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Trapped by Bits, Bytes and Formats

The Siren Song of Computers

VERYBUDY 18 using

computers or think-

ing about using it
There is this general
perception that computers
are some kind of magic wand
which will vastly improve
productivity and generally
make our lives much easier.
Pundits are forever droning
on about the new information
age where those who under-
stand and can use computers
will be the haves and the rest
the have-nots. Parenls are
concerned about viewed i
creasingly as the key to
lessional success.

Just last week, my friend
Y. an avowed technophobe
stopped by my office and
that he was
thinking of acquiring a
computer. | nearly fell of my
chair for Y is well known
among his friends for being a
rigid traditionalist. He writes
with a fountain pen (he can't
find a working quill] and
prides himself on doing
multiplication in his head.

I said tentatively "Did you
say computer, or was [ just
imaging it? Why this leap into
the unknown? | think you
should start slow, get used to
a ball-point pen, move on to
an abacus, then consider a
typewriter and maybe a
calculator.” /

Y said. "Don’'t be silly. |
have given it a great deal of

thought and have linailly de-
cided that 1 should explore
new techn i

| was waiting for him to
give me some credit for this
amazing change of heart. as |
had spent many hours argu-
ing with him about the mer-
its of computers. However it
was not to be.

"I have decided to let you
show me the advantages of a
computer”, Y said in his usual
imperious tone, as if he was
doing me a big favour.

Being the computer advo-
cate that | am, | took this on
to be a big challenge. If |
could convert someone like
Y. why the sky would be the
limit. 1 said "You've made the
right decision. You won't re-
gret it It will make your life
a lot easier. Once you start
using it, you will never look
back.”

"Stop gushing like an old
car salesman.” Y said suspi-
ciously. "Show me what the
computer can do."

| proudly turned to my
computer and said. "Well,
lets suppose you want to
write a letter. In your old an-
tiguated way, you would have
to fill your fountain pen with
ink, get some paper and
write out a draft. After cor-
rectinng all the spelling mis-
takes, and several false starts,
you would end up with a final
draft. Then some poor typist.

Then some poor Ltypist
wouldn't understand what to
do and may say, "Why all of
this would be trivial. First you
would turn on the computer,
and the monitor. Then you
would access your favourite

you would have to choose
your fonts, the pitch, set the
margins, the headers etc."

I was starting to really get
into the nitty gritty. when Y
somewhat callously inter-
rupted and said "Don't babble
on, just show me."

I turned on my laptop
computer and lo and behold
nothing happened. In a

somewhat embarrassed voice,
I said, "The battery is dead. |
just have to attach the

adapter”. 1 brought out the
adapter and connected it to
my computer, and was glad
to note that | had remem-
bered to bring the flat pin to
round pin converter. All the

American sockels are flat
pins, while the sockets in
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Bangladesh take only round
pins. Every country appar-
ently has a different standard
with regard to sockets, and
someone out there is making
millions selling these con-
verters. This time around the
computer screen actually
came to life. I then effort-
lessly using my new track-
pointer clicked on to the
"word" icon, after only having
overshot it twice. Finally [ got
a blank screen. Then [ de-
cided to set the parameters.
First the margins, then the
fonts. I love the fonts menu,
where else can you spend so
much valuable time, trying to
decide whether you should
use "Century schoolbook 12."
or "Times Roman 10," or my
favourite font "Avant Garde".

After about ten minutes, Y
said rather testily "Get on
with it.”

I started writing, or more
accurately typing. having set-
tled on Palatino 12 as my font
of choice. Since it was just a
demonstration, 1 decided to

do a short letter. | said to Y
with all the pride of a parent
showing off the antics of a fa-
vorite child, "Now llt"%l
can easily modify this sen-
tence, "I beg to state, as your
obedient servant...” to "l

humbly beg to state, as your
obsequious slave..." by just
highlighting the relevant text
and deleting it. Just like I am
doing OOPS! I seem to have
overshot and easy.
Fortunately by using the undo
key on my second day: did
manage to modify the sen-
tence properly.

I finally finished the letter
and said "Well now we can
use the spellcheck to correct
all the spellings. With this
modern technology, you no-
longer have to know how to
spell. the computer does it
for you. | actlivated the
spellcheck and it went
through the letter and high-
lighted the word "Labour” in
the sentence "l respectfully
clesire to labour in your ser-
vice."”

Y looked at me and said
"What's wrong with labour,
why does it want to highlight
and change it?"

I smiled weakly and said
"Oh, I forgot to set the option
on the spellchecker to ac-
cept British spellings. By the
American standards, labour
should be spelled labour.”
After instructing the

spelichecker to allow me to
use  'labour” instead of
“labour”, | eventually man-
aged to finish the draft with
no spelling mistakes.

