespread wildfires across the country’s southeast. IPCC chairman Rajendra Pachauri has no doubt that the extreme heat is part of a global warming trend. .
Pachauri hopes that the international community will rally behind the issue of climate change as it did with previous global efforts designed to stop the depletion of the ozone layer. 
“Yes, I am concerned no doubt, but I also have a high opinion of human wisdom that I think, at some stage, we will bring about change,” Pachauri said. “I mean, the world did act on the Montreal Protocol, the whole problem of depletion of the ozone layer and it happened very fast. Now, I expect that perhaps this, as is the case, is going to take a little longer, but hopefully we will get action across the board.”

Rising Sea Levels 
Australia’s government-appointed climate commission is also warning that global warming is increasing the risk of scorching heat waves becoming more frequent.   
There are concerns, too, that rising sea levels could threaten the country’s famous beachfront lifestyle. More than seventy-five percent of Australians live near the ocean. 
But Alan Stokes, the head of the National Sea Change Taskforce, which represents many coastal councils and communities, says severe flooding in the state of Queensland two years ago has shown how vulnerable low-lying areas can be. 
“People all around Australia want to live near the coast,” explained Stokes. “They’d like to live as close to it as they can, but there is a risk involved, and we don’t want to find ourselves in the position in the next twenty, thirty, or ninety years of facing frequent extreme flooding events such as those that we saw in Queensland, which could destroy those properties and place people in harm’s way.”  
Climate scientists are concerned that the melting of the Greenland ice sheet could pose serious problems to vulnerable areas elsewhere, including low-lying island nations in the South Pacific that rise barely a few meters above sea level. 
The leaders of Kiribati have warned that its entire population of 100,000 people could be forced to migrate if their homes are swamped by the ocean. 
Climate change is an issue that divides Australia, a nation that relies on cheap supplies of coal.  Although many people think that society’s reliance on fossil fuels is causing temperatures to rise, others believe that a shifting climate is simply part of a natural cycle and is not caused by man’s excesses.

By Phil Mercer, January 15, 2013 Voice of America
Unit 6 Human Rights Watch Campaigns Against “Killer Robots”
< Human Rights Watch Campaigns Against “Killer Robots”>
LONDON — Technology is moving fast when it comes to “autonomous systems”—intelligent machines that perform tasks with little or no human guidance. 
In modern warfare, drones and other unmanned vehicles are playing an increasing role, with militaries embracing a technology that they say makes war safer and more effective. But human rights campaigners fear what might be to come—fully autonomous weapons that could select and engage targets without human intervention—and they want a new global treaty to stop that from happening.

In Israel, the country’s missile defense system, the Iron Dome, autonomously senses the threat of an incoming rocket and sends a warning to an operator, who then gives the command to fire a missile. 
During the recent cross-border violence between Israel and Gaza, Israeli officials said the defense system had an eighty to ninety percent success rate. 
Unmanned Aerial Vehicles, or drones, have also played a growing military role, especially in US campaigns. 
They provide surveillance, identify targets, and can deliver lethal force—but only if an operator gives the go-ahead. 
But David Mepham, the United Kingdom director of Human Rights Watch, said within decades technological advances could write the human operator out of the equation.

“Drones are not fully autonomous weapons,” Mepham said. “They involve human intervention in terms of their targeting and the decision to strike, but that has been an increasing trend in the way Western militaries, in particular, have been going in recent years. This will be several technological steps beyond that. It will be a weapons system that takes the human beings out of the loop.” 
Human Rights Watch has jointly published a report with the Harvard Law School’s International Rights Clinic arguing that within thirty years militaries could be armed with autonomous “killer robots.” 
They said such weapons would be inconsistent with international humanitarian law and would increase the risk to civilians during armed conflict. 
In order to prevent a move in that direction, the campaigners are pushing for a global deal that would prevent the use of such weapons, similar to agreements banning the use of landmines and cluster bombs.
“One of the things that holds us back from barbarism in contexts of war is this distinction between combatants and civilians,” said Mepham. “And we are worried about a robotic weapon of the future not being able to tell the difference between a child holding out an ice cream and someone holding a weapon.” 
The US and other militaries have said they have no plans to remove human supervision over the decision to use lethal force, despite advances in technology. 
But Britain-based independent security analyst Hugo Rosemont said there should be a public discussion around the future use of autonomous technology, and not only with regard to its military potential. 
“There also needs to be a public discussion around some of the wider applications, such as in the use of disaster management and humanitarian relief,” said Rosemont. “These technologies can be deployed and have been in those circumstances, and that should be part of the wider discussion in what we think of as autonomy.” 
He said robots could well do the world plenty of good in the years to come. France sent remote- controlled robots to Japan to help contain the Fukushima nuclear disaster last year—just one job better left to machines.

By Selah Hennessy, November 25, 2012 Voice of America
Unit 7 Africa: Poverty, Politics, and Disease
<Africa’s Poverty, Politics Give Diseases Big Advantage>

