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Madonna's new schools pledge angers Malawi officials

Published: 23-Feb-2012 04:08PM

Superstar promises to build 10 schools after scrapping plan for girls' academy but officials say there has been no consultation

Education officials in Malawi have attacked Madonna for unveiling plans to build 10 schools in the country, a year after she was forced to scrap a project to build a girls' academy.

Madonna, who has adopted two children from the impoverished African country, announced last month that her Raising Malawi charity was teaming up with the non-profit group buildOn to create the 10 schools instead.

But John Bisika, Malawi's national secretary for education, science and technology, told the Guardian: "We have had no written or verbal communication. We just read about it in the papers. I don't understand how she can work like that. For someone to go to the papers and say, 'I'm building schools', without telling the government, I find it a strange way of working."

He added: "When will she build these schools? How will we know where these schools are needed? We need to do this in a co-ordinated manner. I wouldn't just go to the UK and start building schools.

"We need to be approached and work out where the schools are needed, based on school mapping. If she doesn't come through us, it will not happen. We can't just see people building schools. Let's do it properly."

The singer's initial plan to construct a $15m (£9.4m) school for about 400 girls just outside the capital, Lilongwe, was scrapped last year without a brick being laid. The board of Raising Malawi was fired.

Bisika said: "She told us she would build an academy for girls. We gave her land and had a ground-breaking ceremony. The next thing we hear is the plan has been abandoned. We're disappointed in the manner in which it was done. This is not the way to do things. We need to understand why. She told us she was going to establish an academy and it didn't take root, so what future is there? It is a mockery of the government."

But a spokeswoman for Madonna disputed the claim that there was a lack of consultation, showing the Guardian a letter addressed to Malawi's education minister from the Global Philanthropy Group, which manages Raising Malawi.

The letter, dated January 30, reads: "It is with great pleasure that I write to you today to inform you of Madonna's ongoing commitment to the children of Malawi and Raising Malawi's plans to partner with the organisation buildOn to construct 10 new schools in the district of Kasungu."

It adds: "As we pursue this community-based approach to school construction, Raising Malawi would like to graciously return the land in Chinkhota granted to us by the government for the original Raising Malawi Academy for Girls project."

Civil society activists in Malawi remain suspicious of Madonna's motives. The Rev MacDonald Sembereka, acting national co-ordinator of the human rights consultative committee, said: "My fear is that Madonna is using money to raise money for herself or moving the goalposts. We don't know if the new plan will be effective because we can't trust her any more.

"Will these schools be an entry point for Kabbalah [a mystical offshoot of Judaism followed by Madonna] in Malawi or places where children can practise their faith without being brainwashed? That is not clear. We are worried about what we don't know."

Undule Mwakasungula, executive director of the Centre for Human Rights Rehabilitation, which challenged Madonna's adoption of the two children, said: "We got very excited and rolled out the red carpet but I think Madonna was dishonest from the beginning. The government gave her land and moved Malawians. It's now empty. How are we going to make her accountable? Can we believe her? She has not explained why the last one failed. How can we be sure she will do what she promises? Otherwise she's just playing games with Malawians."
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The Wilson Review - what should you expect?

Published: 24-Feb-2012 03:06AM

The review into business-university collaboration is expected to champion collaboration over competition and recommend that FE colleges be allowed to validate two-year foundation degrees

Universities that promote employment experience through four-year sandwich degrees should be free to admit an unlimited number of students to those courses, a government-commissioned review is expected to say.

Other recommendations in Sir Tim Wilson's review of university-business collaboration are likely to include plans for some deregulation of the degree-awarding process, and calls for universities to address a general reputation for being unresponsive to business.

Wilson was commissioned by the government last year to come up with ways to make the UK the world leader in university-business collaboration. By studying examples at universities such as Surrey, Aston, Bath and Loughborough, the review established there was evidence that students who did one-year work placements as part of a four-year degree were more employable than those who didn't. The review was therefore expected to recommend incentives for universities to expand such programmes.

The Higher Education Funding Council for England (Hefce) will be asked to adjust the allocation of students to benefit universities that put on sandwich courses. The government has already used the distribution of places to lever other changes in the sector. It encouraged some universities to lower their fees in return for the chance to expand, and it has stimulated competition for AAB grade students with the same tactic. Ministers are understood to be keen on this latest proposal for promoting employment experience.

The review will highlight some notable examples of good collaboration between universities and business, including Coventry and Warwick Universities working together with Jaguar Land Rover, West of England and Bristol cooperating on an Enterprise Zone, and Staffordshire and Keele Universities helping to create a science park. The key to the success of these examples, the review is expected to say, is that they involve different types of universities who are aware, confident and appreciative of their own and each others' strengths and limitations.

Wilson is likely to argue for a culture change among UK universities where relentless competition gives way to the concept of collaborative advantage. Few are expected to reject this call in public, but in private many vice-chancellors may find it difficult to accept the need to be open about what their institution does and does not do well, and importantly to acknowledge that other universities have strengths they do not share.

The review is likely to recommend allowing consortia of FE colleges to validate and award two-year foundation degrees themselves without being forced to rely on a university, and for the process to be speeded up.

The two main reasons behind this are to release colleges from what some regard as a "stranglehold" where a university can and does claw back for itself the student places on the college courses it has validated; the other is to help those FE colleges with strong links to larger local businesses which have created a demand for specialised foundation degrees.

According to the Wilson inquiry, the current three-year timescale for validating these courses through universities is too long and cumbersome for the needs of business, and colleges are anxious to be allowed to do it themselves and do it more quickly.

But one person's bureaucratic burden is another's quality assurance, and advocates of this proposal are likely to face some opposition.

The review will also urge universities and senior policy makers to do more to help students appreciate the job opportunities within the SME sector and in self-employment.

This content is brought to you by *Guardian Professional. To get more articles like this direct to your inbox, sign up for free to become a member of the *Higher Education Network.
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Jewish and Muslim students can work together against prejudice | Nabil Ahmed

Published: 24-Feb-2012 02:18AM

Antisemitism and Islamophobia are still with us, but students of both faiths should reject prejudice and consider their similarities

There are more than 110,000 Jewish and Muslim students in Britain, but it's not often their shared experiences are considered. Globally, Muslim-Jewish relations are a touchy topic, with the focus on political divisions (such as Palestine-Israel), and an assumption of historical enmity. I have felt this cold, polarising air from both communities, whose leaders seem unwilling to address it.

But born and raised in Alwoodley, Leeds, I grew up with more Jewish than Muslim friends, and realised our startling similarities. The National Jewish Student Survey in 2011 showed the day-to-day issues facing Jewish students. In the main these concerned passing exams and finding a job, but Judaism also played a strong role in encouraging them to support and give to ethical causes. Two out of five had experienced an antisemitic incident in the last year, although just 4% were "very worried" about antisemitism at university.

The Greater London Authority research into the experiences of Muslim students in 2009 suggested a similar experience, both of Islamophobia and of getting the best out of life on campus. Muslim students are engaging in social activism and are concerned about welfare needs, but have the same day-to-day concerns as other students. In summary, young Muslims and Jews want to enjoy their university years, get good jobs and make a difference.

But in 2012, there are troubled waters ahead. Internationally there is the threat of a war with Iran, which could stoke inter-community tensions – and antisemitism and Islamophobia have not gone away. January saw a vile Nazi-themed drinking game, on a ski trip organised by the LSE athletics union, which was rightly condemned. Also at LSE there was the Islamophobic harassment of a Muslim student after religious sensitivities were provoked by the Atheist Secular and Humanist Society and in Stoke – a place where Muslim students have been harassed by the BNP – an ex-soldier, Simon Beech, was recently convicted of setting fire to a mosque.

The very existence of Holocaust denial in Britain beggars belief (Mehdi Hasan wrote decisively recently about his shame of some Muslim attitudes) and I have challenged first-hand a tiny minority of people from different backgrounds who think antisemitism "is not real" and casually speak of Jewish conspiracy theories. The chief rabbi, Jonathan Sacks, was right to question, ahead of Holocaust Memorial Day this year, if humanity had learned its lesson.

Wise leadership with sincerity and courage is needed and although there is no simple solution there are three actions I believe are necessary.

The first is education. More religious leaders from both sides should be clear that our scriptural sources decry antisemitism and Islamophobia, and practise the love found in both traditions. We must remember the co-operation of the "Golden Age", which lasted 1,000 years, and which saw Muslims, Jews and Christians building a civilisation together which laid the basis for the science we know today. This period produced figures including the Muslim Averroes whose ideas, via Thomas Aquinas, found currency in Christian theology – and the Jewish Maimonides, a revered polymath and eventual physician for Saladin the Magnificent, who ushered in a period of peace and prosperity for adherents of all faiths in the Holy Land.

The second is that students have an important role in creating a new relationship which emphasises listening, fights simplistic stereotypes and focuses on our similarities. Students should rise above ugly debates and not lash out at each other, by discussing issues maturely. This is why we support the NUS's Project on Hate Speech.

A Palestinian student street theatre was attacked at LSE by pro-Israel protesters this week. Campaigning on Palestine and Israel on campus must continue but should respect the right to free expression – and it should target issues, never people. And campaigning against Israel should not be equated with antisemitism.

Finally, the government should not divide young Muslims and Jews. Nick Clegg's comments attacking the Federation of Student Islamic Societies at a Jewish community event, in Manchester in November, were unhelpful. Similarly David Cameron was right to condemn antisemitism, but wrong to refuse to back his Conservative co-chairman Lady Warsi, who courageously reflected that anti-Muslim prejudice had "passed the dinner table test". Worryingly, recent research titled Cold War on British Muslims exposed how two neoconservative thinktanks which have advised the Tory party were responsible for fuelling anti-Muslim hatred.