"Well" [ said. "That's all
done now. All we have to do
is save it and print it". I hit
the "save” button with a flour-
ish. named my file a": slavelet
and waited for the computer
to do... A message came up on
the screen and said "Disk er-
ror, cannot access file". Then
the computer screen went
blank and I cried out "Oh!.....".

Y screamed "What hap-
pened, tell me, tell me."

[ said, "It looks like, the
file allocation table is proba-
bly messed up. I should have
sel the automatic save op-
Lion."”

Y looked at me blankly and
said, "Leaving aside your
technospeak, does this mean,
we have nothing to show for
Lhe past hour. What's so great
about computers. | think I
will stick to my pen and pa-
per and not have to wor
about files, saving, formats,
fonts etec.”

I rose to defend the
honour of computing and said
‘"There's a high learning
curve, but ance you master it,
its a snap.” Y was however al-
ready walking out the door.
"Well”, 1 thought to myself,
“you can't win them all.”
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DEPLETION OF THE OZONE LAYER

Causes, Consequences and Commitment towards Control

OR thousands of years

life on earth has been

safe guarded because
of a life giving layer of ozone,
acting as a shield to protect
the earth against harmful
ultraviolet radiation from the
sun. It is unigue to our pla-
net. If it were to disappear.
the sun's ultraviolet light
would sterilize the surface of
the globe., annihilating all
terrestrial life.

Ozone forms a fragile
shield, curiously insubstantial
but remarkably effective in
screening out
almost all the harmful
ultraviolet rays of the sun.
The shorter the wavelength
of ultraviolet radiation, the
greater the harm it can do to
life and th& better it is
absorbed by the ozone layer.
Relatively short ultraviolet
radiation, known as UV-C, is

_lethal to living things and is

almost totally screened out.
wavelength ultravi-
olet. UV-A, is relativelg
harmiess, and is almost en-
tirely allowed through. In the
middle lies UV-B, less lethal
than shorter wave radiation
bul stll dangerous, the vcune
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the ozone layer was as
severely depleted again.
Research also shows that
since 1979 lotal ozone has
declined by soine 5% over
Antarctica throughout the
year as a whole.

Causes of depletion

In 1974 Drs Mario Molina
and F Sherwood Rowland,
working in the United States,
first suggested that the
growing use of family of com-
pounds called chlorofluoro-
carbons, CFCs, was likely Lo
cause ozone depletion. Over
the following decade, devel-
opment of their hypothesis
was erratic. It was not until
the British Antarctic Survey
published its findings in
1985 that the world had
conclusive proof that ozone
depletion was occurring. It
was not until two or three
years later that we were sure
that CFCs were the main cul-
prits. Because of their stabil-
ity. CFCs do not break down
in the lower atmosphere but
are transported into the
stratosphere where they are
evenlually broken down by

__lJlLIJHU]L'l radiation. releas:
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laver absorbs most of it.

Any damage to the ozone
layer will lead to increased
UV-B radiation. However. this
radiation is also limited by
tropospheric oczone. Aerosols
and clouds. Increased air pol-
lution in recent decades has
masked any increase in radia-
tion, but this could

if efforts to clean
up the atmosphere are ou?
cessful. Clear-cut increase
UV-B radiation have been ob-

/served in areas experiencing

periods of intense ozone de-
pletion.
Depiletion of the Ozone
Layer
The figst clear sign of
damage to the ozone layer
was reported in 1985 by the
British Antarctic Survey team

who had been measuring
ozone levels over the

. In October 1987,
when the so-called 'hole was
very severe, the total amoynt
of ozone measured at Lhe

- monitoring station at Halley

Bay was less than half of its
1970 levels. Between alti-
tudes of 15 and 20 km owver
the Antarctic, where the de-

pletion was greatest, 95 per
cent of the ozone had disap-
peared. In 1989 and 1990

ing free chlorine. The chlo-
rine acts as a catalyst in the
destruction of ozone. The net
results is that two molecules
of ozone are replaced by
three of molecular oxygen,
leaving the chlorine free to
repeat the process For the
stable CFC molecule. this can
continue for over a century
Two other man-made chemi-
cals. carbon tetrachloride
and 1.1.1 trichloromethane,
also contain chlorine and are
sufficiently stable to reach
the stratosphere in signifi-
cant quantities where they
can desiroy ozone

Halons. which contain
bromine. are also significant
ozone depileting chemicals
Bromine is a much more
powerful ozone depleting
substance than chlorine and
is thought to account for at
least 20 per cent of the
ozone depletion observed
over the Antarctic. Halon
emissions are L 0o ac-
count fer half of this, the re-
mainder comes from natural

SOUTTes.
Consequences of deple-
tion.

