Good News Service #17: March-April/10
Much of the good news in the past two months reflected both hope and deep concern. The hopes centred on the many efforts around the world to build rather than destroy, to quell violence rather than increase it, and to build confidence and trust where it is not. The concerns reflected the continuing thrust for military solutions, particularly by those who profit from them. Hopes are high that the Non Proliferation Treaty will be strengthened at the upcoming conference at the United Nations, from 3rd to 28th May. But so are fears that outworn shibboleths, such as “nuclear weapons are essential for peace” – will continue to shape policies, thus leading inevitably to nuclear proliferation. Despite some ominous trends, however, we continue to believe that rational decisions, based on what’s good for everyone’s common future, will prevail.
1. MORE EUROPEAN LEADERS PRESS FOR DISARMAMENT
27 Feb/10. Ottawa Citizen: Five NATO countries called for the Atlantic Alliance to debate nuclear disarmament at its meeting in April. In a letter to the NATO Secretary-General, the foreign minister s of Germany, Belgium, Luxembourg, Norway and the Netherlands said arms control and disarmament were higher on the political agenda than they had been for many years, due to initiatives by US President Obama. The letter stated: “We believe that in NATO we should discuss what we can do to move closer to this overall political objective.”
April 16/10 from abolition-l-bounces via Bev Delong,  The German Physical Society, (DPG), with more than 50,000 members, has released a statement on nuclear disarmament in the run-up to the NPT Review Conference in May at the UN. It is remarkable that not only first steps are addressed, but also a serious commitment to global elimination. In particular, the DPG suggests  to start negotiations on a Nuclear Weapons Convention for the prohibition and gradual, verifiable, irreversible and transparent elimination of all nuclear weapons before the year 2000.
Four Swedish former political leaders have issued a Declaration on the Elimination of Nuclear Weapons, adding their voices to a growing expressed concern around the world. They are Ingvar Carlsson, former prime minister; Karin Soder and Hans Blix, former foreign ministers and Rolf Ekeus, chairman of the Stockhom International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) and chairman of the Swedish Pugwash Network.

2. NORWAY AND POLAND URGE TALKS ON TACTICAL NUKES 

April 13/10/ via Bev Delong and Regina Hagen, via Reuters: The top diplomats from Norway and Poland have issued a statement calling for negotiations aimed at curtailing the arsenals of tactical nuclear weapons in Europe. “We suggest a step-by-step approach, including transparency and confidence-building measures, as well as balanced and mutual arms reductions”, stated Norwegian Foreign Minister Jonas Stoere and Polish Radoslaw Sikorski.
The call came in the wake of the signing of a new US-Russian arms control agreement, which would require the former Cold War antagonists to reduce their deployed strategic arsenals to 1,550 nuclear weapons and 700 delivery vehicles. “This area of weaponry (tactical nukes) has been hidden for military reasons and outside the scope of diplomatic work”, according to Stoere. “Now we will bring it onstage.”

3. NUCLEAR AGREEMENT HAILED AS A STEP FORWARD
23 April/10. from USA Today, by Mimi Hall: Nearly four dozen nations signed a non-binding agreement Tuesday to secure vulnerable nuclear materials by 2014, a goal President Obama said would make the world safer from a stockpile big enough to produce 129,000 nuclear bombs. “This is an ambiguous goal, and we are under no illusion that it will be easy”, Obama said at the close of a two-day Nuclear Security Summit focused on ways to prevent terrorists from getting hold of the material that could be used to make a bomb.
“The president has put his personal prestige on line like no other world leader has before,” said Kenneth Luongo, Chairman of the Fissile Materials Working Group, a coalition of 40 groups dedicated to securing nuclear material. “Taken together, the individual commitments of participating nations themselves will materially advance the nuclear security agenda. But, when the lights go down tonight, leaders need to hit the ground running on implementation.”