Reconciliation is a road paved with love, respect and forgiveness. I am sure to be criticised from all angles – perhaps for somehow attacking Zionists, or perhaps for being hateful on my "own people" – but we must break free of the prejudices that have plagued us for too long. Last year we commemorated how Albanian Muslims during the Holocaust protected their Jewish brothers and sisters against the Nazis. This is a moving story, but we should not see it through the prism of Muslims and Jews, but as a story of human beings who were opposed to injustice. Many students on the ground are working for good – our civic and political leadership must have the courage to do the same.
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Science communication goes viral | Anna Perman

Published: 23-Feb-2012 06:29AM

A project to encapsulate the work of a science lab and make it accessible succeeded beyond its creators' wildest expectations

When you create something and send it out into the big wide world, sometimes it has an impact that you could never expect. I'll guess that when Tim Berners-Lee invented the web, he wasn't planning for it to become a worldwide repository of amusingly captioned photographs of cats. But it's lovely when something you created has exactly the impact you wanted it to.

This week, a video made by myself and three friends from the science communications masters course at Imperial College went viral. Not "Fenton the dog" viral, but trending on YouTube (316,000 hits and counting), a spot on CBS News blog, in the Sun newspaper and a teeny-tiny snippet in the Guardian's own G2 (too tiny even for a link). The video shows us recreating Seven Nation Army by the White Stripes, using as our instruments the tools lying around in a lab at Imperial, and some "creative" editing techniques.

We did this to communicate science. And it seems to have worked.

A year ago, the four of us started working with the research group at Imperial's Blast lab (now part of the Royal British Legion Centre for Blast Injury Studies) to make a multimedia blog for the PLoS blog network about their work. It wasn't an easy journey. The lab includes military personnel, has links to the ministry of defence and works with human tissue, so getting permission to film and write about their research was no mean feat.

But group leader Dr Adam Hill was so keen on the project, we managed to find a way round those obstacles. And it was worth it, because the group's research is fascinating, and the team themselves are an incredible bunch of people, brimming with energy and ideas.

At the time, the team were focusing on recreating what happens when an army truck rolls over an IED (improvised explosive device), to investigate the effect of the explosion on cells, tissues and whole limbs. They spent hours setting up equipment to create a huge explosion lasting mere seconds, and then spent further hours analysing the results.

In our film we tried to convey the entire experience of science, from the tedium of sitting with a lab book, to the excitement of their explosive experiments.

We also wanted to get people to think about the lab environment not as somewhere scary and alien, but somewhere accessible, and most importantly, somewhere fun to work.

This particular video was to show the variety of people who must work harmoniously to conduct a piece of scientific research. Just like a band in which a group with different talents create something more than the sum of its parts, a research group like Blast contains a diversity of doctors, mechanical engineers and biophysicists.

We wanted to show that an amazing finding could be the product of a group of people with diverse skills working together. Collaborations like this always work better if those people are having fun, sharing ideas and being creative, and that is what the video was all about.

One thing it wasn't about was making money, and it is a weird side-effect of a video going viral that people start to suggest you should try to profit financially. That was never our intention when we created the blog, and while all four of us wouldn't mind the money, none of us feels all that comfortable earning anything from it.

For us (after the initial ego-boost), the most rewarding thing about the widespread enthusiasm for our video has been seeing bloggers using it as an opportunity to tell readers about the lab's research.

And that was kind of the point of the whole thing.

Find out more about our experience at The Student Blog. Working with Anna Perman were Ben Good, David Robertson and __Lizzie Crouch


	People in science

	Science

	YouTube

	Careers



Anna Perman

guardian.co.uk © 2012 Guardian News and Media Limited or its affiliated companies. All rights reserved. | Use of this content is subject to our Terms & Conditions | More Feeds


[Science communication goes viral | Anna Perman] [Education news, comment and analysis | guardian.co.uk] 


Football news, match reports and fixtures | guardian.co.uk

Published: 24-Feb-2012 06:00PM

Latest news and features from guardian.co.uk, the world's leading liberal voice.




	Wolves appoint caretaker Connor until end of the season



	Anzhi in talks over Samba signing



	'We mustn't feel sorry for ourselves'



	The Joy of Six: League Cup final upsets | Scott Murray





[Football news, match reports and fixtures | guardian.co.uk]


Wolves appoint caretaker Connor until end of the season

Published: 24-Feb-2012 03:34AM

• Mick McCarthy's former assistant will lead relegation battle

• Wolves turn to Connor after big names snub job

The managerial fiasco at Wolverhampton Wanderers took another twist on Friday morning when Terry Connor was given the job until the end of the season.

Connor, who was Mick McCarthy's former assistant, has taken the position on a caretaker basis for the final 13 Premier League matches, starting with Saturday's trip to Newcastle United.

"Since we made the difficult decision to part company with Mick, we have been through a diligent process of assessing potential candidates," Steve Morgan, the club chairman, said. "Having spoken to a number of people we have drawn that process to a close and myself and the board are unanimous that Terry is the right man to lead the club for the remainder of the season.

"This is a decisive step, which creates certainty, and the players are fully behind it."

The move raises further questions about the decision to sack Mick McCarthy at the start of last week, following the 5-1 defeat at home against West Bromwich Albion. Wolves have struggled to find a replacement for McCarthy during a protracted process that during which Alan Curbishley, Brian McDermott and Walter Smith have turned them down. Steve Bruce and Dave Jones would both be keen to take over but they appear to have been overlooked.

Connor joined Wolves in 1999, when he was appointed reserve-team manager. He became McCarthy's assistant at the start of the 2008-09 campaign.

On Thursday he said: "They want to appoint a new manager and I'm just looking after things until decisions have been made. The club have asked me to look after it until Saturday.

"They have to make the right decision. Just because something doesn't happen in one day as the fans would like, it doesn't mean they should rush into something they may regret later down the line."

The former Wolves defender Joleon Lescott gave his backing to the 49-year-old Connor this week, saying: "TC is one of the most influential coaches I have worked with. I owe him a lot. There are many other things he told me at the time that I maybe didn't realise immediately but then, as I developed in my career, started to work really well.

"He's a proper football man, and probably one of the most knowledgeable about the game that there is around and helped to develop people like Matt Jarvis and Michael Kightly."

Lescott, now at Manchester City, added: "TC had a lot of respect from the players at the time when I was there and I am sure that will be the same from the lads who are at Wolves now. He was always such a focused and determined person and everything was so well organised that, if he is in charge of Wolves on Saturday, they will certainly be well prepared."
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Anzhi in talks over Samba signing

Published: 24-Feb-2012 03:43AM

• Dagestan club keen on transfer-listed Rovers defender

• Russian transfer window does not close until later on Friday

Blackburn Rovers are in talks with Anzhi Makhachkala over the possible transfer of the defender Chris Samba.

The 27-year-old made a transfer request in January but remained at Ewood Park after the winter window closed when a possible move to QPR or Tottenham Hotspur failed to materialise.

However, the transfer window in Russia does not close until later on Friday and it is understood Anzhi, who recently appointed Guus Hiddink as their coach, are in negotiations to add Samba to their growing list of stars.

The Rovers assistant manager, Eric Black, suggested a deal was close to being completed although he would not confirm the identity of the club involved. "I think negotiations are ongoing at the moment," he said. "I don't really know the details and I'm not really in a position to comment further on that, but negotiations are ongoing."

Asked whether those negotiations were with Anzhi, Black added: "I'm not really aware to be honest. I've only heard bits and pieces, but I know the manager is speaking as we speak and hopefully there will be an outcome soon."

Anzhi, funded by the billionaire Suleyman Kerimov, have made a number of notable signings of late. Their squad already boasts the Cameroon striker Samuel Eto'o, the Russia international Yuri Zhirkov and the former Brazil defender Roberto Carlos, while they have also been linked with a number of other high-profile players.

Should Samba, who has not played since the start of January, join their number, Black backed the rest of the Rovers squad to cope. "He hasn't played for a few weeks and our performances have been exceptional," Black said. "Obviously there was a blip at Arsenal [a 7-1 defeat], but again, you look at the performances against Newcastle, Fulham and QPR and the guys that have been in there have done exceptionally well."
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'We mustn't feel sorry for ourselves'

Published: 24-Feb-2012 08:36AM

• Arsenal manager says derby is a chance to show character

• 'It is important to show faith in players and stick with them'

Arsène Wenger insists it would be "criminal" for Arsenal to feel sorry for themselves ahead of Sunday's north London derby against Tottenham at the Emirates Stadium.

The Gunners have taken a battering in the past 10 days, slumping to a 4-0 defeat in Milan which all but ended their Champions League hopes before then crashing out of the FA Cup at Sunderland.

By contrast, Spurs are flying high under Harry Redknapp, are currently 10 points ahead of their rivals in third place and face a home replay with Stevenage to make it through to the quarter-finals of the FA Cup.

Wenger, though, insists now is not the time for self-pity as his squad look for a response to keep themselves in the top four ahead of Chelsea.

"No matter what we say at the moment it will be printed in a negative way. It is up to us to transform that into a positive way," the Arsenal manager said. "You can't complain. We are in a fantastic job and we have a big game in front of us – to feel sorry for ourselves would be criminal.

"We have a good opportunity to show that we have character, that we have the mental qualities to play for this club and let's go for it.

"When you are in our situation at the moment, it is important you show faith in your players and stick with them.