Any increased UV-B that
reaches the earth's surface
has a tial to cause con-
siderable harm tw the envi-
ronment and life on earth.
Findings show that non-me-
lanoma skin cancers. the
commonest and less danger-

ous varieties, are caused by
both UV-A and UV-B radia-

by Syed AN M Wahed and Ahmed Al Farouq

tion. By the year 2000, ozone
layer loss is predicted to be
5-10% for the mid-latitudes
in the summer.
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According to present data,
7 ﬁus}ained 10% decrease in
ozone would lead to about a
26% increase in the inci-
dence of skin cancer. New
evidence implicates UV-B as
a cause of the rarer but viru-
lent cutaneous malignant me-
lanomas.

Increased UV-B would also
lead to increased incidents of
eye damage. including
cataracts, deformation of the
eve lens. and old-sighted-
ness. suppression of the
hody's immune system and
resulting in increase in the
pccurrence of infectious dis-
ease. Changes in the chemi-
cal composition of several
species of plants resulting in
decreased crop yields and

damage (o forests, etc.
'lhlirntnﬂu
Threat: Montreal
Protocol

International concern
about the threat to the ozone
layer led to the adoption in
1985 of a global convention —
the Vienna Convention for
the Protection of the Ozone
Laver — to cover such mat-
lers as co-operation on morni-
loring research and informa-
liwon exchange, and provide a
Iramework for an interna-
tional regulatory response
should one be agreed.

The Montreal Protocol
came into force on | January
1989 and controlled the
production and consumption
of two groups of chemicals.

The five main CFCsll, 12,
113, 114 and 115 — are
grouped together in one
hasket'. In the second are
the three halons. 1211, 1301

and 2402 Each 'basket of
substances is treated as a
whole. so that, for Instance, a
country can increase its pro-
duction and consumption of
CFCI1. if it makes a corre-
sponding reduction in its
production or consumption
of CFC12 The controls are
weighted according to the
CFCs and halons ozone de-
pletion potential. so that a
country could increase its
production of halon 1211
iwith an ODP of 3) by ten
tonnes. if it reduced its pro-
duction of halon 1301 (which
has an ODP of 10) by three
tonnes. From 1989 each
Party to the Montreal
Protocol was required to
freeze its production and
consumption of these CFCs at
1986 levels, reduce them by
20% from 1993 and by 50%
from 1998. For the halons.
each Party was required to
restrict production and con-
sumption to | 9886 leveis from
|1992. The Protocol is a com-
plex agreement. it contains

special provisions for devel-
oping countries, for countries
with low levels of production.
for countries with state run
economies, and for countries
who are members of a re-
gional economic integration
organization. There are also
provisions governing trade
with countries outside the
Protocol and for trade with
developing countries,

The Montreal Protocol
was a landmark in eaviron-
mental policy making. be-
cause it was the first interna-
tional measure designed to
prevent — on the basis of sci-
entific evidence — rather
than cure a global environ-
mental problem. Shortly after
the Protocol was adopted
scientists established beyond
reasonable doubt that CFCs
and halons, together with the
peculiar meteorological con
ditions that prevail over the
Antarctic had led to the
‘hole’'.

Both the Convention and
the Protocol are guided by
regular meetings of the
Parties. the Parties to the
Protocol meet every year and
the Parties to the Convention
meet once every three years.

The Convention focuses on
research on the ozone layer
while the Protocol imple-
ments control measures on
ozone depleting substances.

All governments are In-
vited to participate in these
meetings though only the
parties can vote. Financial as-
sistance is given to many de-
veloping countries so that
they can attend. Many non
governmental organizations
altend the meetings as ob-
SETVErS.

Achieving the goals of the
Montreal Protocol depends
on widespread co-operation
among all the nations of the
world. It is not enough that
the developed countries
which accounted, in 1986,
for 85 per cent of the con-
sumption of ozone depleting
substances participate in the
Protocol. The participation of
developing countries, which
consumed only 15 per cen is
also equally and vitally impor-
tant. CFC consumption in de-
veloping countries has been
growing at a much higher
rate than in the developed
world and could nullify the
effect of the Protocol in two
to three decades if they keep
out of the Protocol. However,
per capita CFC consumption
in Bangladesh is very much
insignificant compared to de-
veloped and most of the de-
veloping countries.

