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Baboons show grief and chickens can spot
beauty, says Jonathan Balcombe, who is
saddened by how humans treat animals. The
animal-behaviour scientist tells James Randerson a bit about how they
feel.
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Networks of trust
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Social media are changing the way businesses
and consumers talk to each other, not least on
issues of corporate sustainability, say John
Elkington and Alex Hammer.
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Chemical reactions on the Yangtze
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Plans to boost production of hazardous
substances at the head of the Three Gorges
reservoir threaten the sensitive surroundings,
says Yang Chuanmin, winner of the “in-depth
reporting” category in the China Environmental Press Awards.
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The fire-starters
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Forceful academics — dubbed the

“incinerationists” — are promoting waste-to-energy
plants in China. But, says Meng Dengke,

winner of the “investigative journalism” category in the China Environmental

Press Awards, these experts’ corporate links are raising doubts about their
motives.
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Hot wind in the desert
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Vast wind farms have sprung up in the Gobi
Desert, born of China’s latest investment frenzy.
But in the bid to hit renewable targets, financial
risks have been ignored, says Lu Zhenhua, winner of the “biggest
impact” category in the China Environmental Press Awards.
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Chinese scientists have won a review of a
controversial dam proposed for Poyang Lake,
China’s largest freshwater lake, according to
news.163.com. Conceding that the project
might harm wildlife and the environment,
Jiangxi provincial officials dropped a planned
hydropower station in favour of a sluice gate
to prevent lake water from flowing into the
Yangtze river.

US commerce secretary Gary Locke and
executives from 24 American clean-energy
companies are in Beijing to push open doors
for American businesses looking to cash in on
China’s fast-growing renewables market,
Reuters reported. Vice premier Li Kegiang
met with the group and sounded a positive
note.

China has agreed to spend up to US$23 billion
to build oil refineries and other petroleum
infrastructure in Nigeria, potentially
strengthening its hand in the country as it
seeks to secure six billion barrels of crude
reserves, The Financial Times reported.

After difficult negotiations, Ecuador and China
have agreed in principle on a US$1.7-billion
line of credit to build a hydroelectric plant in
Ecuador’s portion of the Amazon rain forest,

Agence France-Presse quoted the
ANDES news agency as saying.

The contribution of China’s forest ecosystem
to environmental protection has been
calculated as being worth 10 trillion yuan
(US$1.5 trillion), or about one-third of the
nation's GDP, Global Times cited experts as
reporting in the first such evaluation of
Chinese ecosystem services.

After decades of over-felling in the Greater
Hinggan mountains of north-eastern China —
home to the country’s largest virgin forest --
timber output has been reduced by a third to
help sustain the environment, according to
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“Green Emissaries”
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Green Emissaries, produced by
the Chinese NGO Green SOS, is
a unique practical handbook for
those researching the
international NGO sector or those
Chinese who work in, or are
active in, it. The book gives
readers, for the first time, a
detailed look inside 13 major
environmental organisations
working in the country, explaining
how they are promoting
protection of the environment in
China, while also becoming
localised.

Read more...
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“Dubai: Gilded Cage”
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Within 40 years, Dubai has been
transformed from an obscure
regional port into a global city
glistening with iconic architecture,
such as the Burj Khalifa, the
world’s tallest building. But, Syed
Ali argues, it is a unique kind of
global city: “a city of transients”.
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Read more...
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“The Scramble for the Arctic”
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The great oil-spill off the southern shore of the waters off Guangdong province, where the % TTEREAN
United States spells disaster for fishing fleets and marine environment continues to deteriorate, 2

brings to mind a terrible legacy, writes Jim
Gabour in New Orleans.

China Daily quoted the province’s annual

o : When Russia planted a flag at
monitoring report as saying.

the North Pole in 1997, claiming
the territory — and its rich gas and
oil resources — the world
watched with concern. A race for
drilling rights began. Richard Sale
and Eugene Potapov examine
the history of the region, its
inhabitants, wildlife and
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A rat plague is threatening more than nine
million hectares of grasslands in Inner
Mongolia, Xinhua reported. This year's
persistent drought and grassland degradation
have been blamed.

Workers are repainting hundreds of buildings
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There’s no such thing as right and wrong when it
comes to tackling climate change, says Mike
Hulme. That's why we need to stop looking for
scapegoats and start engaging in honest
discussion.
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The Qinghai-Tibet railway has brought an influx of
non-biodegradable waste to the Himalayan

plateau, posing serious environmental challenges.
He Haining and Guo Haiyan report.
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Europe's green delusion — Derrick Sutter
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in Guangzhou and topping them with roofs
made of vinyl sheets molded to look like tiles
on Spanish villas, The Associated Press
said. The effort is part of a government-led
campaign to clean up the city for the Asia
Games, and many residents have criticised it
as emphasising superficial appearances.