"We live in a world where everybody is positive when it goes well, but life is not only ups, it is ups and down, successful lives are how people respond when you are down."

Emmanuel Petit and David O'Leary have weighed in with their thoughts on the current Arsenal situation, and the former manager George Graham has suggested Wenger needs to overhaul his squad radically in the summer.

The Frenchman, though, is not about to be drawn into a war of words. "I do not need to respond to every single opinion. Everyone has the right to have an opinion, it does not mean they are right," he said.

"Overall, I believe you can understand everyone has an opinion because they care about the club and they want it do well. It is down to us to make sure that we do well."

While Spurs fans may be revelling in their status as London's current leading club, Wenger will reserve his judgment until May. "You judge at the end of the season," he said. "The only thing you can say is that in the last 15 years Spurs have finished behind Arsenal.

"Tottenham are doing well and we are on a good run in the championship so it will be a good game. Every game is massive now until the end of the season, but it is exciting. What is terrible is to play a game of no importance. What is important is that we enjoy it and come out with a good performance."


	Arsène Wenger

	Arsenal



guardian.co.uk © 2012 Guardian News and Media Limited or its affiliated companies. All rights reserved. | Use of this content is subject to our Terms & Conditions | More Feeds


['We mustn't feel sorry for ourselves'] [Football news, match reports and fixtures | guardian.co.uk] 


The Joy of Six: League Cup final upsets | Scott Murray

Published: 24-Feb-2012 05:32AM

Birmingham shocked Arsenal; can Cardiff do the same to Liverpool? Eyebrow raising is what this cup is all about …

1) Queens Park Rangers 3-2 West Bromwich Albion (1967)

It's almost as though the big boys sensed the League Cup was going to be trouble from the off. Only 46 of the Football League's 92 member clubs bothered to enter the first staging of the trophy in 1960. That meant no Tottenham Hotspur, who were too busy securing the Double, no 1959 champions Wolves, no Arsenal, no Liverpool. Mind you, the field wasn't as threadbare as legend has it: reigning champions Burnley, Everton and Manchester United all competed (the latter generously so, some might say, seeing as league supremo Alan Hardaker, who had started the competition in a vain attempt to deflect interest away from the new midweek continental trophies, had gone to such lengths to refuse a post-Munich United honorary entry into the 1958-59 European Cup, the xenophobic buffoon).

However, the cup would soon be christened Hardaker's Folly, and not for nothing either, as its early years were notable for a signal lack of enthusiasm from the top sides, who all took turns to opt out, and a resulting lack of glamour. This did mean several smaller clubs had their chance to spend a bit of time in the sun. In the first final – staged at the start of the 1960-61 season – Joe Mercer's Aston Villa lifted the trophy, but only after coming back from a 2-0 first-leg deficit against second-division Rotherham United in the two-legged final. The second final was won by Norwich City, of the second tier, who saw off Rochdale, of the fourth.

The following four finals were dominated by teams from the Midlands – Birmingham City, Leicester and West Brom with a win each, only Chelsea taking the strange three-handled pot down south – but while the quality of the finalists improved, the levels of interest did not. So, to encourage the big clubs to join in, the Football League took action: from 1967 onwards, the final would be a one-off Wembley affair, with the winners – cue the sound of Hardaker shoving his sorry tail between his legs – qualifying for the Fairs Cup, the predecessor of what is now the Europa League.

Though Everton and Liverpool still didn't have the taste for it initially, the plan worked. Up to a point. While most clubs threw their names into the hat, the first Wembley final was contested by a team from the Third Division, with Alec Stock's QPR facing the top-tier holders West Bromwich Albion. The Baggies were expected to win with ease and at half-time were two goals up thanks to Clive Clark's double. Their period of ascendency would last 15 minutes into the second half, too. "For an hour, West Bromwich were consciously and obviously the senior side," wrote John Arlott in the Observer (the final was played on a Saturday until 1985). "[They were] harder, faster, more resourceful, better organised and fitter. In this period they scored two goals and created, and almost arrogantly neglected, the opportunities of half a dozen more. Even so, they had nothing more to do than maintain defensive tidiness to retain the cup they won last year. Then, quite inexplicably, they lost belief in themselves."

In front of a 100,000 crowd, staffed mainly by Rangers fans, the minnows began to turn it on. Roger Morgan headed home after 63 minutes. Then the 23-year-old Rodney Marsh dropped a shoulder and clipped an effort in off the post after 75. Having come back from the dead – and your script editor would have a serious word with you if you wrote this into your sitcom – Lazarus (Mark) notched the winner with nine minutes to go.

Rangers had become the first ever third-tier team to win a major trophy in England. Sure enough, although they won promotion to the Second Division that season, QPR's lack of top-flight status saw them banned by Uefa from the Fairs Cup they had just earned entry into. And with that, Alan's tail proudly popped back out!

2) Swindon Town 3-1 Arsenal (aet; 1969)

Now then: ask a crowd to cite Arsenal's sorriest capitulation in a League Cup final and most will either come up with last year's egregious shambles against Birmingham City, or the collective loss of nerve by George Graham's side in 1988 against Luton Town, for which poor Gus Caesar copped all the blame for Nigel Winterburn inexcusably messing about (and missing a penalty, having put himself forward in place of the regular taker). Fair shouts both, but at least those two defeats came at the hands of fellow top-tier teams. Not so this one, often forgotten these days, though not in Wiltshire and its immediate environs we'll be bound.

Two years after QPR's stunning win over West Brom, Swindon Town became the second Third Division team to win a major English trophy. They did so by giving Bertie Mee's emerging Arsenal side a belt in the mouth. The Gunners had lost narrowly in the final to Leeds United the season before, so everyone in their team, save Bobby Gould and Bob Wilson, had Wembley experience. Swindon, on the other hand, were big-game parvenus. They were dedicated to innocent all-out attack, but Arsenal were famous for – and yes, kids, this once was true – their mean defence. The big boys were almost certain to prevail.

It didn't work out like that. "This snippet coming off the news tapes struck first disbelief," reported the Guardian, "then a sense of shock and horror into Arsenal supporters, who range the world. But they can only sense the bitterness, the near humiliation of it all … Swindon outstayed them when every man's muscles screamed for relief, out-thought them … and, most damning of all, outplayed them." Town should have won in normal time, Roger Smart capitalising on a series of slapstick errors by Arsenal on 35 minutes, Gould equalising for the favourites four minutes from the end. But in extra time, on a quagmire churned up by the Horse of the Year show, Don Rogers scored twice, the pièce de résistance coming as he sashayed over the rutted turf to finish off a pitch-length ramble.

Sure enough, Swindon weren't allowed into the Fairs Cup either, but by way of compensation they were handed a place in a brand-new competition set up just for them: the Anglo-Italian League Cup. They played Coppa Italia winners Roma – including one Fabio Capello – and after losing 2-1 in Rome, won 4-0 at the County Ground to lift the trophy. Everyone was so happy at how things went that the first Anglo-Italian Cup was held the following season. Swindon made the final, where they faced Napoli at the Stadio San Paolo. Swindon, having gone 3-0 up just after the hour mark, were awarded the trophy after the game was abandoned, the home fans dispatching bottles, stones and bits of the stadium infrastructure on to the pitch.

3) Stoke City 2-1 Chelsea (1972)

Stoke City were 109 years old in 1972. Their trophy cabinet was full, but only of 109 years' worth of dust. They'd won nowt. And they weren't expected to win the 1972 League Cup final, either; their opponents, Dave Sexton's Chelsea, had two recent successes to their name: the 1970 FA Cup against Leeds United and the 1971 Cup Winners' Cup against Real Madrid. "Experience of what the Americans call 'the big time' suggests that Chelsea will have at least one major advantage this afternoon at Wembley," reasoned the man from the Guardian on the morning of the match. "All Chelsea's forwards are more skilful ball players than on the opposite side, with the possible exception of the ageless Eastham."

The ageless George Eastham, 35, had been something of a nearly man. He joined Newcastle United in 1956, a year after the club had won their last domestic trophy to date. He fell out with the club over the slum house they provided him with – Newcastle argued that the crumbling property was good enough, having been "once occupied by the famous Jackie Milburn" – and effectively went on strike, selling cork in Guildford before being transferred against his will to Arsenal. Eastham took Arsenal to court, winning a landmark case that drastically changed the old retain-and-transfer system that had made near-slaves of players – but won no money, the judge ticking him off for refusing to play while flogging his cork. Eastham's time at Arsenal was personally successful, but coincided with the club's drift into mediocrity. He left for Stoke in 1966, just after England won the World Cup. Eastham had been in the squad, but didn't play a single minute of the tournament.

His bread had always fallen jam side down, but now Eastham would have his day. Chelsea started strongly, but Stoke hit on the break and – the more things change, the more they stay the same – set up the opening goal with a long throw. Captain Peter Dobing flung one into the area from the left, Peter Bonetti's punch fell to Eastham, who sent the ball back into the mixer. After a brief scramble, Terry Conroy steered a header into the net from 12 yards.

Chelsea equalised with the last action of the first half, Peter Osgood chesting down and sweeping home, and enjoyed the bulk of the play in the second period, Charlie Cooke and Alan Hudson in control, Gordon Banks forced to make several crucial saves. But on 73 minutes, Jimmy Greenhoff forced Bonetti to make a diving save, the loose ball being prodded home by Eastham. Stoke held out, and finally – finally – a trophy was theirs.

"The hugging and dancing among officials and players on the field, like the sustained warmth of the reaction to the lap of honour from the thousands waving red-and-white banners on the stands and terraces, gave the impression of a family celebration," wrote Hugh McIlvanney in the Observer. "It was all the more enjoyable in a family that has known deprivation for so long."