Many health experts say that Africa’s poverty and politics are to blame for diseases that in most developed countries are easily preventable. International health agencies set out more than two years ago on a $2 billion campaign to stamp out the global threat of polio---the world’s largest-ever health initiative. They believed they could eradicate the virus by the end of this year.
Not anymore. In Africa, which has most of the world’s polio cases, politics and armed conflict have played a major role in stalling the polio eradication program. 
In northern Nigeria, government officials suspended the polio program two years ago after rumors spread that the vaccine caused sterility and AIDS. Health workers sent in to vaccinate children were taunted or stoned. 
Although Nigerian health authorities have resumed the eradication program, the damage was done. Polio rebounded in northern Nigeria and spread to at least seventeen other countries that had been polio-free. 
Sudan is one of them. The number of confirmed cases of polioinducedparalysis in Sudan soared to fifty-four, a dramatic and dangerous rebound in a country that had eradicated the virus just four years ago. Experts on polio say paralysis of limbs occurs in only one in two hundred cases, leading them to believe that at least another 10,000 Sudanese were most likely infected by the polio virus. This fear prompted several UN aid agencies to issue warnings that Sudan was in the midst of a massive outbreak. 
From the point of view of health workers, Sudan is a major crossroads between Africa and the Middle East. It’s also a country where internal conflicts have been raging for more than two decades, creating conditions favorable for infectious diseases such as polio, AIDS, and tuberculosis. The fighting has led to a mass movement of people and crowded, festering camps for refugees and internally displaced people, known as IDPs. And what little health care infrastructure there was has been destroyed during the years of conflict. Not only that, the lingering volatility of regions like Sudan’s western Darfur make it difficult, and even dangerous, for polio immunization teams to spread out across the country. 
One of the polio campaign’s worst fears was realized this year when Yemen, just across the Red Sea from Sudan, reported more than four hundred cases of polio infection, nearly half the world’s total cases, says Dr. Faten Kamel, the World Health Organization’s regional director for the polio eradication program in northern Africa. 
“By genomic sequence, we can trace the origin of the virus. The situation in Nigeria and stopping of immunization activities by late 2003 due to unfounded rumors about the vaccine had a very bad effect on the whole region,” she said. “The virus spread first throughout Nigeria, causing a lot of cases of paralysis, and then to other countries: from Nigeria to Chad, and then the virus spread inside Sudan, facilitated of course by the movement of populations, whether IDPs or returnees. And the virus moved with people from Sudan to Yemen.” A recent polio case was found in Ethiopia near the border with Somalia, raising fears that the virus might surface in a country that has no functioning government, much less a health care system. 
The virus, which is spread mostly by feces, can lead to paralysis and death. It was eliminated from the developed world in the 1970s, but at least 300,000 cases remained in poorer countries. In some ways, the polio eradication program, backed by the United Nations and the United States Centers for Disease Control, serves as a kind of template for other global health initiatives, including the campaign to fight AIDS, malaria, and tuberculosis. 
Patrick Bertrand, a spokesman for a Paris-based program called Massive Effort Campaign against AIDS, TB, and malaria in Africa, says fighting polio and these other diseases requires the full support of the people in regions where the diseases hit. 
“This example of polio can be taken to other diseases,” he said. “We know that, especially in TB or tuberculosis and HIV also, that mobilizing the community is key for the success of any health intervention. And I think that’s one of the good results of this polio eradication campaign. I mean that when you involve the community at every level, you have more chances to have success.” 
Many health experts say there is a link between AIDS and armed conflict in Africa, where 40 million people are infected with HIV. Infection rates among Africa’s armed forces are staggering. Nearly a quarter of Ugandan soldiers tested positive for HIV, which is low compared with the Malawian army’s seventy-five percent, or Zimbabwe’s estimated 80 percent. South Africa’s army, one of the best-maintained on the continent, found recently that more than twenty percent of its troops are infected with HIV and has stopped accepting HIV-positive recruits. 
Those statistics worry health workers fighting the spread of AIDS, partly because African troops are often used in United Nations and African Union peace operations, including missions in Sudan, Burundi, and the Democratic Republic of Congo. Their fear is that soldiers, sent in to protect vulnerable populations, are spreading the virus. 
Paul Zeitz is the director for Global AIDS Alliance, a Washington-based non-governmental agency that helps African communities fight AIDS. 
“There’s clear evidence that armed conflict and HIV are interlinked,” he explained. “From the African continent specifically, we know that when there are conflicts where local populations are displaced and refugee situations emerge, that those environments become strong environments for increasing HIV transmission. 
“African militaries have high rates of HIV infection,” continued Mr. Zeitz. “When they’re in operations, there are problems at times where they get involved with sexual activity with local populations, with sex workers. Rape increases in those environments. We know time after time that that is leading to increased risk for HIV transmission.” 
The first massive outbreak of AIDS on this continent was in southern Uganda during the 1970s, where the spread of AIDS coincided with a Tanzanian-backed rebel invasion that toppled that country’s reviled dictator, Idi Amin. 
The leader of that invasion, Yoweri Museveni, went on to become the country’s president. He helped mobilize the country against AIDS in a campaign that became a model for other African nations. The country’s HIV infection rates dropped from thirty percent a decade ago to about six percent today. 
Mr. Zeitz says that most African leaders have shown a willingness to step up to the AIDS challenge, but that many African governments, being short of cash, have been unable to follow through on their pledges to combat AIDS. 
“African presidents in 2001 committed to providing fifteen percent of their national budget into the health sector, in part to respond to the crisis of AIDS, TB, and malaria, and very few African governments are actually doing that,” he added. 
Yet, other African leaders have been slow to acknowledge the AIDS virus. South Africa has more than 5 million people infected with HIV. Still, President Thabo Mbeki, who rarely talks about AIDS, has suggested that factors other than HIV cause the disease. 
Recently, Uganda’s President Museveni has started backpedaling on at least one aspect of his country’s AIDS-fighting ABC platform: Abstinence; Be faithful; use Condoms. Critics say the Ugandan president is emphasizing abstinence and faithfulness-in-marriage programs, more in line with what many health experts see as a major shift in US funding priorities for fighting AIDS in Africa. 
But in Uganda, as in much of Africa, many women and girls are unable to choose when they want to have sex, or with whom. And many health workers say that, on much of the continent, even marriage is a risk factor for AIDS. 
By Raymond Thibodeaux, Nairobi, August 31, 2005 Voice of America
Unit 8 “New Europe” Goes Global
<“New Europe” Goes Global>

Companies in the former communist states of Central Europe are beginning to expand internationally as many now have the financial strength and management skills to tackle markets in the less developed parts of Eastern Europe and beyond.
The first Czech billionaire to appear on Forbes magazine’s billionaire list is 41-year-old Petr Kellner, who got his start when the Prague government began privatizing state-owned companies in 1992. His small office supplies company received a million dollar bank loan to buy controlling interest in the country’s largest insurer, which is now worth $2.7 billion. Since then, Kellner’s company has invested in Kazakhstan and plans to expand to Ukraine and Russia. 
Kellner is emblematic of a new generation of westerntrained capitalists in Central Europe, which economically has been one of the world’s best-performing regions during the last decade. While the average annual economic growth rate in Western Europe has remained at around two percent in recent years, many emerging European economies have been advancing at least twice as fast. 
Many analysts agree that the countries of Central Europe have successfully mastered much of the difficult transition from a command economy to a free-market economy.

Honing Market Skills
 
Hugh Barnes of the Foreign Policy Centre in London points out that Poland, the Czech Republic, Hungary, and Slovakia spent a decade sharpening their commercial skills before becoming members of the European Union in 2004. 
“The competitiveness which Poland and the Czech Republic, for example, had to hone assiduously during the process of accession, meant that when they finally made it into the club they were very well placed to develop exponentially,” says Barnes, and adds that EU accession and the accompanying infusion of Western capital have further strengthened Central Europe’s confidence and financial prowess. He says “new Europe’s” captains of industry are increasingly eyeing profitable acquisitions in the Balkans and the former Soviet republics. 
“Outflow to some extent is a sign of maturity in terms of an economy moving forward. I think it is very much a phenomenon, which we are seeing in the more robust economies of Central Europe: Poland, the Czech Republic, and others as well,” says Barnes. 
There has been a significant upsurge in annual direct foreign investments made by Central European companies in the last several years. From 2002 to 2004, for example, Czech firms increased their foreign investments from about $250 million to more than $800 million, while Polish and Hungarian foreign investments grew from a few hundred million to more than a billion dollars.