April 14/10. From the Toronto Star, by Mitch Potter: Washington: In a final flurry of carefully orchestrated pledges, world leaders nudged the nuclear genie back toward the bottle, one blob of plutonium at a time.. Basking in Obama’s glow is Canada… Ottawa put its money where its mouth is on the issue of loose and vulnerable Cold war-era nukes in 2002. And has taken the lead ever since, not missing a beat in the shift from Liberal to Conservative governments. It was too important to succumb to partisanship… 
John Polanyi, the Nobel-winning UofT chemistry professor, was actually astonished at the overall heft of new commitments from nearly half the 47 national delegations in Washington. And whether it can be done in four years, said Polanyi, is moot… Said former Senator Douglas Roche: “It is hard to imagine Obama going further than he did. Just getting 47 leaders to agree to at least a general statement of this kind means he has done more than any other US president… But will the world be perfectly safe in four years? No. Because the maintenance of nuclear weapons and the increased use of nuclear energy, with more plants coming on line,  will continue to be a danger.”
4. SEEDS OF HOPE IN UGANDA

April 15/10.From the International Committee of the Red Cross, by Fabienne Garaud:  “Many northern Ugandan have long dreamed of the day they could finally return to their villages – mythical places that nourished their ancestors… For 37 year old Janet Limpe and her family, the danger of the recent armed conflict forced them to live in refugee camps for nine years… The improving security situation eventually enabled the family to leave the transit camp in March/08 and return to their village. For the nine years Janet and her family lived in camps they received humanitarian aid. Now their struggle is with nature and they have their work cut out for them. Janet’s oldest son, who is 18, cannot go to school this year for lack of money and will therefore help the family clear the land. They must plant beans, groundnuts, corn, rice, millet and sesame before the start of the rainy season.

Janet’s family was one of more than 1,800 vulnerable families who were able to acquire seeds of their choice and farming tools from local merchants through the ICRC. Janet says she plans to keep a part of the harvest to increase the number of seeds for the next season, so that she can buy  tools and other seeds. It is very satisfying to see the savannah once again tamed by the returning families. Hope has returned to the people, who lost years of their lives simply surviving in the camps. Toukouls, the traditional round houses in Acholiland, built of dried earth with thatched roofs, are sprouting like mushrooms and more and more cattle can be see ploughing the fields. Acholiland is finally breathing again.

www.icrc.org/web/eng/siteeng0.nsf/htmlall/uganda-feature-150410
5. VERMONT SENATE VOTES TO CLOSE NUCLEAR PLANT
Feb. 24.10, New York Times. Montpelier, Vt.: In an unusual state foray into nuclear regulation, the Vermont Senate voted 26 to 4 to block a license extension for the Vermont Yankee nuclear plant, citing radioactive leaks, misstatements in testimony by plant officials and other problems. Unless the chamber reverses itself, it would be the first time in more than 20 years that the public or its representatives decided to close a reactor.
Lawmakers also voiced doubts that Entergy would have enough money to decommission the plant in view of the costly tritium leak and other troubles. “They’ve been their own worst enemy”, said Robert Starr, a Democrat from the town of North Troy, although he proposed sending the bill for study to another committee. That vote failed 24 to 6…  The controversy in Vermont is viewed with deep apprehension and some anger by the nuclear industry. The Nuclear Regulatory Commission in Washington, which normally calls the shots on plant safety issues, has been poised to give the plant another 20 years. Commission officials have declined to comment on Vermont’s action.
6. BIG WINS FOR OCEANS AND ELEPHANTS
April 6/10. from Ricken Patel of AVAAZ:  “In the last three months, members of the AVAAZ network have taken more than two million actions on urgent global issues – signing petitions, sending messages, making phone calls and donating funds. Our community is growing like wildfire (more than 50,000 people a week) and we’ve made an unmistakeable difference.”