4) Wolverhampton Wanderers 1-0 Nottingham Forest (1980)

In 1886, Blackburn Rovers completed a hat-trick of consecutive FA Cup victories, matching the feat of the London club Wanderers in 1878. Nearly 100 years after Blackburn's feat, Brian Clough's Nottingham Forest looked set to become only the third English side to retain a major cup not just once but twice. They had beaten Liverpool in 1978, then Southampton in 1979, and were hot favourites to put away John Barnwell's Wolverhampton Wanderers in 1980. Forest, like Wolves, were faffing around in the upper-mid section of the First Division table – but they were also the reigning European champions.

Forest had put out league champions Liverpool in the semi-final, Wolves only needing to dispatch Swindon. "Given Forest's experience at Wembley and remembering their performances against Liverpool, it is hard to argue against another success for Clough's team," predicted the Guardian, mirroring the general mood.

But Forest heads were not in an ideal place. They had put down plans to build a new stand at the City Ground for £2.5m, and needed to stay in Europe to finance it. Having just lost the first leg of their European Cup quarter-final at home to Dynamo Berlin, the pressure was on. Winning the League Cup would at least guarantee them a spot in the Uefa Cup. Although what was worrying Clough was more basic: Wolves had booked Forest's lucky London hotel, forcing the team to stay elsewhere before the final.

Clough attempted to annoy Wolves by sending the players' wives and children to the Wolves hotel on the morning of the match, ostensibly for lunch, but mainly to make noise and annoy. A classic Clough ploy, but it didn't work. Peter Shilton and stand-in centre-back David Needham confused each other underneath a long ball, and Andy Gray sauntered in to roll home perhaps the most ludicrous winning goal in the history of all tournament football. The final, reported David Lacey in this paper, had been "little more than a series of clinches and was settled only when a banana skin had been thrown into the ring".

The paper talked of Clough's and Forest's backs being "against the wall", with the big bill for their new stand, and some team rebuilding on top, having been compromised by there being "probably no European football next season". While Wolves were mugging Forest, Dynamo Berlin were in East Germany winning 10-0. Once again, though, Clough had the answer. Forest flew off to Berlin and went 3-0 up within 39 minutes, setting up a 3-1 win and going on to win a second European Cup. Forest, and Clough, would still be destined to spend most of the 1980s scrimping and saving, but there was more glory to enjoy before reality set in.

5) Oxford United 3-0 Queens Park Rangers (1986)

QPR booked their place at Wembley by beating Liverpool, denying Kenny Dalglish's side the chance to seal the first leg of a domestic treble that has still never been completed. As it was for the Reds, a Double would have to suffice. Meanwhile it looked as if Jim Smith's Rangers would win their second League Cup, as in the final they'd only have to do away with relegation-haunted Oxford United, the newly promoted minnows Smith had left the previous summer.

Oxford were an entertaining side – by this point in the season, they had scored a single goal fewer than title-chasing West Ham United, with John Aldridge having 21 to his name – but their defence was a tatty disgrace. "The leaks have never been plugged satisfactorily," reported the Guardian, "and this is the main reason for believing that QPR will win what could be a high-scoring final."

It would be high scoring all right, but not quite in the way everyone thought. (As well as beating Liverpool in the semi, QPR were unbeaten in eight matches, while Oxford had been on a barren run since doing for Aston Villa in the semi of the cup. This paper noted "a tendency to pass the buck when it comes to shooting, which is always a sign of a side lacking confidence".)

Form, eh? "The 1986 Milk Cup final followed the widely predicted pattern but with one important difference," reported David Lacey. "Oxford United, not Queens Park Rangers, produced the imaginative football and the incisive finishing." The opening exchanges were dire, but on the half-hour Steve Wicks denied Aldridge a scoring opportunity with a last-ditch challenge. It would be a brief respite. Nine minutes later, Trevor Hebberd scored from a tight angle. Just after half-time, Hebberd and Ray Houghton put together a bit of Thames Valley tiki-taka to set the latter up for a second. With the game dying out, and Rangers a beaten team, Jeremy Charles added a third (which Aldridge should have earlier managed himself, having missed an open goal).

It was the biggest win in a one-match League Cup final, a record that stood until Manchester United tore Wigan Athletic apart in 2006. "We just froze," shivered Smith, whose replacement at Oxford, Maurice Evans, sent the club's 72-year-old trainer Ken Fish up to collect his winner's medal, a reward for his 23 years of service. "He deserves it," said Evans. Malcolm Shotton's reward for captaining the side was a bear hug from the club owner and pension swindler Robert Maxwell. Oxford got to keep the Milk Cup, with Littlewoods taking over as sponsor the following year.

6) Sheffield Wednesday 1-0 Manchester United (1991)

This was the last season to date that Manchester United were an average league side; never in the title race, they finished sixth in the First Division. But there were signs of a great team emerging. They'd become a crack cup side, having won the FA Cup the year before and – at the time of this League Cup final – effectively reached the final of the Cup Winners' Cup, coming off the back of a 3-1 win at Legia Warsaw. "Add together United's cup results since they lost 3-0 at home to Tottenham in the Littlewoods Cup 18 months ago," noted David Lacey just before the final, "and you have the sort of record that would go a long way towards winning a championship: played 26, won 21, draws 4, lost 1."

The run to Wembley was also notable, as it had been one of the club's great cup campaigns. They'd beaten reigning league champions Liverpool, a solid 3-1 thumping of a team who had won 13 of their previous 14 matches, then skelped Arsenal 6-2 at Highbury, a preposterous result given that George Graham's side hardly conceded a goal all season. After seeing off a resolute Southampton side, they beat arch-rivals Leeds United – another club on the rise – home and away in the semi-final. Lee Sharpe, who had terrorised Arsenal and was enjoying the season of his life, scored a late winner at Elland Road, so late that it confused ITV's touchline man Gary Newbon into asking goalkeeper Les Sealey if he was happy with the 0-0. "We won 1-0, mate," replied Sealey. Good old ITV.

United's opponents Wednesday were in the Second Division, although two-thirds of the way through a successful push for promotion, after being somewhat strangely relegated the previous season. The Guardian cast them as the "proletariat" to United's "aristocrats", and while a nod was made to Wednesday's "potential match-winners" in David Hirst, Paul Williams and John Sheridan, it was also noted that their defence "is not quick, and United have developed an impressive momentum … so there is every chance that Bryan Robson will be receiving the League Cup from someone named Tracy, Rumbelows's employee of the year and not a character invented by Keith Waterhouse".

Ron Atkinson's side had other ideas, though. The in-form Sharpe was considered the main threat, but he was snuffed out by Roland Nilsson. United's midfield of Neil Webb, Paul Ince and Robson had never lost when all picked together, but Sir Alex Ferguson would later bemoan his decision to omit Mike Phelan, with the trio never quite getting on top. The potential match-winner Sheridan – a boyhood United fan – became the actual match-winner, lashing home a classy half-volley just before half-time. United came back at Wednesday, but never quite clicked, although their former keeper Chris Turner, now an Owl, was required to make a couple of crucial stops. United's most memorable performance came from goalkeeper Sealey, who stopped just short of clocking his ageing physio Jim McGregor, the old boy having quite reasonably suggested the keeper come off, having sustained a bone-deep gash on his knee on 77 minutes. (Sealey triumphed in the debate, and played out the rest of the game in searing pain. He returned, three and a half weeks later, to take his place in United's victorious Cup Winners' Cup side, albeit on one leg.)

Big Ron had outsmarted his usurper – here he is, and will you look at those aviators – and would do so again with Aston Villa in 1994. He enjoyed his revenge on the club who had sacked him in 1986. "We played with a lot of composure. I didn't feel United were in control, they just had pressure spells." Ferguson, naturally, didn't agree with the analysis that Wednesday deserved their win. "I read the critics saying Wednesday were the better team, but that's nonsense. They were never in the game. It was just the press pandering to Ron Atkinson. They just liked the line of a former manager beating his successor."

Wednesday remain the last second-tier side to win one of the two major English cups. Twenty-one years down the line, we're overdue another seismic cup shock. Will it come this season? Over to the "aristocrats" of Liverpool and the promotion-chasing "proletariat" of Cardiff City …
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Does your brain produce new cells?

Published: 24-Feb-2012 02:03AM

A sceptical view of human adult neurogenesis

Here's the original draft of a feature article I wrote for New Scientist, about adult neurogenesis in the human brain. You'll need to register in order to read the magazine version, but registration is free and only takes a minute. 

Neurogenesis refers to the production of new nerve cells. Everyone wants to believe the human brain continues to produce new cells throughout life, but as you'll see from the article, the evidence for this is thin on the ground, and several prominent researchers are very sceptical about it.





I'm sitting at a long lab bench in the MRC Centre for Developmental Neurobiology, peering down a microscope at the hindbrain of a three-day-old chicken embryo. Earlier, the egg had been injected with bromodeoxyuridine (BrdU), a compound whose structure resembles that of thymidine, one of the four main components of DNA, and which is incorporated into newly-synthesized DNA.

The embryo was then removed, the hindbrain dissected and treated with an antibody that binds BrdU. Now, split along the top and splayed onto a glass slide, it appears subdivided into eight compartments, each revealing its newborn cells with their DNA stained dark brown.

Andrew Lumsden, the centre's director, explains that each segment expresses a unique combination of patterning genes and that the segment boundaries restrict the movements of immature cells. Neurons in each segment acquire a unique identity – those born in the front segment coalesce to form the nucleus of the fifth cranial nerve, while those further back form other cranial nerves.