Investing in the Balkans
Thomas Blutt Laursen, a senior economist in the World Bank’s Warsaw office, says Polish, Czech, and Hungarian companies are buying up banks, investing in energy and telecommunications, and setting up new companies and joint ventures throughout the Balkans. 
“If you look at Hungary, the Hungarian gas company MOL has invested significantly in Romania. There is also the OTP bank, which bought a major stake in a Serbian bank. Hungary’s telecommunications acquired Bulgaria’s telecommunications. Actually, if you look at Hungarian investments, they now own a third of the foreign investment stock in Macedonia, more than ten percent in Slovakia, five to seven percent in Croatia, Bulgaria, Romania, Serbia, and Montenegro. I am sure we will be seeing more of this in the years to come,” says Laursen. 
Some economists argue that many Central European companies have advantages over their Western rivals when doing business in the “old East.” Dalia Marin, professor of international economics at the University of Munich and a specialist for post-communist economic transition, adds that entrepreneurs from former Soviet-bloc countries often are considered more acceptable buyers of state assets in Eastern and Southern Europe. 
“Part of the success story in entering these markets is the cultural ties. You understand each other; you can trust each other because you know the way to do business. A shared communist past and a shared transition period are very helpful in understanding these markets. I do believe these countries have an advantage because of these common ties in the past,” says Marin.
Expanding into Foreign Markets
In addition, Professor Marin says West European companies often use their Central European subsidiaries to enter former Soviet-bloc markets because of their cultural ties and geographic proximity. For example, Germany’s Volkswagen used its Czech subsidiary Skoda to start production lines in Bulgaria and Romania. 
Companies in the new emerging European economies are trying to make inroads into Western markets as well. Polish investors, for instance, have purchased several faltering international businesses, such as Italy’s biotech firm CONDOMI, Singapore’s pharmaceutical company SciGen, and some 150 British Petroleum gas stations in Germany. 
But many analysts warn that some Central European venture capitalists face fierce Western competition both financially and in terms of business know-how. Economist Thomas Blutt Laursen of the World Bank adds that “new Europe” is still far from acquiring all of the trappings of developed capitalism. He cautions that restructuring and privatization of some economic sectors have stalled and that the entitlement system inherited from the communist era has yet to be fully overhauled. 
“There is a bit of a pause in terms of reforms in Poland, but also in Hungary and the Czech Republic. Major reforms have seen very little progress in recent years, and, I think, they face a critical challenge in the coming years of addressing their main public finance problems,” says Laursen, and adds that the jobless rate in Poland, for example, now stands at about eighteen percent, while Western financial ratings services have expressed concerns over what they call Hungary’s unsustainable budget and trade deficits. 
But most analysts point out that the Iron Curtain has been pulled down and that Central and Eastern Europe’s trade and industry restructuring is heading in one direction—toward market-based economics and away from the socialist past. 
By Jela De Franceschi, Washington, DC, April 24, 2006 Voice of America
Unit 9 Bioengineered Kidney a Possible Solution to Donor-Organ Crisis
< Bioengineered Kidney a Possible Solution to Donor-Organ Crisis >

Scientists in Boston, Massachusetts, have for the first time bioengineered a functioning rat kidney, a development that could eventually change the lives of humans on lengthy organ-transplant waiting lists. But some experts are concerned the technology could run up against a lengthy regulatory process. 
In the United States alone, an estimated seventeen thousand people a year with end-stage kidney disease are able to receive a life-saving donor organ. But that’s only a fraction of the patients on waiting lists for transplantable kidneys. About ninety percent of them are on dialysis; many die waiting. 
That makes the achievement by researcher Harald Ott and colleagues at Boston’s Massachusetts General Hospital especially exciting, says Stephen Badylak, a pioneer in the field of organ regeneration at the University of Pittsburgh in Pennsylvania. 
“So, this has the potential to take care of that donor shortage problem and, even better, if it works, the patients who receive these types of engineered organs won’t have to receive an immunosuppressant,” said Badylak. “I think everyone on renal dialysis now would applaud this work.” 
Dr. Badylak’s own work in regenerative medicine involves developing livers for transplant.
Dr. Ott’s team used a detergent to completely cleanse the rat kidney of living tissue, leaving a protein framework that retains the structure of the blood vessels and other parts of the organ. The scientists then repopulated that framework with human cells for the blood vessel linings, and kidney cells from newborn rats. The reassembled organ was then put in an incubating chamber for five days to let the tissues grow.  The result was a functioning rat kidney.  
Although the regenerated rat kidney in Ott’s study produced urine, it did not function as well as a natural organ. 
It’s possible, says Stephen Badylak, that patients needing transplants could have their own dysfunctional organs regenerated in the same way. Badylak says they would not have to take immunosuppressant drugs, with all their unpleasant side effects, to keep their bodies from rejecting a donor organ.  
At the rate the field is progressing, Badylak predicts organ regeneration could become a real option for human transplant patients in five to seven years. But he’s concerned about major regulatory hurdles. 
“We are going to be ready to help people with this before we are going to have regulatory agencies telling us ‘wait until we figure out how to handle it.’  This should be a wake-up call for them to say, ‘This is coming,” he said. “How are we going to take care of this?” 
Curt Civin leads the Stem Cell Biology and Regenerative Medicine Center at the University of Maryland School of Medicine in Baltimore.  He says hematopoietic stem cells, or master cells from bone marrow, have been studied longer than any other tissue. 
Civin says the blood stem cells from marrow are at the heart of regenerative medicine because they animate the organ scaffold, making it function.   
But Civin believes the complexity of the field means it will be a while before entire customized organs, such as kidneys, are available for human transplant. 
“So I think this problem will yield—in perhaps one decade, perhaps two decades—to where we have lots of rats and mice and other animals with transplanted kidneys made from stem cells, maybe by techniques very much like this, and then we’re at the setting to study in the human patients,” said Civin. 
The US Food and Drug Administration, which has regulatory authority over any new drugs, medical devices, and procedures, did not offer a comment. The agency has strict guidelines requiring data from clinical trials before deciding whether to approve a procedure—a process that can take years.  
But the FDA also has a fast-track approval process to expedite the review of drugs or, in this case, the regeneration of organs for transplantation, when there is a serious, unmet medical need. 
An article on the creation of a functioning rat kidney by Harald Ott and colleagues is published in the journal Nature Medicine.

By Jessica Berman, April 16, 2013 Voice of America
Unit 10 Cape Town Carnival
< Historic Annual Cape Town Minstrel Carnival Continues Despite Challenges >
It’s been happening on the second of January every year since the mid 1800s. A day traditionally known as “Tweede Nuwejaar” or “Second New Year,” the festival dates back to an era when white American minstrels visited the Cape with black painted faces and banjos.

The colored community of Cape Town who themselves have just recently been emancipated from slavery---mimicked these performers. But in their case, they painted their faces white and sang merry, but sarcastic songs, often ridiculing their former masters. These days, more than ten thousand brightly dressed, singing, dancing participants take to the streets of Cape Town, encouraged by thousands of cheering spectators who line the streets from early morning. 
One of the traditions of the carnival is the colors of the costumes worn by the different troupes. In the past, it was such a secret that participants were blindfolded when they went for fittings. 
According to Kevin Momberg, from the Cape Town Minstrels Carnival Association, this has changed. “Yes, that was something some people did, but obviously that was some years ago. Now, in the recent ten to fifteen years it is not happening anymore. Nowadays, because there is such a lot of competition and so many teams, the colors become something that people fight for. They want to have those colors, so they cut the costumes first.” 
Today, the historical roots of the carnival are all but forgotten. The Minstrel Carnival is more a celebration of life. Recently, the City of Cape Town has changed the name of the festival from “Coon Carnival” to the “Minstrel Carnival” because the term “coon” has a derogatory connotation to some people. 
Kevin Momberg says, “We accepted that because in South Africa when we became a democracy, we obviously had to become more politically correct in everything we speak and say to each other, and so people don’t feel bad when you tell them something. So yes, we are still comfortable with that, although we still use the name in its Afrikaans form, ‘Kaapse Klopse,’ which is still well-known, but I think that will most probably, in a few years’ time, also fade out.” 
Under South Africa’s all-white rule, or apartheid, the carnival faced enormous challenges. Segregation, forced removals, and discrimination made the troupes and their performances more difficult to organize. The government often placed the best stadiums off-limits to the colored community, and where the carnival was able to perform it had to do so in front of segregated audiences. 
Now, in the “New South Africa,” the government is lending its support to the carnival, and Nelson Mandela himself presided over its opening in 1996. And with tourism quickly becoming a pillar of the local community, city officials talk about turning the “Minstrel Carnival” into a celebration that will rival festivals in New Orleans and Rio de Janeiro. 
Surprisingly, it’s not a move welcomed by all. Kevin Momberg says, “Maybe I don’t agree totally with that. Money is always a problem . . . If you come to our stadiums and we have got 10,000 people, if there are five hundred white people that’s a lot. So, it’s the colored people that are practicing and I’m not putting a name to it, I don’t have a problem with that. It is the disadvantaged people playing for the disadvantaged people. The tourist is not relevant where we are concerned, because they just come and watch. We don’t have the statistics as to how many beds they fill up, how many rooms they book, and what they buy. We don’t get anything from that.” 
There are always challenges facing the carnival, mostly financial, but somehow this tradition has survived for more than a century. And as usual, earlier this year thousands of minstrels took to the streets in a dazzling display of colorful satin uniforms, shiny parasols, painted faces, foot-tapping banjo tunes, and dozens of brass bands, merrily blaring a cacophony of festive tunes across the streets of Cape Town.