China is building a new centre in Dujiangyan
city, Sichuan province, to train giant pandas
born in captivity to become less dependent on
humans and eventually to live in the wild,
Xinhua reported.
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Ethiopia’s push for mega-dams — Xan Rice

geopolitical importance.
Read more...
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A big fight for small farms — Amy Kazmin Activism makes us happy — Aditya Chakrabortty
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Resisting the urban dinosaurs — Zhu Xiaoyang Preparing for an ice-free Arctic (1) — Linda Jakobson
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China’s investment in developing-world infrastructure is a good thing,
since it liberates many poor countries from unreasonable
requirements set by western financing agencies, argues John Briscoe,
kicking off a week-long series on dam construction.
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China, India, Brazil and other middle-income

countries (MICs) are appropriately using the financial “It would be even
crisis to push for reform of the Bretton Woods greater if China were
institutions, the global financial organisations to export not only its
established towards the end of the Second World superb construction
War to help rebuild the world economy. In particular, capabilities, but also
they advocate changing the voting shares of its world-leading
countries on the governing boards of the capability in the
International Monetary Fund and the World Bank to sensitive area of
give emerging economies a greater say. The logic of resettlement.”

such reform — the small countries of Belgium and the

Netherlands until recently had the same weight as

China — is undisputable. But, in the case of the World Bank, such changes
alone will not fix much.

To understand why this is the case, one must look to events of recent
decades. A vast gap has opened up between the practices of countries that
have successfully grown and reduced poverty — the MICs — and the priorities
of the World Bank and the aid community more broadly. The MICs have
focussed heavily on getting right the basics, such as fiscal stability,
infrastructure and agriculture, by setting priorities and sticking to these
priorities. No country has more clearly demonstrated the wisdom of following
this path than China. But with the Millenium Development Goals (MDGs) as
the guiding principles, the World Bank and other donors have given little
attention to such basics, have increasingly put the social cart before the
economic horse and have adopted a faddish policy approach, constantly
inventing new “flavours of the month”.

Consider the two examples of infrastructure and agriculture. All countries that
are rich today invested heavily in infrastructure during their high-growth
periods. But, starting in the 1980s, environmental and social non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) in rich countries — supported by aid
officials from wealthy countries — relentlessly attacked the World Bank’s work
on infrastructure and modern agriculture. The results were bizarre. The bank’s
lending for cheap, renewable hydropower, for example, fell by 90% over the
course of the 1990s, while lending for agriculture has dropped by 75% over
the past 25 years.

The MICs, however, took a different path and continued to invest in these
areas, a move that led to continued growth and poverty reduction. The poor,
aid-dependent countries suffered enormously both because of the priorities
set and because of the continuous introduction of new initiatives.

One of the main reasons this situation was allowed to develop was the set of
incentives embedded in the structure of the World Bank Group. Although the
International Bank of Reconstruction and Development (IBRD) is the
institution’s main lending arm — accounting for 75% of its disbursements in
the form of hard loans — about half of the bank’s budget comes from
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donations from rich countries. Most of these contributions go towards the
administration of the International Development Association (IDA), which
provides virtually interest-free loans to help boost growth in the world’s
poorest countries. IDA has become the tail that wags the IBRD dog —
discussions at the IBRD board, where emerging economies will now have a
greater voice, are not nearly as important as the closed-door negotiations of
the permanent IDA.

Take the emotive issue of dams, for example. Rich countries have developed
80% of their hydro capacity, while Africa has only developed around 3%. The
United States has 6,000 cubic metres of water-storage capacity per person,
while Pakistan has 150 cubic metres and Ethiopia just 40. MICs find this gap
immoral and have said so in discussions at the World Bank. When the issue
was raised at the board in the late 1990s, the Bill Clinton-appointed US
executive director did not speak up but immediately thereafter phoned the
responsible vice-president, saying that if this were the position taken by the
Bank, then it would be difficult to obtain support for IDA from the United
States government.

A silver lining to this dark cloud is that the MICs are now partially filling the
gap left by the World Bank and others. In recent years, the World Bank has
only financed two major dams in the developing world, but China now
finances over 200 such projects in Africa and Asia. This is a great service to
the developing world. It would be even greater if China were to export not
only its superb construction capabilities but also its world-leading capability in
the sensitive area of resettlement. (To the surprise of many, the World Bank’s
Independent Evaluation Group and others have shown that China has by far
the best record in the developing world in resettling those who are relocated
by large dams.)

What this all means is that changes in voting shares on the board of the World
Bank will have little influence. What is needed is a fundamental re-
engineering of the business processes and incentives to which staff respond.
The first requirement is a major overhaul of the suffocating plethora of rules,
or “safeguards”, which have been put in place over the last 20 years. The
second is reform of the Kafkaesque independent “Inspection Panel”, which
enforces these rules. And the third is a dismantling of the groups of staff who
live off the transaction costs imposed by each of these rules.

The fourth necessary step is to put a firewall between rules which govern the
IDA, where donors can impose what they wish, and the IBRD, where the
bank’s borrowers sit. More broadly the MICs should use their new-found clout
to force the World Bank culture to change from one in which managers and
staff are pre-occupied with sins of commission, which are punished severely,
and sins of omission are ignored.

John Briscoe is the Gordon McKay professor of environmental engineering at
Harvard University. He worked for 20 years at the World Bank, where his last
assignments were as senior water advisor and country director for Brazil. His
role in reforming the World Bank is highlighted in Sebastian Mallaby’s
landmark history of the Bank, The World’s Banker.
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