At this developmental stage, the nervous system is a hollow tube running along the embryo's back. Its walls contain wedge-shaped cells that divide near the inner surface to produce neurons that migrate outwards. This occurs at different rates along the tube, producing three bulges at one end, which eventually form the brain. Successive waves of migrating cells populate the developing brain to give the cortex its characteristic layered appearance. Upon arrival at their destination, they differentiate into the brain's three main cell types – neurons, astrocytes and oligodendrocytes – then sprout connecting branches to form functional tissue.

Fountain of eternal youth?

For much of the past century, it was thought that the production of new neurons – neurogenesis – was restricted to embryonic development. "Once development was ended," wrote Santiago Ramón y Cajal, the father of modern neuroscience, "the founts of growth… dried up irrevocably. In the adult, the nerve paths are… immutable. Everything may die, nothing may be regenerated." 

This became the central dogma of neuroscience, but the view began to change in the 1980s, when Fernando Nottebohm of Rockefeller University published the first clear evidence of adult neurogenesis in the vertebrate brain. Nottebohm showed that the adult canary brain undergoes seasonal changes in size. Males sing to serenade females, but the song-producing brain regions decrease dramatically in size after breeding season. The following spring, they are regenerated by neurogenesis so the male can learn new songs. 

In fact, Joseph Altman of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology had reported evidence of adult neurogenesis in the 1960s, in the hippocampus of adult rats and guinea pigs and cortex of cats, but his work was ignored and then ridiculed. "Altman started the idea of adult neurogenesis, but his data weren't convincing," says Nottebohm. "Our results showed, beyond reasonable doubt, that neurons are born in adulthood and incorporated into existing circuits. They brought to an end most resistance against the idea."

Evidence of adult neurogenesis in mammals quickly followed. In 1992, Samuel Weiss and Brent Reynolds of the University of Calgary isolated neural stem cells from the brains of adult mice and showed that they can generate neurons and astrocytes when grown in a Petri dish. This was confirmed by Fred Gage of the Salk Institute. In collaboration with various colleagues, Gage also showed that exercise and environmental enrichment increase the rate of adult neurogenesis, and that the number of new cells produced declines with age. Thousands of studies have now been published, and it is widely accepted that the adult mouse brain continues to produce new neurons. 

In all mammalian embryos, neurogenesis occurs along the entire length of the neural tube. In adults, the tube's hollow cavity has transformed into the brain ventricles, which are filled with cerebrospinal fluid, and neurogenesis is restricted to two brain regions, each containing a niche of different types of stem cells. 

The larger niche, in the walls of the C-shaped lateral ventricles, produces immature neurons that migrate in chains within the rostral migratory stream (RMS) to the olfactory bulb. Some differentiate into mature neurons that integrate into local circuits and participate in the processing of smell information. The other produces cells that integrate into the dentate gyrus of the hippocampus and play important roles in learning and memory. Exactly how new cells participate in information processing remains unclear. They may replace dying cells, or could be added to existing circuits to provide additional information processing capabilities. 

Other regions of the lateral ventricles contain dormant stem cells, which can be activated following brain injury to produce new cells that migrate to the injury site.

From mice to monkeys and men

In the late 1990s, Elizabeth Gould of Princeton University reported evidence of adult neurogenesis in the monkey hippocampus, and showed that stress decreases stem cell division in the dentate gyrus. The monkey brain is much bigger than that of rodents, however, and the process is protracted. Fewer cells are produced, they migrate larger distances and take longer to mature. According to one recent study by researchers from the University of Illinois, new cells in the macaque dentate gyrus take at least six months to mature fully. 



Adult neurogenesis is implicated in depression and Alzheimer's disease, both of which involve hippocampal shrinkage. The anti-depressants Prozac and imipramine stimulate hippocampal neurogenesis in adult mice and some of their effects depend on the new cells. They also make immature hippocampal cells derived from human embryos divide in the Petri dish. 

It is now taken for granted that adult neurogenesis occurs in humans, and the idea has revolutionized the way we think about the brain. It is widely believed that physical and mental exercise can stimulate hippocampal neurogenesis that offsets age-related cognitive decline and may protect against depression and Alzheimer's. "Everyone wants to believe that functional neurogenesis happens in adult humans," says Lumsden. "Everyone wants to believe that we can repair damaged brains, but there's precious little evidence for it."

The biggest sceptic is Pasko Rakic, who revealed how newborn cells migrate in the developing brain in a series of classic experiments performed in the early 1970s. Rakic injected macaque monkey fetuses with radioactive thymidine and sliced their brains into hundreds of ultra-thin sections. He identified migrating neurons by their newly-synthesized, radioactive DNA and painstakingly reconstructed the sections, to show that the cells climb onto elongated cells called radial glia, which span the thickness of the tube to contact its inner and outer surfaces and they then crawl, amoeba-like, along the radial glial fibres to the outer surface. His hand-drawn diagrams depicting the process appear in textbooks to this day.

Now chairman of Yale's neurobiology department and director of the Kavli Institute for Neuroscience, Rakic casts a long shadow, and has been extremely critical of some of the adult neurogenesis research. He points out that BrdU can induce cell division, and also labels dying cells, which synthesize DNA just before they die, so cannot give accurate counts of newborn cells in adult brain tissue. This can be overcome by double staining with other antibodies, to verify that BrdU-labelled cells are indeed dividing.

Rakic has published evidence both for and against adult neurogenesis in macaques. He estimates that neurons added to the adult human hippocampus take a year to mature, and argues that anti-depressants cannot work by stimulating neurogenesis because their effects take about a month to kick in. 

"Rakic was reasonable in demanding higher levels of proof," says Nottebohm, "but he railed against adult neurogenesis so aggressively that to many it struck as a defence of the old dogma. As a participant in the battles, I found him too negative and not particularly perceptive. His own work used animals housed under conditions that inhibit the formation and survival of new neurons." 

Nottebohm and others say that Rakic has held back adult neurogenesis research, but according to Gage, he has been "an important driver for making the field more rigorous. He challenges the weakness in their work and it's up to researchers in the field to address them." But Gage notes that immature neurons derived from mouse stem cells are more active than their mature counterparts, so an extended maturation period may actually be beneficial. "I'm not surprised that maturation would take longer in humans, but the other way to look at it is that newborn cells have an extended period of plasticity."

Rakic's scepticism is, however, supported by the scientific evidence – or rather, lack of it. 

In 1998, Gage and the late Peter Eriksson examined the brains of five cancer patients who had been injected with BrdU for diagnostic purposes. They treated the hippocampal tissue with antibodies against BrdU and proteins synthesized by immature neurons, and found some staining in the dentate gyrus. This was the first evidence that the adult human brain contains newborn neurons, but the researchers emphasized that it did not show that the cells are functional.

Others have isolated stem cells from various regions of the adult human brain. These cells have a limited capacity for self-renewal when grown in the lab, but can generate mature astrocytes, oligodendrocytes and neurons with normal electrical properties. 

In 2006, Jonas Frisén of the Karolinska Institute and colleagues examined the cortex in autopsied brains of seven adults. They looked for radioactive carbon from Cold War nuclear bomb tests, which accumulates in newly-synthesized DNA, but detected only atmospheric levels, and concluded that neurogenesis does not occur in the cortex. 

More recently, Gerd Kempermann of the Center for Regenerative Therapies in Dresden and colleagues examined brains from 54 individuals aged up to 100, using antibodies for multiple proteins, and found small numbers of newborn hippocampal cells in all of them. "It appears to be the same as in rodents," says Kempermann. "There's very steep decline in early life but you end up with a very low level that is maintained. We saw small numbers of cells, but we saw them up to very old age."

But Arturo Alvarez-Buylla, a professor in the Department of Neurological Surgery at the University of California, San Francisco, isn't entirely convinced. "Gage and Erikkson provided evidence that some proliferation occurs in the adult hippocampus," he says, "but this has to be treated with caution, because some of the labelled cells might have been dying."

Alvarez-Buylla obtained his Ph.D. working on songbirds with Nottebohm before turning his attention to rodents, where he showed that newborn neurons migrate long distances to the olfactory bulb. He has since published several studies suggesting that this migration probably does not occur in adult humans. Working with Nader Sanai, director the Barrow Brain Tumor Research Center in Phoenix, Arizona, he has examined the brains of approximately 100 people of all ages, and a similar number of tissue samples removed during neurosurgery. 

They identified a 'ribbon' of astrocytes in the walls of the lateral ventricles which produce immature neurons, astrocytes and oligodendrocytes and which has not been seen in other species. They also identified the RMS in infants, and found that it contains small numbers of migrating cells, as well as a previously unidentified migratory pathway, which branches off from the RMS to enter the prefrontal cortex. 

According to their data, migration occurs in both streams postnatally, but declines steeply by 18 months of age and has almost completely disappeared by early adulthood. "We concluded that if migration occurs then it is very scarce," says Alvarez-Buylla, "and that cells are not forming large bundles that migrate to the olfactory bulb." The data conflict with those of a 2007 study by Erikkson and Maurice Curtis, who saw a robust RMS containing large numbers of migrating cells, but were confirmed last year by Chinese researchers, who found small numbers of migrating neurons in the adult RMS, but no new cells in the olfactory bulb itself.

"How much neurogenesis occurs in older people, and how much it contributes to local plasticity, are still open questions," says Alvarez-Buylla. "There is controversy over how much cell renewal there is in the hippocampus and how persistent the stem cells are throughout life. If they decline with age they're not really self-renewing."