By Marinda Claasen, Cape Town, South Africa January 11, 2008 Voice of America
Unit 11 America’s Changing Family
< America’s Changing Family >

For the first time in the nation’s history, fewer than twenty-five percent of American households are made up of a married man and woman with children.
In a recent study of American households, the United States Census Bureau found more individuals living alone or with a partner without children in 2000 than in 1990. Most of those living alone are widowers, divorcees, and elderly people. According to the report, people living alone comprised more than 27 million households in 2000, up from about 22 million in 1990. 
Frank Hobbs, a demographer who helped prepare the study, says fewer Americans are living within what’s often called the traditional family---a husband, wife, and child or children. 
“Those households that are most common, if we talk about specifics are: number one is living alone. It’s more common than any other at twenty-six percent of all US households. A household consisting of only a householder, a spouse, and a child is actually in 2000 the second most common with twenty-two percent of all households. And the third most common consists of just a householder and a spouse, with no one else present.”

Women and the Single Household 
Many analysts say Americans are increasingly living alone due to a variety of reasons that include divorce and economic and social changes that began in the 1960s. Peter Francese, a demographer with the Ogilvy & Mather advertising agency in New York, says the shift toward living alone is largely due to the economic and social gains women have made in recent decades. 
“The story of the change in American households over the last thirty years is the story of the growing economic power of women, their ability to get good jobs and to support themselves and their children without a husband. That is the most important change over the past thirty years and really describes the ‘why’ of so much of this household change.”

The Cost of Marriage
In addition, Mr. Francese says so-called “marriage penalties” that levy higher income taxes on married couples also dissuade people from getting married. He adds many married couples are not eligible for the same benefits under current welfare programs for the poor. 
Even though Congress recently passed a law that temporarily suspends the marriage tax penalty, Peter Fagan, a culture and family issues fellow at The Heritage Foundation in Washington, says the legislation benefits only the middle class. “The marriage tax has been reduced and almost pretty much eliminated for the middle class. But it is massive; it’s draconian on the poor. And they don’t pay taxes. So where’s the marriage tax? It comes in the welfare payments. If you are on welfare and you cohabitate with somebody, you’ll receive much more in welfare payments. If the same couple gets married, depending on the state they’re in, the welfare payment will be reduced by up to twenty-five percent.” 
Moreover, Mr. Fagan says the demographic shift toward unmarried households, especially cohabitation, is becoming increasingly the norm. He adds, “There’s been an acceptance of it, whereas it was seriously frowned on and lots of social effort was put into keeping families together before 1950. Particularly since the sexual revolution in the mid-1960s, splitting and setting up families without a married father and mother has become widely accepted.” 
Some analysts warn that children living with single or divorced mothers, or cohabiting partners, are more likely to become involved in drugs and crime, and do poorly in school. Although others say many factors, including good health, parental guidance, and financial stability of a household, contribute to the welfare of children regardless of the type of families they grow up in. 
Jennifer Gaboury, a board member for the Alternatives to Marriage Project, an advocacy group for unmarried people, argues that there is no direct correlation between marital status of a household and whether or not a child is successful in life. She says that 12 million single parents in the United States are successfully raising children on their own.
New Realities, New Households
 
Because there are different types of living structures in the United States, including divorced parents and unmarried siblings raising their children together, Jennifer Gaboury says government policies should take into account the variety of households. She goes on to say, “There are a myriad of different designs of families, so we can no longer pretend that families come with a mother, a father, and several children. And we need to acknowledge that reality and support all different kinds of families.” 
The Bush administration has proposed a new initiative to help strengthen the institution of marriage. 
According to Bridgette Maher of the Family Research Council in Washington, DC, President Bush’s program is included in welfare reform legislation, currently under review by the US Congress. She says, “The President’s ‘Healthy Marriage Initiative’ includes allocating about 300 million dollars for marriage-strengthening programs. These can include premarital education classes to help people prepare for marriage or marriage strengthening classes, which would teach couples how to better their communication skills.” 
Most analysts expect a further decline in the number of married couples with children during the next decade to one out of every five households. Because of that, some experts contend that federal legislation needs to catch up with the move away from traditional families, and extend tax and welfare benefits to single and unmarried couples that account for much of this demographic shift in the United States.

By Aida Akl, Washington, DC, December 02,2005 Voice of America
Unit 12 A Limit to Free Speech
< Analysts See Double Standard in European Free Speech Laws >
LONDON — French embassies, consulates, and international schools in twenty Muslim countries were closed on Friday after cartoons depicting the Prophet Muhammad were published earlier this week by a French satirical magazine. In response to the controversial caricatures, the French government has emphasized that freedom of expression is guaranteed in France. But some critics say in France and other European countries there is a double standard when it comes to free speech.
The French government has said those who are offended by the caricatures can resolve the issue in a courtroom. At least one Muslim group has already reportedly filed a criminal complaint with prosecutors in Paris. Prosecutors have yet to decide if legal action will be taken. 
Charlie Hebdo, the weekly magazine that published the cartoons, has previously won cases when it was taken to court for offending faith groups. Four years ago, it won a case brought against it after it published cartoons of the Prophet Muhammad, which had previously been printed in a Danish magazine. 
An unsuccessful complaint was also brought against it after it caricatured the Pope in 2008. 
Pierre Guerlain, from Paris West University in France, says the caricatures would need to be found racist for the complaint to succeed. Religious grounds, he says, won’t suffice in France. 
“Criticizing religion is a national sport,” says Guerlain. “People in the English-speaking world imagine that France is a Catholic country, but it is a misconception. Most people are secular, agnostics, or atheists. They don’t have religious practices. And traditionally, the French Left built itself around opposition to the Catholic Church. So there is a long anti-religious tradition in France, which carries on to other religions.” 
French authorities confirmed Friday that they have banned any protestors from demonstrating against the cartoons. The Interior Minister said prefects throughout the country had been ordered to crack down if the ban is challenged. 
Guerlain says such a move by the government undermines free speech values. 
“When you ban a demonstration in France, you always argue that there is a danger to public order,” he says. “So the argument is that it is not speech that is banned, but it’s a deed, an action. But in the case of this demonstration, if you restrict avenues for self-expression, I think you make the problem worse.” 
In France, he says, free speech is a complex issue. France is a signatory to the European Convention on Human Rights, which defends free speech. 
But there are limits. For example, the Gayssot Act, which dates to 1990, prohibits any racist, anti-Semite, or xenophobic activities, including Holocaust denial. 
Guerlain says exceptions to the free speech rule can create confusion. 
“Because in France you have this ‘Loi Gayssot,’ it means some categories of speech are protected, other categories are not protected, which gives a possibility for the far right or Islamic fundamentalists to claim that they are treated in an unfair way,” he says. 
Matt Rojansky of the US-based research group the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace says France is not the only country in Europe where free speech has its limits—and it creates a sense of hypocrisy. 
“Muslims in Pakistan, or Algeria, or where have you, are not unaware that there is a headscarf ban,” he says. “They understand that Europe is constraining free speech in some instances, but then they see that in other instances people can, in their view, commit grave violations with their speech by publishing cartoons or saying things. Nationalist politicians say a lot of things, and those things are protected. So they feel that that is a hypocrisy, and I think that position is a logically viable position until Europe resolves that contradiction.” 
He says laws in Europe that limit free speech often stem from a desire to create inclusive communities in countries with often large migrant populations. Many European nations, Rojansky says, contain societies that have very troubling historical relationships—legacies of war, conflict, and occupation—and that has been part of the motivation for limiting free speech. 
“It’s understandable that political leaders want to keep a lid on some elements of speech and expression that could, in their view, provoke negative trends, whether it’s violence or nationalist movements, secession, neo-Nazism, etc.  That’s an understandable impulse. I still think it’s wrong,” he says. “And the reason it’s wrong is that if you build your social contract on the basis of hidden or off-limit zones, things that must not be spoken, those will always be vulnerabilities and sensitivities in your national project.” 
Charlie Hebdo published a series of caricatures of the Prophet Muhammad, including cartoons where he is depicted naked. 
The magazine published the cartoons after global protests erupted over a video produced by a private filmmaker in the United States, which depicts the Prophet Muhammad as a fraud, womanizer, and child molester. 
US President Barack Obama has publicly rebuked the video.