Commitment of the
(Government of

Bangladesh

Bangladesh is
commitied to the initiatives
undertaken by the interna-
tional community in protect
ing the ozone layer and to,
this end. phasing out the use

firmly

of ODSs As a developing
country. e in Article 5
of the Montreal Protocol, it
has been given a grace period
of 10 years starting from
1995 for the phase-out pro-
cess. Under the financial as
sistance of the Ozone
Multilateral Fund, an Ozone

Cell is the process of being
set up within the Department
of Environment to undertake
and monitor the ODS phase

ule is estimated at about US $
8.05 million. The benefit is a
reduction of ODS consump-
tion of about 7,500 MT ODS
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oult process both in public
and private sectors.

The objectives of the
country programme for phas-
ing out ODS use in
Bangladesh are:

# To make an analysis of
0ODS phase-oul scenarious
evolved using the reconnais
sance study. To make the
analysis more realistic the
import data of ODS in 1992
and 1993 are incorporated.

# To evolve in ODS phase-
oul strategy for the Country
Action Plan.

#* To prepare a specific
Action Plan for government
activities in this regard.

# To recommend appro
priate Government Policy
Framework and Institutional
Framework to implement the
proposed programme 1o
phase-out ODS wuse (n
Bangladesh

# To prepare project pro-
posals for achieving the ob-
jectives of phasing out of ODS
LISe.

Over the period 1986-91
on the average 230.3 metric
ton (MT) of various ODS were
imported. Of this 96.9 per

cent account for CFC-11,
CFC-12 and HCFC-22
Consumption of Me-

Chloroform. Carbon tetra-
chloride and halons consti-
tute the other 3 per cent. No
evidence has been found re-
garding the import and use of
methyl bromide as fumigating
agent in Bangladesh,

The recommended phase-
out schedule proposes a
freeze on import and con-
sumption at the 1986-1993
level (about 250 MT/Yr) by
end of 1995. Thereafter a 50
per cent reduction by 996,
60 per cent reduction by
2000, BO per cent reduction
by 2003-2005 and 100 per
cent reduction by 2006

The total cost of the rec-
ommended phase-out sched-

(low estimation being 5,500
MT] over a period of 1994-
2006,

In order to achieve the
objective of ODS use phase-
oul in compliance with the
requirements of the
Copenhagen Amendment to
the Montreal Protocol an
Action Plan has been sug-
gesied in the Country
Programme.

The regulatory measures |

proposed include a schedule
of ban on the use of ODS for
different purposes to be im-
posed at specifically given

controlled substances and
ODS using equipments. Since
such a tax will. hopefully, en-
courage substitution of ODS
in sectors where substitution
may be easily accomplished,
encourage import of ODS
conserving technology.

Major importers and some
ol the users of ODS in
Bangladesh are well informed
about the Montreal Protocol
and the efforts to substitute
0ODSs by new generation re-
irigerant. The majority of
users particularly the tech-
nicians in the service segtor,
owners of fish freezing indus-
tries and the general public
are unaware of the ozone de-
pletion problem. Infi tion
dissemination to prm.ll
personnel/technicians as
well as to the citizens of
Bangladesh about the ODS is,
therefore, essential for
bringing about ODS use
phase-out.

An information campaign
should, therefore, be
launched for creating general
awareness about ODS through
television, movie house
(cinema) and newspaper.

The ozone cell will under-
take distribution of interna-
tional and national literature,
posters etc. on ODS alterna-
tives to the ODS using indus-
tries. Industry Associations in

the respective sector is also

expected to support this ac-
tivity.

Syed A N M Wahed is
Director General, Depar-
tment of Environment, and
Ahmed Al is Director
(Technical), Department aof
Environment,

The Few Decide What

You Eat Today

by Geoff Tansey

OMEONE else proba-

bly decided what you

ale today. Yes that's
right — when you guzzled a
soft drink or opened that tin
of beans, or whatever it is
that you thought was your
choice. Think again.

Giant western food corpo-
rations, whese turnovers
dwarf the gross national
product (GNP) of many
countries, control the global
food strategy. Consumers are
at the bottom of the decision-
making process and farmers
are not much higher up.

In 1991, for example, ac-
cording to the. World Bank,
Unilever's turnover of $40
billion and Nestle's $35bn
was greater than the GNP of
110 countries.

But the economic activi-
ties, policies and bargaining .
power of these companies
cannot just be measured in
money. The decisions made
in their boardrooms can also
affect the way people live and
work right across the planet.

These transnational cor-
porations control one-third
of world food output, accord-
ing to the United Nations
1994 World Investment
Report. This means, it says,
that the world economy is
becoming increasingly sub-
Ject to internationally inte-
grated corporate strategies.