Overall, the few available studies suggest that the fountain of youth is reduced to a mere trickle in adults. There is no evidence whatsoever for adult neurogenesis in the human cortex; the existence of the RMS in adults is still disputed, and evidence for hippocampal neurogenesis is very thin on the ground. If the hippocampus does produce new cells, are there enough to be any significance? 

Kempermann believes there are: "The network requires very few cells to be added and still be functionally relevant," he says. Other adult neurogenesis researchers also believe that small numbers of cells could be relevant to the function of the hippocampus. But this question remains unanswered, and the possibility that the number of cells produced is not large enough to be functionally significant has serious implications for popular claims, such as that exercise can improve memory, and also for the new view of the brain that has been adopted so quickly.

"One side-effect of having a large and complex brain is that you wouldn't want naïve newcomers barging in," says Lumsden. "How would new neurons usefully integrate into complex neural networks? If anything, evolution would have made damn sure that mechanisms exist to eliminate these party-crashers. Lack of neurogenesis after the connectional plan of the brain is complete would be a selective advantage." 

The brain may, therefore, favour stability over plasticity. Human adult neurogenesis may be an evolutionary relic, and one that comes at a very high cost, as stem cells in the adult human brain likely contribute to brain tumour formation. 

There's still hope

"Rakic was mostly correct," says Nottebohm. "Until now, the overwhelming evidence is that most neurons are formed early in development, including a short while after birth." But even if functional adult neurogenesis does not occur in the human brain, or if the numbers of cells produced are too small to be of any significance, there is still hope that neural stem cells could be of therapeutic value.

"Rakic missed what was central about the argument," Nottebohm continues. "There is a rich collection of neural stem cells that continue to generate new neurons in adulthood. This is of the greatest importance. It shows, in principle, that this reservoir might be exploited for purposes of brain repair."

To this end, researchers are exploring two approaches to develop neural stem cell-based therapies for neurological conditions, although any such treatments are still a long way off. One approach is to coax the brain's stem cells to generate neurons that migrate to injured or diseased sites. The other is to transplant lab-grown neurons of specified types directly into the brain. Indeed, neurons derived from human neural stem cells can differentiate into fully functional neurons when transplanted into foetal rat brain, and can now be tracked in live animals using magnetic resonance imaging. 

"We found the first evidence for replaceable neurons," says Nottebohm, "and I have no doubt that a whole new field will emerge around this concept. I'm sure this will have a profound effect sooner or later. This is just the beginning."
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Science communication goes viral

Published: 23-Feb-2012 06:29AM

A project to encapsulate the work of a science lab and make it accessible succeeded beyond its creators' wildest expectations

When you create something and send it out into the big wide world, sometimes it has an impact that you could never expect. I'll guess that when Tim Berners-Lee invented the web, he wasn't planning for it to become a worldwide repository of amusingly captioned photographs of cats. But it's lovely when something you created has exactly the impact you wanted it to.

This week, a video made by myself and three friends from the science communications masters course at Imperial College went viral. Not "Fenton the dog" viral, but trending on YouTube (316,000 hits and counting), a spot on CBS News blog, in the Sun newspaper and a teeny-tiny snippet in the Guardian's own G2 (too tiny even for a link). The video shows us recreating Seven Nation Army by the White Stripes, using as our instruments the tools lying around in a lab at Imperial, and some "creative" editing techniques.

We did this to communicate science. And it seems to have worked.

A year ago, the four of us started working with the research group at Imperial's Blast lab (now part of the Royal British Legion Centre for Blast Injury Studies) to make a multimedia blog for the PLoS blog network about their work. It wasn't an easy journey. The lab includes military personnel, has links to the ministry of defence and works with human tissue, so getting permission to film and write about their research was no mean feat.

But group leader Dr Adam Hill was so keen on the project, we managed to find a way round those obstacles. And it was worth it, because the group's research is fascinating, and the team themselves are an incredible bunch of people, brimming with energy and ideas.

At the time, the team were focusing on recreating what happens when an army truck rolls over an IED (improvised explosive device), to investigate the effect of the explosion on cells, tissues and whole limbs. They spent hours setting up equipment to create a huge explosion lasting mere seconds, and then spent further hours analysing the results.

In our film we tried to convey the entire experience of science, from the tedium of sitting with a lab book, to the excitement of their explosive experiments.

We also wanted to get people to think about the lab environment not as somewhere scary and alien, but somewhere accessible, and most importantly, somewhere fun to work.

This particular video was to show the variety of people who must work harmoniously to conduct a piece of scientific research. Just like a band in which a group with different talents create something more than the sum of its parts, a research group like Blast contains a diversity of doctors, mechanical engineers and biophysicists.

We wanted to show that an amazing finding could be the product of a group of people with diverse skills working together. Collaborations like this always work better if those people are having fun, sharing ideas and being creative, and that is what the video was all about.

One thing it wasn't about was making money, and it is a weird side-effect of a video going viral that people start to suggest you should try to profit financially. That was never our intention when we created the blog, and while all four of us wouldn't mind the money, none of us feels all that comfortable earning anything from it.

For us (after the initial ego-boost), the most rewarding thing about the widespread enthusiasm for our video has been seeing bloggers using it as an opportunity to tell readers about the lab's research.

And that was kind of the point of the whole thing.

Find out more about our experience at The Student Blog. Working with Anna Perman were Ben Good, David Robertson and __Lizzie Crouch
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Even NASA screws up

Published: 23-Feb-2012 07:06AM

University of British Columbia Zoology Professor Rosie Redfield talks about "arsenic life"

On 2 December 2010, something remarkable happened. 

"Arsenic Life Found!" the headlines screamed. 

"'Arsenic-bug' Expands Definition of Life!"

Say what? Was this a hoax? If so, then NASA was in on it, too. 

"The definition of life has just expanded," said Ed Weiler, NASA's associate administrator for the Science Mission Directorate at the agency's Headquarters in Washington. 

"As we pursue our efforts to seek signs of life in the solar system, we have to think more broadly, more diversely and consider life as we do not know it."

According to a hot-off-the-presses research paper, a team of researchers were claiming to have discovered a microorganism that could grow and reproduce using the toxic element, arsenic. These microbes were found in California's Mono Lake. According to the researchers, this microbe substitutes arsenic for phosphorus in the backbone of its DNA and other cellular components. 

That's a very extraordinary claim, especially since arsenic's bonds are not strong enough to be a stable part of such a large molecule as DNA. 

I had one week to interview the authors of that astonishing paper and to write a story about their findings before the embargo lifted. Initially, the first author, Felisa Wolfe-Simon, responded within hours to my emails, providing images and agreeing to an email interview. However, after I sent my questions, she suddenly stopped responding. I sent my questions again. Nothing. I sent a shorter email, asking if she had read my previous messages. Again, nothing. Then the embargo lifted. I dropped the story for lack of the information I thought was important for properly telling this story. 

By this time, I was hearing that Dr Wolfe-Simon and her colleagues had adamantly refused to respond to any of their critics' questions or comments. It appeared that I was considered to be a "critic" because I had asked some rather precise questions about the research methodologies. By this time, I chalked this non-event up to an early April Fool's Day joke, similar to the 1989 Fleischmann and Pons cold fusion media circus. 

But Dr Rosie Redfield, a professor of zoology at the University of British Columbia in Canada, was undeterred by this wall of silence. Taking time from her own research, she investigated the unbelievable claims made by Dr Wolfe-Simon and her coauthors -- and by NASA, who funded this work. 

Professor Redfield, who studies bacterial sex, replicated Dr Wolfe-Simon's experiments in her own lab and found that the Mono Lake microbes do not incorporate arsenic into their DNA. Unlike Dr Wolfe-Simon and her co-authors, Professor Redfield was transparent about her work: she published her experimental results on her public blog, RRResearch, along with a detailed rebuttal to the original research team's claims. As expected, this triggered an even more intense debate. Professor Redfield followed up with a letter to Science Magazine [free PDF; doi:10.1126/science.1201482]. 

Here's an interview with Professor Redfield about this event: 

Visit Sixtyfourth's YouTube channel [video link]. 

Love her pink hair! 

.. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 

This video was created by Gudrun Jonsdottir, Hayley Dunning and Golnaz Fakhari with the resources of UBC's School of Journalism and the guidance of professors Dan McKinney and David Rummel. UBC can be found on twitter @UBCNews

Read more about "arsenic life" here (before Professor Redfield investigated these claims). 

.. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 

twitter: @GrrlScientist 

facebook: grrlscientist 

evil google+: grrlscientist 

email: grrlscientist@gmail.com
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Mystery bird: great tit, Parus major | @GrrlScientist

Published: 24-Feb-2012 09:30AM

This British mystery bird is notable because its beak shape changes throughout the year

Great tit, Parus major, Linnaeus, 1758, also known as the grey/gray tit, great titmouse, or as the oxeye tit, photographed at Brereton Heath Local Nature Reserve, Cheshire, England (UK). 

Image: Roy Hill, 23 Jan 2012 (with permission, for _GrrlScientist/Guardian use only) [velociraptorize].

Canon EOS 5D Mark II, 135mm f/2L + 1.4x extender_

Here's a reminder of the original (cropped) mystery bird image that I shared:

Question: This British mystery bird is notable because one part of its body changes its morphology throughout the season. What body part is this and why does its shape change? Can you identify this mystery bird's taxonomic family and species? 