By Selah Hennessy, September 21, 2012 Voice of America
Unit 13 Hero of the Planet
< Hero of the Planet Combines Modern Science and Ancient Tribal Wisdom>

Ethnobotanist Mark Plotkin says a night class at Harvard University changed his life. His professor, Richard Schultes, had lived in the Amazon for many years and had written about the medicinal plants of the native peoples.

One evening during a lecture, the professor showed a slide depicting Indians in dark barkcloth masks and grass skirts. He said, “Here you see three Indians of the Yakuna tribe doing the sacred Kai-ya-ree to keep away the forces of darkness. All of them are totally intoxicated on the hallucinogenic potion made from the yahay vine,” Plotkin recalls.


And when his professor told the class, “The one on the left has a Harvard degree,” he was, he says, hooked. “Hooked on plants, hooked on Indians, hooked on the Amazon.”


Plotkin started fieldwork in Suriname, South America, in 1977. His teachers, for the most part, have been shamans, or tribal healers. He says an early mentor named Jaguar Shaman revealed his ferocious, wild animal self to Plotkin in a very scary dream. “I woke up in a cold sweat,” he says. “I looked around and there was nothing. It was a dirt floor. There were no footprints.”


Jaguar Shaman had been on a hunting trip that night. The next morning Plotkin asked his translator

to speak to Jaguar Shaman and communicate the dream. “And, he ran off, and he came back. And I said, ‘Did you find him?’ He said, ‘Yes.’ I said, ‘Did you give him the message?’ He said, ‘Yes.’ And I said, ‘What did he say?’ He said that he broke into a big smile and said, ‘That was me!’”


Plotkin listened and learned. He promised Jaguar Shaman to collect and document the hundreds of plants used by the medicine man. These ranged from painkillers found in the skin of rain forest frogs to anti-tumor agents based on snake venom. The detailed list of natural medicines is the only document in the village—other than the Bible—translated into Jaguar Shaman’s native language.


Plotkin, who studied at Harvard, Yale, and Tufts universities, says his fieldwork in tropical America has taught him to open his mind to native ways not easily explained by Western science or values. “I think in the world that we live in today there is that attitude that we have certain technologies, abilities, ideas that can really make the world a better place,” he says. “But if we can couple that with some humility and some ability and willingness to learn from others, it is better for us and better for them.


So-called indigenous people, so-called illiterate people, so-called non-scientific people, have been discovering things long before there was science as we think of it. And, the idea that synthetic chemistry or Western medicine or Western technology has all the answers is equally absurd. I think the sweet spot the truth is somewhere in between.”


Plotkin believes efforts should be made to pass on to future generations the shamans’ unique knowledge of the rainforest—knowledge, which he says is often lost when a shaman dies. The Amazon

Conservation Team, the non-profit group he directs, runs a Shamans Apprenticeship program that encourages young people to study with elder shamans and learn their ways.


“There are shamans’ apprentice clinics set up where traditional healers are practicing traditional medicine,” he says. “These are next to clinics set up by missionaries. They have the alternative, the choice, giving more reason to pass on the system of medicine, not just for their benefit, but ideally for the world at large.”


The Amazon Conservation Team also supports work to map millions of hectares of ancestral rainforest. The collaboration makes use of NASA satellite photos, handheld Global Positioning System units, and shamanic wisdom from those who know the land. Plotkin says, “For example, they the shamans would say, ‘That area is off-limits because it is where the two-headed invisible black jaguar lives,” Plotkin says. “I don’t really personally believe in invisible black jaguars, but it doesn’t matter because what they are saying is, it is a headwater area that is off-limits to human use and visits and everything else.” That makes sense, Plotkin says, because conservationists consider headwaters to be the equivalent of seed corn. “That is the part you have to protect first and foremost.”


Ethnobotanist Mark Plotkin has been recognized by the United Nations for his outstanding contributions to the environment. And Time magazine named him an environmental “hero of the planet.” “Conservation,” Plotkin says, “isn’t just about protecting species, plants, and animals. It is about protecting ourselves.”
By David McAlary, Washington, March 17, 2005, Voice of America
Unit 14 Plants Respond to Their Environment
< Plants, Humans Share Sensory Awareness >

TEL AVIV — The Tel Aviv University Botanical Garden is a blooming paradise, about four hectares

filled with a rich array of some 3,800 species drawn from Israel’s diverse landscape and from around

the world.

Danny Chamovitz, director of the Manna Center for Plant Biosciences at Tel Aviv University, visits the garden often to conduct research or just to take a stroll. It’s the perfect setting to talk about his new book: What a Plant Knows: A Field Guide to the Senses.


“I wrote the book because I had come to realize that a lot of what I take for granted—that plants have senses, that plants see, that plants smell, that plants know when we’re touching them—most people don’t know,” he said. “And so I wrote the book to show how complex a plant’s life is and to show the science behind it.”


Earlier in his career as a post-doctoral fellow at Yale University, Chamovitz researched how plants use light, isolating the genes involved in photosynthesis. Sitting beside a shade tree, he gently pulls on a low-hanging branch, thick with leaves.


“You can see that its stems are longer than the ones that are at the top, which are in the light,” he said. “And it knows this because it can actually differentiate between higher amounts of light and smaller amounts of light, and it uses this information either to make itself longer to get toward the light, or once it’s in the light, to make its leaves broader so that it can do its photosynthesis and make the energy.”