He cites two examples: “The UK announced its plan to double the total global area of protected ocean with a massive new conservation zone bigger than Germany and Italy combined. Avaaz members contributed more than 85% of the responses, urging a ban on commercial fishing and support for the island people’s rights. The Foreign Ministry cited the over 221,000 responses coordinated by Avaaz, in its announcement.
“With elephants at risk, 500,000 of us worldwide empowered the African Elephant Coalition with our support and…won protection for elephants at a UN Endangered Species session. The head of the ‘Species Survival Network said “the petition, no doubt, made a difference and helped achieve the right result for elephants everywhere.”
7. SOLAR STUDENTS, RECYCLED CONDOS AND AN ARTIFICIAL PANCREAS
March/10. Items from the Good News Page of the CCPA Monitor, compiled by Elaine Hughes:  
Regina -- For students of Campbell Collegiate in Regina a sunny day brings a different kind of energy in the form of hot water produced by solar-thermal panels… A campaign to raise money for such panels in 2008 culminated in the installation of panels on the school’s roof  last year by a local solar company, Kelln Solar. The students’ enthusiasm for solar energy was so inspiring to executives of the Cooperators Life Insurance Company in Regina that they made a generous donation that allowed the panels to be installed earlier than projected. The company also hired a full-time coordinator, Kathleen Wilson, to work with all the environmental clubs in the city’s high schools. – Sask. Environmental Society.
Toronto.--“It looks new. It smells fresh. It has a new home warranty. But some of its parts have been around at least once before. Recycled materials are beginning to be used in the construction of new condominiums – not to save money but to save the planet. When it comes to building condos in Toronto these days, everything old – from broken glass to leather car upholstery – is new again. Developers are using recycled materials in almost every aspect of the construction cycle…and many new building projects offer a glimpse of the future that is fast approaching.  – Toronto Star.
Cambridge, UK --  Scientists in this city have shown that an “artificial pancreas” can be used to regulate blood sugar in children with Type 1 diabetes. A trial found that by combining a “real time” sensor measuring glucose levels with a pump that delivers insulin can boost overnight blood sugar control. Experts said the results were an important step forward in helping children with Type 1 diabetes, a chronic life-threatening condition when the pancreas fails to produce insulin, the hormone regulating blood sugar levels. - BBC News
8. BOLIVIA CALLS FOR EARTH RIGHTS
From Positive News, a not-for-profit newspaper with a US office in Ithaca, NY., via Linnéa Rowlatt.
A draft declaration will be discussed at the Peoples’ World Conference on Climate Change and Mother Earth Rights, taking place in April 20th-22nd which President Morales is convening in Cochabamba, Bolivia’s third largest city. Other objectives for the event include: working towards a people’s referendum on climate change; looking for strategies for action in defence of Earth’s rights; planning the establishment of a Climate Justice Tribunal and agreeing on proposals for new targets and commitments in the United Nations negotiating process with regards to climate change.

Following the inadequate outcome of the UN conference in Copenhagen last December, the People’s World Conference will aim to reach a consensus for a new approach, ahead of the next UN climate summit in Mexico at the end of the year.  http://positivenewsus.org/ 
9. FARM RADIO GIVES A VOICE TO POOR FARMERS IN AFRICA 
From Farm Radio International.   By Kevin Perkins:  Farm Radio International, an offspring  of the CBC’s Farm Forum, (together with the Can Federation of Agriculture and the Can.Assn. of Adult Education) is now active in several countries of the world. Farmers in Uganda have learned how to introduce a new disease-resistant variety of cassava. Over 80% of families that listened to radio programs about cassava found out how they could protect their staple food crop by planting the Akena variety – a type of cassava that is not vulnerable to the brown streak or mosaic diseases. Similar progress has been documented in Mali. There, a series of radio programs on composting has resulted in a 400% increase in the number of households in the 
area producing good compost, leading to healthier soils and, ultimately, better harvests. These discoveries have been made possible by the African Farm Radio Research Initiative, which uses sound research methods to measure the impact of radio on the lives of farmers.  (For further information: www.farmradio.org 
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