Response: This is an adult great tit, Parus major, a small songbird that is placed into the tit family, Paridae. It is a common and widespread species found throughout much of Eurasia [range map]. Because these birds are typically sedentary, this bird is of the subspecies, P. m. newtoni, being found in the British Isles. The great tit has 14 recognised subspecies, which may sound like a lot, but believe me, there are plenty of other taxa with many more subspecies! 

Great tits feed on insects and spiders in the summer, although they do eat black oil sunflower seeds and peanuts from bird tables. In winter, they increase the amount of seeds and peanuts they consume and add suet and berries to their diet, too. According to a 2009 paper, they have been observed killing and eating hibernating pipistrelle bats in winter when food is scarse [free PDF, doi:10.1098/rsbl.2009.0611]. This is the first time a songbird has ever been seen hunting bats. 

Perhaps due to their changing diet throughout the year, the great tit's beak changes its shape very slightly over the year as its food supply changes from insects to nuts and seeds, according to the RSPB. 

You are invited to review all of the daily mystery birds by going to their dedicated graphic index page. 

If you have bird images, video or mp3 files that you'd like to share with a large and (mostly) appreciative international audience here at The Guardian, feel free to contact me to learn more. 

.. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 

twitter: @GrrlScientist 

facebook: grrlscientist 

evil google+: grrlscientist 

email: grrlscientist@gmail.com
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Tory document warns of chaos if health reforms are dropped

Published: 24-Feb-2012 08:05AM

Downing Street tells Conservative MPs government would end up in 'no man's land' if forced to abandon or overhaul NHS bill

Downing Street has warned Conservative MPs that the government would end up in "no man's land" and face chaos if its controversial health reforms are dropped or substantially altered.

The hard-hitting message indicates that the coalition could be heading for a major clash next week on the NHS. This comes after the Liberal Democrat president said the health and social care bill should have been dropped or "massively changed" last year.

In an intensification of the Lib Dems' campaign for wholesale changes to the government's health reforms, Tim Farron called for the removal of proposed new rules on competition in the NHS.

But Downing Street made clear it was uneasy about embarking on further wide-ranging changes to the health and social care bill, which is to be considered by peers next week. Lib Dem peers are to table a series of amendments on competition.

In a briefing document for Tory MPs meeting at an awayday session – held in Westminster's Portcullis House – Downing Street and the health secretary, Andrew Lansley, warned of serious consequences if the bill were watered down or abandoned. "If we changed or altered the bill now, we would end up in a no man's land, and chaos," the document said, according to a report in the London Evening Standard.

Tory MPs highlighted their anger over Lib Dem tactics by giving Lansley a rapturous reception at the awayday. Some Conservative MPs fear that Nick Clegg is planning to renege on an undertaking he gave to David Cameron to support the bill, if the Lib Dem amendments in the Lords are not accepted.

One amendment would remove a planned duty for the Competition Commission to review the development of competition in the health service. Monitor, the NHS regulator, would retain its duty to oversee competition.

Farron endorsed the Lib Dem amendments, which are also being tacitly supported by Clegg. Asked on ITV Granada's Party People what should happen to the legislation, he said: "Take out all the new competition in the bill. If that was to happen, then the bill may as well proceed because then it becomes about democratising and tidying up the mess that was left behind by Labour."

He added: "What I want is for the Lords to introduce changes that will remove the new competition elements from the bill and I would like the government to give way on those things. It's all to play for."

Farron said the legislation should have been dropped or overhauled at an earlier stage. "Lots of us are guilty for allowing it to get as far as it has done now," he said. "Basically, this should have been dealt with far earlier in the cycle."

Asked whether the bill should have been dropped, he said: "Dropped, massively changed."

Farron said the government was wrong to ignore the concerns voiced by members of the medical profession. Cameron was criticised earlier this week after excluding key groups, such as the BMA and the Royal College of GPs, from a health summit in Downing Street. The Lib Dem president said it would be "absolutely stupid for anybody to ignore what is being said" by health professionals.

Downing Street said ministers would listen to critics but indicated that the prime minister believed he had made significant changes during a "listening exercise" last spring. The prime minister's spokesman said: "We have said we will continue to listen as this bill proceeds through the Lords, but we had a listening exercise last year and as a result many significant changes were made to that bill.

"We think the reforms are the right ones. It is going to be an ongoing process explaining to people these reforms and, in particular as we implement these reforms, showing how they are working to the benefit of patients."
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Sexual violence against women is the result of the cult of masculinity | Gloria Steinem and Lauren Wolfe

Published: 24-Feb-2012 07:58AM

A false image of manhood makes men act violently and risk their lives against their own interests as humans. It must be addressed

Gangs of young men rape girls. They also sometimes act as pimps that seduce a girl, then subject her to gang rape or otherwise insist that she sexually service gang members. Some girls are so desperate for acceptance and so convinced by sexual abuse that they have no other value: they see this as inevitable. Thanks to the testimony of a brave female former member of a London gang in Peckham, Guardian readers learned these terrible truths. Certainly, London is not alone in this phenomenon.

But as long as we focus only on the victims, we will never end this victimisation. Think about it: in a report on antisemitism or racism, most of the focus is on the antisemites or the racists – so why not on the sexists who victimise girls and women?

We fear this is because we accept such behaviour as inevitable, almost as much as those girls do – as if "boys will be boys" – and that is a libel on men. In fact, the average man is not a rapist. In the US, and probably in your country, too, one in five women has been sexually assaulted in her lifetime, but the average rapist has attacked 14 times.

The use of sexualised violence on the streets of Britain or America is the result of the cult of masculinity – some men become addicted to it and feel they have no identity without it. This cult is a drug pushed by gangs and the culture of wars in order to make men act violently and risk their lives against their own self-interest as human beings. That's why what happens with gangs on the streets of your cities and ours most resembles what happens in wartime. Sociologically, psychologically and practically, the gangs of London and New York may be different in degree, but not in kind. We can only uncover and cure this wound to humanity – especially to the female half of humanity, whose control and subjugation is the most basic requirement of the cult of masculinity – if we report on and pay attention to the victimiser, not just the victim.

For example, in both city streets and war zones, men are far more likely to rape in groups. They feel they must uphold the cult of masculinity in the eyes of other men. As one soldier in Democratic Republic of Congo reported to Swedish researchers: "You feel you have to do something bad. You mix it all: sabotage, women, stealing, rip the clothes off, killing." Military officers sometimes order men to rape as proof of loyalty and shared culpability. Many militiamen in the thick forests of Congo tell researchers that they rape even when they don't want to. The consequences of not committing sexualised violence, they say, would be a severe beating by their superiors. It is a chain of control, held together by steely links of pain.

Soldiers sometimes express regret and say they wouldn't have raped without group pressure, as some said after carrying out atrocities in Bosnia. Also, group hatred in war means humiliating enemies by raping "their" women, implanting sperm, taking over their means of reproduction, wiping out the enemy race or ethnicity. Cultures that put all "honour" in the purity of "their" women – and keep women weak – are actually setting them up as targets. An insistence on "purity" is just the other side of the coin of insisting on sexually servicing other men. In both cases, the body of a woman exists in the battlefield of male control.

In places like Darfur or Guatemala, women struggle to maintain any traditional hold on power they may have once had. Once raped, they are stigmatised or shunned by their own families and villages. Called "whores" and "sluts", husbands shun them and police and judges can re-rape them. Many live in silence with their pain, telling at most one person close to them or a doctor what they've endured. In the 1971 war in Bangladesh, women said they stayed with the soldiers who'd hurt them because they had no choice, having been rejected by Bangladeshi men.

Neither in war zones nor in street gangs is rape primarily about sex. It is sexualised violence whose motive is power, control and proving a false image of manhood. None of this will ever change unless we focus on creating a culture in which there is no cult of masculinity – and no cult of femininity that excuses or even supports it.

Human beings have the full circle of human qualities within ourselves, yet males are made to feel ashamed of those that are wrongly called "feminine". It's a truism that the woman a man most fears is the woman within himself. But boys who are raised in nonviolent environments that foster empathy don't grow up to fuse sex with violence or become rapists. Indeed, many males cannot function sexually at all when faced with the pain and subjugation of another human. That's why so many gang rapes – including those under pressure in war zones – do not involve sex at all but the use of guns and objects to penetrate female bodies.

Men have a special responsibility to provide models of manhood that are fully human, and to raise children in families and societies with equality and without sexualised violence. Indeed, "sex" and "violence" are two words that need never go together. The truth is that each of us can make that clear.

• Follow Comment is free on Twitter @commentisfree
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The ad that sorts the girls from the boys

Published: 24-Feb-2012 05:00AM

The children's charity Plan UK is highlighting the lack of choice that girls face in the developing world with an advert that can detect whether the person viewing it is male or female

How easy is it to tell the difference between a man and a woman? A children's charity is using the latest camera technology to target its advertising and raise awareness about choice – or the lack of it – for many girls in the developing world.

The children's charity Plan UK is launching a new campaign, Because I am a Girl, which will be promoted with a video advert on a bus shelter in Oxford Street in central London, but you will only be able to see if it you are a woman or a girl. A camera will scan the viewer's face – taking measurements including the width of the nose and jaw, distance between the eyes and cheekbone shape – and if it determines you to be female (it is only 90% correct), you will be shown the advert, a 40-second film featuring three 13-year-old girls from Thailand, Mali and the UK talking about their lives and their hopes for their futures.

This is one way to get people thinking about what it's like to have choice taken away from you, says Marie Staunton, chief executive of Plan UK. "There are 10 million girls in the developing world who have no choice about when to get married, whether to get married or when to start a family, and 75 million girls who don't have the choice to stay in education," she says. "These three girls are similar in lots of ways, such as the way they relate to their friends, but the choices they have are different. Jasmine [from the UK] can think about the choices she has, such as staying in education. If we were to give girls in the developing world more choice then they would transform not only their lives, but their children's lives."