Then Chamovitz rips one of the leaves. He says this simple act sends a message to other leaves on the same branch or tree.


“The leaves next to it know that this plant was ripped. They know it because they can smell it,” he said. “What they think is that some bug has come along and eaten the leaf. And when a bug eats a leaf, the leaf then gives off a gas that goes to the other leaves around it, and then those leaves absorb the gas, in other words they smell it, and then they start making chemicals that will make them less tasty to the bugs in order to protect themselves.”


Plants are rooted in earth and are acutely aware of the world around them. They know up from down, and respond to gravity in some of the same ways humans do. They know the difference between hot or cold touch. But if you think music helps plants grow, think again.


“There is no evidence whatsoever that plants have any musical taste,” Chamovitz said. But, Chamovitz explains, plants and humans do share a common, though distant, genetic past. Nearly 2 billion years ago, they were the same single-cell organism.


“Evolution is so amazing that we can see such different adaptations to the world and still live,” Chamovitz said. “But what is common is that both animals and plants, both the oak tree and humans, have to know what their environment is. We have to know when we’re thirsty. We have to know where the water is. We have to find mates. We have to know when we’re cold and we have to adapt.”


Humans developed a central nervous system to integrate all that information. Plants did it without a brain. Humans and plants exchange carbon dioxide and oxygen for life. Knowing how plants respond to a world with more people and a warming climate is key to our own survival, according to Chamovitz.


“If we don’t understand how plants adapt to their environment, we won’t be able to assure our own future on this planet, because we won’t be able to feed ourselves,” he said.


A biologist, Chamovitz says that while humans share a lot of biology with plants, we have something that plants don’t have: the ability to care about the future.
By Rosanne Skirble, April 09, 2013, Voice of America
Unit 15 Biofuels: An Alternative to Gasoline
< Biofuels, a Clean Way Out of Gasoline>

The United States, which uses more oil than the next five highest-consuming nations combined, not only needs to reduce its demand for petroleum, but also needs to rapidly increase the production of alternative sources of energy. Ethanol, biodiesel, and the commercial development of what is called biomass organic matter that can be processed to produce fuels, chemicals, and power represent the fuels of the future.

Steve Wagner, the vice president of Merrick & Company in Golden, Colorado, puts his hand into running ethanol. “This is 200-proof ethanol, and it actually would remove the moisture from your skin, it will dry out your skin quite a bit . . . very strongsmelling,” he said. He is in charge of the ethanol plant built inside the Coors brewing plant, one of the major beer companies in the United States. 


Ethanol, made from agricultural and organic products, is abundant, renewable, and clean. 


Mr. Wagner describes the partnership between Merrick and Coors. “Coors is not in the fuel business, and Coors was not about to get into the fuel business, so what they did instead was they allowed us to build the unit and actually sell us the brewing residual streams.”


For years, brewing companies have paid to dispose of considerably large quantities of organic waste, including yeast condensate, aged discards, spills, and different beers that do not meet their standards. Merrick & Company now uses all of the brewing residuals generated at this plant. But most of the ethanol produced here comes from the yeast-drying plant.


Wagner says yeast is a by-product of beer that is utilized in making ethanol. “This is actually dry yeast. For every pound of yeast that you add to the fermentation process when you brew beer, you actually generate about three pounds of additional yeast as they propagate and ferment the beer and the sugars.”


Just outside the yeast-drying plant are the ethanol tanks. More than 11 million liters of ethanol a year are sent from here to various gas stations around the country.


“What we are doing is taking a waste stream that has a cost associated with disposal and making a revenue stream out of it to the tune of about $6 million a year.”

Six million dollars is a small amount in the gasoline market. The United States consumes well over 20 million barrels of oil a day. Replacing some of this oil with ethanol seems, so far, to be the most feasible solution to reducing the country’s dependence on petroleum.


Today, most cars on the road can use a mix of ten percent ethanol and ninety percent gasoline. But the car industry is rapidly changing to a higher mix of ethanol.


But relying on ethanol is not without costs. Among the problems is the use of land previously dedicated to the production of food, the impact of a single crop on the soil, and the natural limitations of agriculture.


Susanne Hunt specializes in biofuels at the Worldwatch Institute in Washington. “Recent government studies show that we can reach about one-third of our fuel supply with biofuels if we use waste residues in this next-generation technologies, without causing substantial harm to wildlife, and water, and land resources.”


Aware of the limitations of ethanol and biodiesel, the US government has concentrated its efforts in the research of biomass, derived from crops and agricultural wastes, at the National Renewable Energy Laboratory (NREL) in Denver, Colorado.


“This is corn stover mature corn stalks of grain with the ears removed that are used as feed for livestock. This is the stock and the husk and the cobs of the corn after the grain has been harvested,” says Andy Aden, a process engineer at the laboratory. “One ton of this type of material can typically be made into ethanol to the tune of around 75 gallons of ethanol.”


Biomass includes elements such as corn stalks, corn stover, switchgrass, and a type of wood known as poplar.


But most of the research is concentrated in the corn stover because of its availability: farmers use some of it on the fields as nutrient and erosion control, but most of it is wasted.


The government is also looking into switchgrass, a native grass that grows extensively in the plains of the country.


“It could be used as what we call an energy crop, where it is specifically grown for energy purposes. It is nice because you can get even more ethanol out of this than what you can get out of an acre (hectare) of corn stover.”


At the National Renewable Energy Laboratory, Andy Aden and a team of chemical engineers have proven that the extraction of ethanol from biomass and yeast and sugars works. But their research continues to make the process cost effective. “We’re looking into commercializing this probably within the next five to ten years.”


But Aden, as many environmentalists, dreams of a future of bio-refineries, instead of oil refineries, where biomass can be converted not only into ethanol and biodiesel but also into biodegradable plastics and chemicals.
By Zulima Palacio, Washington, DC, May 12, 2006, Voice of America
Unit 16 Global Trade and Pests
< Global Trade Carries Risk of Pests >

More than 1 trillion dollars’ worth of agricultural products is traded every year. But as countries buy and sell fruits, vegetables, timber, and other products, they also may be putting domestic plants at risk. That’s why new standards have been issued under the International Plant Protection Treaty.

The global trade in agriculture means the food someone eats may have come from a country thousands of miles away. But as food is unloaded from ships and planes, some unwelcome visitors may find a new home. Many already have.


Take the stink bug, for example, in the United States. It’s believed to have arrived from China and finds American fruit crops delicious. Pests can also include fruit fly eggs or fungal spores. Some of the well-known threats include wheat rust, African army worms, Cassava bacterial blight, and the European grapevine moth. The list goes on.

That’s where the International Plant Protection Convention comes in.


“The convention originated back in 1952. It’s been revised a couple of times—1979 and 1997. The purpose of the convention is to develop standards for trade in plants and plant products. And it’s recognized as one of the three standard-setting bodies under the World Trade Organization,” said Craig Fedchock, who’s the convention coordinator.


At the convention’s annual meeting in Rome, upgraded standards were issued for pest risk analysis. It gives greater guidance for determining whether an imported plant might be a threat to cultivated or wild plants. Fedchock said that another standard was revised regarding wood packaging material.