Three directors in
Unilever, for example, form a
food executive and determine
and coordinate the strategic

.| direction of that company's

food businesses worldwide.
Product teams implement
the global food strategies and
supply specialist marketing,
research and technological
know-how. How else could
Unilever's ice creams, for ex-
ample. be successfully mar-
keted across Europe,
Australia, Malaysia, Brazil, the
United States and Thailand?
In all this big money is al
stake, Producing processed
food and beverages is one of
the world's largest industries
valued at $1.5 trillion a year.
The largest share of produc-
tion, about $800 billion, is
held by companies from the
Organisation for Economic
Cooperation and
Development (OECD] nations
— the rich countries club that
includes the United States.

European Union countries
and Japan.
The 100 largest OECD-

based companies are esti-
mated to account for about
one-fifth of global preduction
of processed food and drink,
according to an OECD study.

In comparison to the big
players in the food system,
farmers are just small fry. In
industrialised countries, they
are becoming an endangered-
species as farming land be-
comes increasingly concen-
trated in larger units.

That is reflected in the
composition of the OECD
labour force — on a just
over one person in 20 works
in agriculture. In some coun-
tries, like Britain — which
once had a thriving commu-
nity of small farmers — that
figure is as low as one in 50.

In the developing world
about 60 per cent of the pop-
ulation work in agriculture,
but this ranges from around
90 per cent in parts of Africa

- and Asia to 10 to 20 per cent
date; introduction of a special |

ODS tax on the import of all |

in Latin America.

OECD farmers often find
themselves on a production
treadmill, slaves to a
timetable and a system laid
down by their suppliers and
buyers. A relatively small
number of large multinational
companies supply them with
machinery, fertilisers, pesti-
cides, fuel and increasingly,
seed as well.

Then, price-setting reg-
imes, such as the Common
Agricultural Policy in the
European Union, decide what
the producers should get for
the fruits of their labours. In
all this decision-making. with
its far-reaching consequenc-
es, farmers play a relatively
minor role.

The crop buyers also tend
to be large. Just six compa-

nies, five of them private,
dominate the grain trade and
in the US they account for 95
per cent of US corn and
wheat :

One of them, Cargill, had a
turnover of $46.6bn in 1991
and aims to double in size ev-
ery five to seven years. It has
expanded far beyond grain
trading and is also involved in
animal feeds, food processing
and meat production.

Today, however, major su-
permarket chains can also
greatly influence what is pre-
duced in the farm and fac-
tory. One British supermar- -
ket chain, for example,
sources fruit and vegetables
from over 50 countries.

It has been working for
two years to develop
Integrated Crop Management
production systems which all
its growers of fresh fruit, sal-
ads and. vegetable crops will
be required to use by 1996.

This concentration is even
happening in catering. Mass
market philosophy is deter-
mining what the caterers
have to offer, and as fast food
chains spread worldwide
they may begin to threaten
the traditional street food
vendors so important to eco-
nomic and social life in de-
veloping countries.

The big players.in the food
system are driving forward
many scientific developments
in biotechnology and infor-
mation technology which
promise to revolutionise the
food system. '

The possibilities include

genetically redesigning crops
and animals — produchﬁ ce-
reals that can r

own nitrogen fertiliser, crops
that are pest resistant or
herbicide tolerant, and ani-
mals that are genetically

engineered to produce more

Feeding the world's
growing population
IS a noble and diffi-
cult enterprise. But
that challenge is
overshadowing an-
other important is-
sue. Who has
power and control
over food today,
and how much
power_should they
have?

lean meat and less fat.

Scientific research can
give agriculture a boost. With
computer technology and de-
Lailed information about land
conditidns, for , the
application of fertiliser can
be tar much more pre-
cisely. But who will benefit
from these improvements?

This raises a Lthorny issue:
Who takes responsibility if
new products and processes,
such as those being pi-
oneered by biotechnologists,
go wrong?

For example, if pest resis-
tance introduced to a food
crop passes into weeds, they
could destroy the food crop.
That may require a rethink of
the legal status of major cor-
porations to ensure their re-
sponsibility for the social and
environmental consequences
of their actions.

The concentration of food
power challenges govern-
ments and citizens' groups to
ensure no one group gets too .
much power. This, says
George, is the major chal-
lenge facing this generation
— to try to invent some
democratic means of control-
ling the new global actors
who shape not just our food
production system. but the
rest of the economic order as
well.

This requires laws, rules,
and regulations that operate

globally as well as nationally
and locally — GEMINI NEWS

Geoff Tansey is co-author
@/ The Food System — A
Guide, Earthscan. London. -