“Everybody in the world has probably seen a wood pallet at some time or other. Well, that pallet is made generally from wood that’s not the best quality wood. Maybe the trees are dead when being made into pallets, and beetles will bore into that wood and then they’ll emerge. And they can be a devastating forest pest. And we have evidence again, being from the US, of something like the Asian longhorn beetle, which has quite a voracious appetite for certain trees. But this isn’t limited to the United States. There’s pinewood nematode in China. It’s around the world,” he said.


The risk of pests is growing due to the sheer amount of global trade.


“More and more things are being traded. More and more people are traveling. The risks associated with people bringing a piece of fruit or some fruit from a backyard tree to a relative in another country— that’s happening more frequently. Or new and exotic fruits and vegetables are coming from one country to another or another hemisphere to another hemisphere—the risks increase incrementally just by the volume of trade,” he said.


He said that serious harm can be done to a country if a risk assessment is not done.


“A pest risk assessment is a valuable part of the entire process of trade to make sure that a country can protect itself, but yet ensure that anything that does get imported is safe.”


Other treaty standards are being looked at for possible revision, including guidelines for sea containers.


He said, “Sea containers contain a lot of things beyond food—sometimes farm equipment, sometimes computers or what have you. They have the little nooks and crannies. They have the corners where some pests can go and lay some eggs that go unnoticed unless it’s properly cleaned. If those pests get an opportunity through an open container door to just wander out into a new environment, it can be pretty bad for the environment it’s wandering into.”


Even garbage must be monitored.


“When ships arrive in a port, garbage is an issue. Or flights coming in from another country—the trash can be a significant issue. A little fruit fly can lay its eggs in a skin of a piece of fruit, and unless you’re really an expert looking for these things you might not ever notice that this has taken place,” he said.


It’s difficult to estimate how much damage agricultural pests do every year, but it’s believed to be in the billions. Countries that have pests may not want trading partners to know the full extent of the problem.


The coordinator of the International Plant Protection Convention said it’s easier and cheaper to prevent a pest problem than it is to get rid of one.
By Joe DeCapua, April 12, 2013, Voice of America
Unit 17 Women: Their Unique Beauty
< Playwright Eve Ensler, Others Encourage Women to Embrace Their Unique Beauty >

Faced with the unattainable beauty standards promoted by the entertainment and advertising industries, many women have become unhappy with the way they look. They are constantly dieting and trying to alter one part of their body or another. But there is a growing movement to encourage women to accept their bodies as they are and to look beyond the commercial definitions of beauty.

In her new one-woman play, The Good Body, Eve Ensler portrays female characters of different shapes, colors, and cultural backgrounds. Each is based on a real woman the feminist playwright met and talked to as she traveled the world. She says wherever she goes, she finds there is an image of beauty that women feel compelled to conform to.


“For example, you can go to tribes in Africa where they have fattening rituals for brides,” she says. “And you come to Los Angeles and you have to be a certain kind of skinny. Then you go to Iran where women are having nose jobs so their noses don’t look Iranian. I spent a lot of time in Istanbul, where women are obsessed with getting rid of their body hair. They do tons of sugar waxing. They spend their lives just ripping off their hair.”


Ensler says the global reach of Western media—movies, television, and magazines—is changing the concept of ‘what’s beautiful.’ “For example, in India, younger women now are obsessed with being skinny,” she says. “It’s beginning to happen everywhere in the world. Eating disorders are on the rise in China. They did this poll in Bali where after the American TV show ‘90210’ had been on TV for a few months, eating disorders tripled.”


In the United States, girls as young as 12 or 13 are trying to remake themselves, according to Nancy Etcoff, author of Survival of the Prettiest. “By the seventh grade, half the girls are already saying that they don’t like the way they look,” she says. “The majority, now, are dieting, using food substitutes in order to lose weight. We see young girls going to extreme measures, using laxatives, or vomiting, or using dieting pills.”


Gold medal gymnast Dominique Dawes says most of those girls do not need to lose weight at all. “I found through research that between 50 and 70 percent of young girls who describe themselves as overweight are actually of normal weight,” she says.

However, many girls feel pressured to look a certain way. “That’s a problem. When a young girl is looking in the mirror, she’s seeing a distorted image,” Dawes says. “That’s because of this narrow definition of beauty that’s portrayed daily, constantly, on television. She is not seeing the beauty and the strength that we may see.”


The former Olympian is now spokesperson for Uniquely Me, a program co-sponsored by the Girl Scouts of America to boost girls’ self-esteem and help them feel good about themselves. “I’ve spoken to many young girls and it’s very obvious when a girl has a self-esteem problem,” she says. “She doesn’t want to challenge herself. She’s OK with being the spectator because s he’s afraid of what people may say or think about her if she does not live up to winning or certain standards of achievement.” 


Self-esteem expert Nancy Etcoff says parents, especially mothers, can help their daughters find their real beauty. “One is to be a role model,” she says. “Mothers have to show their girls that they have confidence in themselves, that they see the beauty in their daughter, that they are not following the stereotypes of beauty themselves. So women have to really do some self-examination here. How have these media influences impacted them? What support would they have liked as a young girl from their mother?”


Playwright Eve Ensler agrees. She says every woman has the right to develop her own concept of beauty, and it all starts in the family. “If you live with a mother who hates her body, you will absolutely hate your body,” she says. “If you live with a mother who says to you every minute, ‘If you’re skinny, everything will work out with you,’ you’ll be skinny and obsessed with being skinny. It only takes two sentences. You only need to say it twice or maybe even once and girls get it. So part of it is how mothers and fathers pass on a different idea of beauty, a different idea of what women are worth and how women are evaluated, not based on their skinniness or fullness, but based on their intelligence, their heart, their spirit, their ability to take risks and be bold.”


If women don’t respect their bodies and accept themselves the way they are, Ensler says, they’re wasting their resources and missing out on more important goals in life. Instead of fixing their bodies, she suggests, women should start to work on fixing their communities and the whole world.
By Faiza Elmasry, Washington, DC, February 23, 2006, Voice of America
Unit 18 Comfort Foods or Cures?
< Some Swear by Chicken Soup to Battle Flu >

During flu season, people often look to the kitchen, rather than the medicine cabinet, for relief.

Every culture seems to have its own healing ingredients. Some call for hot spicy sauces, garlic, or ginger tea. But, for many, nothing comforts like soup.


Barley and noodle are just two of nine types of soups on the menu at Alborz, a Persian restaurant in Vienna, Virginia.


“The noodle soup is a real traditional Iranian dish,” says chef Afsaneh Atash. “It’s basically a year-round dish, but you’re going to eat more during the wintertime, though.”


She serves her own version of her family’s traditional recipes; the basic ingredients are onions, carrots, cilantro, chicken broth, and lemon juice.


“It has a lot of nutritious ingredients,” she says. “It’s really good to eat it in the wintertime because people are always getting colds.”

At DGS Delicatessen in Washington, DC, chef Barry Koslow uses his grandmother’s Eastern European recipe for chicken soup with matzo balls.


“Matzo ball soup is definitely a very traditional Jewish soup and you see many different variations of it,” he says. “We start with a very rich chicken broth and we enhance that with onion, celery, carrots, and garlic. We flavor it with a little bit of vinegar to bring a little bit of balance to the soup and salt and pepper.”


The centerpiece is the matzo ball.


“The highlight of the soup is, of course, the matzo ball, which is made with the matzo meal, eggs, schmaltz, which is chicken fat that’s melted,” Koslow says, “and a little bit of baking powder to give it some airiness, seasoned with salt and pepper as well.”


The matzo ball soup is one of the restaurant’s most popular dishes, according to manager Brian Zipin.


“Some people think that there is something in there that has healing powers,” he says. “But like any great comfort food, you feel good when you eat it. You feel better, especially at this time of year, when it’s cold out.”


But does a bowl of soup have real medicinal qualities? For one customer named Mark, the answer doesn’t really matter.


“My mother used to say even if it didn’t help, it certainly couldn’t hurt,” he says. “And this is exactly the kind of thing that one needs.”


Dr. Gloria Addo-Ayensu, director of the Fairfax County Department of Health in Virginia, doesn’t believe soup can prevent the flu.


“Getting a flu vaccine is the single best way to prevent influenza,” she says, but she understands the appeal of certain foods. “We all have had grandmother’s chicken soup when we were sick.”


She explains why we feel better after having a bowl of soup or a cup of hot tea with honey and lemon.


“Honey and a little bit of lemon in water, hot water, might soothe your sore throat, for example,” Addo-Ayensu says. “Those kinds of things are more soothing than anything else.”


It could be a combination of warm memories and fragrant, nose-clearing steam that is the real secret behind the healing power of a hot bowl of soup.
By Faiza Elmasry, February 08, 2013, Voice of America
Unit 19 Immigrants in China
< African Immigrants Talk About Life in Beijing >

BEIJING — Chinese companies have invested heavily in Africa in recent years, and trade among Asian and African nations has soared. As their economic ties have grown, so have the number of African immigrants to China, now estimated at around half a million people.

Turay Lamin owns Africa House, the sole restaurant serving pan-African cuisine in Beijing. Although many of Turay’s staff and friends are new to China, he is not. Turay moved here in 1989 and says China was a part of his life even as a child---in Sierra Leone.


“There was a time when the Chinese were building a cross-border bridge minutes away from where I grew up and there were so many. That was the first time I saw so many non-Africans,” Lamin said.


The construction workers were also the reason he began learning Chinese at 13.


“My home was a bread-making one, a kind of catering, and we were supplying them with bread. They actually gave me a book, a Chinese book. That’s when I first learned the word ‘xie xie’ [thank you],” Lamin said.


Many Africans say they come to China for the opportunity to build their entrepreneurial dreams. Adams Bodomo is a professor at Hong Kong University, who spoke to VOA via Skype.


“These two parts of the world, China and Africa, are having closer and closer relations at the government level. You are also having closer and closer relations at the people-to-people level,” Bodomo said.


Rose Lin Zamoa moved here six years ago to work as a fashion model and start a catering business. She says China was a shock from her native Ghana. “I felt almost like an alien, if you know what I mean,” Zamoa said.


She says she is treated differently because of her race, but the questions she faces on a daily basis are more from curiosity than judgment.


“The kind of racism I experience here is completely different to the racism you would probably experience in America or in London, for example. And, by far, I prefer the kind of racism I get here in China because it’s kind of cute, in a way,” Zamoa said.

Many immigrants have more serious concerns with their treatment in China, where they complain they are routinely scrutinized by police. Their physical appearance makes them stand out, but Professor Bodomo says Africans are treated worse than other foreigners.


“This is a fact. You can see it for yourself. I have experienced it for myself. Africans in Guangzhou, on the streets of Guangzhou, are often stopped more than any other group of people in the world,” Bodomo said.


Despite the challenges, Rose says that, for her, Beijing now feels like home. She is able to bond with her Chinese friends and customers because of a shared passion—food.


“The Chinese culture and the European culture is completely different. It’s very close to African culture. Very,” she said.


Although many immigrants like Rose say they eventually plan to leave China, restaurant owner Turay says he is here to stay. With more Africans moving to Beijing, he says business is booming.
By Shannon Sant August 27, 2012, Voice of America
Unit 20 Violence and Video Games
< Guns and Video Games—Looking for a Culprit >

The rampage that killed twenty-six children and teachers at Connecticut’s Sandy Hook Elementary School last month has triggered a backlash against the prevalence of guns and violent video games in America—a reaction that experts say is natural in times of distress.

Connecticut police say 20-year-old Adam Lanza used a Bushmaster AR-15 semi-automatic assault-type rifle to kill the children and teachers December 14th. Before the attack, Lanza reportedly spent hours playing violent online games on his computer.


A week after the shootings, the executive vice president of the National Rifle Association rejected any suggestions that the widespread prevalence of guns in American society was to blame for the Connecticut shootings and others before it. Instead, said the NRA’s Wayne LaPierre, the culprit was the video game industry, which “sells, and sows, violence against its own people.”


Now, a Connecticut group has begun collecting and disposing of violent video games to save kids from what it said is their unhealthy influence.


Not everyone is convinced this will be effective.


“Before it was books, it was comic books. It was television. It was radio. It was any number of things in our culture where they [i.e., people] reflect violence,” said Kamy Akhavan, president of ProCon.org, a California-based non-profit educational research group.

“We live in a violent culture,” he said. “But whether or not video games are the cause is absolutely subject to debate.”


Akhavan said technology has made video game violence more realistic, blurring the line between reality and fantasy. Even so, he said most people are able to distinguish between the two.


About ninety-seven percent of 12 to 17-year-old kids in America play video games and, according to Akhavan, juvenile violent crimes have declined from around 1995 to the present, even as video game sales have quadrupled.


And Chris Ferguson, chairman of the Department of Psychology and Communication at Texas A & M International University, noted that not all the killers in recent incidents were video game players.

Ferguson said the mass killers in recent incidents tended to be anti-social or suffer from mental health problems. He said such people tend to react to “what they perceive as a major loss in their life”---things that are “tangible and practical” instead of what goes on in a fictional universe.


“Exposure to the kind of fictional violence you see in movies or television just doesn’t have the right kind of emotional impact to trigger violence in individuals, whether they have a predisposition or not,” said Ferguson.


He said there are two different groups of individuals—people who like the video games and people who like guns. And he suggested that the NRA is trying to distract people by talking about video games rather than gun violence.


The NRA did not respond to several requests to comment on the issue.


But Dave Workman, communications director for the Citizens Committee for the Right to Keep and Bear Arms, said the acts of a lone man in Connecticut should not be used in an attempt to justify taking away guns from millions of peaceful gun owners.


He noted that millions of video game players don’t commit crimes just as “millions of law-abiding gun owners who own the same kind of firearm used in the Connecticut shootings and they didn’t commit any crimes with those guns.”


“They shouldn’t be penalized for the act of an individual,” Workman said. “And their guns shouldn’t be demonized simply because somebody picks one of them up and misuses it in a crime.”


Workman accused critics of gun ownership of going after firearms whenever a “high-profile but rare incident” like the Connecticut shootings takes place. And any ban on firearms, he predicted, would be ineffective.


“You cannot guarantee, no matter what you put in place, that a criminal or a madman is not going to be able to get his hands on a firearm,” he said.


Regardless of where the finger of blame is pointed, said Texas A & M’s Ferguson, it is important not to be distracted by “something that is not going to be very helpful, whether it’s video games or movies or whatever else.”


“During a time of emotional crisis like this, after such a tragic shooting, it’s very, very natural . . . to kind of grasp around and look for some sort of answer,” Ferguson concluded.
By Aida Akl January 07, 2013, Voice of America
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