At the bus stop, waiting for the No 7 bus, Vera Soubbotina, a student, stands in front of the ad and once it has decided she is female, she watches the short film. "It's clever in communicating the idea of choice to people," she says. Would she like to see more gender-specific advertising in future? "I suppose it works in terms of reaching a target audience and getting people talking about it."

Once scanned – and rejected – men and boys will be directed to the charity's website to find our more about the campaign there. One man is trying it out. "I'm just glad they recognised me as a man," he says. Later, while waiting for his bus, another has a go. "It's pretty smart," says Sanjeev Kumar, an investment banker. "It gets people involved." He points to the screen as it flashes up the number – 75 million – of girls who leave education. "This fact is awful." He says he doesn't feel alienated by the campaign, and says he will definitely look at the charity's website. "We need boys and men to support the campaign," says Staunton. "To have a gender-sensitive ad is a way of bringing up how unfair it is if you are one sex you can do something, and if you're the other sex you can't."
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Breast implant scandal: 3,500 private clinic patients referred to NHS

Published: 24-Feb-2012 04:45AM

Government says it will provide free care for 40,000 women fitted with PIP implants but plans to recover costs from clinics

More than 3,500 women who attended private clinics to be given breast implants made by a scandal-hit French company have been formally referred to the NHS, government figures show.

Statistics released by the Department of Health (DoH) on Friday indicate that 3,512 women – 553 in the last week alone – have been referred to the NHS for care following the global scare surrounding Poly Implant Prothèse (PIP) silicone implants.

The DoH said that, two months after the scandal first broke in France, more than 1,400 scans had been completed and that, of those women scanned, 120 would be having their implants removed. Sixteen had already had implants removed, it added.

The government has said it will provide free care for any of the estimated 40,000 women fitted with the PIP implants, which were found to contain cheap, non-medical silicone. It said it intended to recover costs from the private clinics concerned.

The women who had initially gone private but were now coming to the NHS for scans and potential implant removals had been clients of a number of clinics including the Harley Medical Group and the cosmetic surgery provider Transform, the DoH said.

Transform initially refused to pay for removals before performing a u-turn and saying that any patient who received PIP implants could have free scans and the offer of removal, although replacement could cost £2,500.

The Harley Medical Group, which fitted almost 14,000 British women with the implants, also initially refused to foot the bill. It subsequently said it would remove implants from those who underwent operations in the last 10 years, but only if they had suffered a rupture and had a scan as proof.

If implants were put in within the last six years, patients will be eligible for a replacement and, between six and 10 years, will be charged cost price to replace the implants.

According to the latest figures, an estimated 747 women are believed to have PIP implants provided by the NHS, but only 10 have received scans so far. Thirty-three have decided to have the implants removed, and four have already done so.
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Nightline looks behind the scenes at Foxconn

Published: 23-Feb-2012 06:33AM

ABC reporter gets unrestricted access to Apple's assembly company, Foxconn, where there has been focus on the number of employee suicides and claims of overwork

The full content of the Nightline program in which ABC's Bill Neil got unrestricted access to Apple's assembly company, Foxconn, in China has been put on YouTube – although it's not yet available in full on the official Nightline channel.

The full 15-minute video opens with the drive into the factory in the night – and then during the day to the facility where iPads, iPhones and iPods have their final assembly.

Intel, Nintendo, Dell and others are mentioned as perhaps working on "secret new inventions" – but that is not confirmed. Foxconn keeps its secrets. 

The video will show, says Neil: "How they build the world's most popular objects of desire." Reaching the assembly line requires "air showers" while wearing a static suit to prevent dust contaminating the production line. 

He says that it is the first time anyone from outside has been inside. Why? "If people see this line – of workers – it might change this line [of people queuing for new products]," just as knowing where your steak comes from makes you think about it differently.

The scenes from the production line are fascinating. The people on the line are "young – but not 13 or 14". They are in their late teens. He expected more robots but found people: "They're mostly made by hand after hand after hand." It takes about five days to assemble an iPad. 

At the end of the line is Shao Ying, who carves the Apple logo. "OK", say the machines in a repetitive female-toned voice as each item comes off the line and checks OK.

There are two meal breaks per shift, each of an hour, during which people may take a nap. It's not exhaustion, insists a manager, but a Chinese post-meal ritual. There's a huge internet cafe, soccer, studies; but most are there to work, and left their families because they want the work.

But then Neil investigates the suicide cluster that first brought Foxconn to wider notice in the west.

Louis Woo, an executive at Foxconn, says that it took several months and several suicides before Apple and Foxconn realised there was a cluster and was shaken into action. Tim Cook, now chief executive but then Apple's No 2, went and worked with psychological experts – and so the nets were installed to make people think twice.

A counsellor suggests the suicides were more to do with an influx of new migrant workers unused to the conditions – which look gruelling – than any change in working conditions.

And then there was the Foxconn explosion, caused by aluminium dust, in which two people died. "We were devastated," said Woo.

Neil notes that Apple is one of many companies using Foxconn: "Most of them have escaped the attention." 

An independent group, the Fair Labor Association (FLA), to conduct audits of several of its factories in China.

Ironically, the FLA inspection is using iPads to beam the woes, entered anonymously by workers, back to servers in New Zealand.

The Monday morning crush of would-be workers is astonishing – like would-be stevedores trying to get hired at the shipyards of yore in the US.

Apple paid $250,000 (£159,000) to join the FLA, and is paying for the audit – but the suggestion that it will be a whitewash, or compromised, is discounted by the association.

The inspector gauges the experience by whether people steal a glance: "We should be the object of curiosity. If they're too focussed, that's not good."

Woo thinks the threat of suicides by Foxconn people who were working on the Xbox 360 was about conditions, not really a suicide threat. "A bizarre sort of negotiating position," Neil comments.

Finally: What if Apple said it wanted to pay everyone who touches an iPad double, what would Woo say? "Why not? That would be good for the employees, right, and very good for China, and good for us because we would have more stable workers who would love to work for our company because they would get paid more than anyone else."
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Tech giants agree to new privacy rules

Published: 23-Feb-2012 12:48AM

Mobile apps will have to disclose how private data will be used before download under new agreement

Six of the world's top consumer technology companies – including Apple, Google and Microsoft – have agreed that apps will provide greater privacy disclosures before users download them so as to protect consumers' personal data, California's attorney general said on Wednesday.

The move comes amid increasing criticism over "data grabs" by a number of third-party applications which don't offer clear disclosure about how much of a user's personal data such as their address book they will store on their servers.

Google also came under renewed scrutiny over its announcement earlier in February that it would streamline its privacy policy, and still faces separate scrutiny from the US Congress over its circumvention of security settings in browsers to track millions of users of its services on Apple's iPhone and iPad, and users of Microsoft's Internet Explorer browser.

The new agreement binds Amazon, Apple, Google, Microsoft, BlackBerry-maker Research in Motion (RIM), and Hewlett-Packard – and developers on their platforms – to disclose how they use private data before an app may be downloaded, Attorney General Kamala Harris said.

"Your personal privacy should not be the cost of using mobile apps, but all too often it is," Harris said.

She said that 22 of the 30 most downloaded apps do not have privacy notices. Some downloaded apps also upload some or all of a consumer's contact book to online servers – including small companies such as the would-be social network Path, and the giant microblogging network Twitter.

The importance of reining in wayward apps has become urgent: there are nearly 600,000 applications on offer in the Apple App Store and 400,000 in Google's Android Market, and consumers have downloaded more than 35bn, Harris said.

She said there are also more than 50,000 individual developers who have created the mobile apps available for download on the leading platforms.

Harris said an estimated 98bn mobile applications will be downloaded by 2015, and the $6.8bn (£4.3bn) market for mobile applications is expected to grow to $25bn within four years.

Google said that under the California agreement, users of its Android mobile operating system will have even more ways to make informed decisions when it comes to their privacy. Apple confirmed the agreement but did not elaborate.

Harris was also among US state lawmakers who on Wednesday signed a letter to Google chief executive Larry Page to express serious concerns over the web giant's recent decision to consolidate its privacy policy.

The policy change would give Google access to user information across its products, such as GMail and Google Plus, without the proper ability for consumers to opt out, said the 36 US attorneys general in their letter. EU authorities have asked Google to halt the policy change until regulators can investigate the matter.

Meanwhile the US's Electronic Frontier Foundation (EFF) has put up a page explaining how people can wipe clean their Google Search History before the changes take effect on 1 March. But it noted that this will not prevent some tracking.

California's 2004 Online Privacy Protection Act requires privacy disclosures, but Harris said few mobile developers had paid attention to the law in recent years because of confusion over whether it applied to mobile apps.

"Most mobile apps make no effort to inform users about how personal information is used," Harris said at a press conference in San Francisco. "The consumer should be informed of what they are giving up."

The six companies will meet the attorney general in six months to assess compliance among their developers. But Harris acknowledged that there was no clear timeline to begin enforcement.

The attorney general repeatedly raised the possibility of litigation at some future time under California's unfair competition and false advertising laws if developers continue to publish apps without privacy notices.

"We can sue and we will sue," she said, adding that she hoped the industry would act in good faith.
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4G mobile phone networks this year?

Published: 22-Feb-2012 04:05PM

Ofcom to consider licensing deal that would allow Everything Everywhere customers to enjoy super-fast mobile browsing

Customers of phone company Everything Everywhere, the largest UK network with 27 million subscribers, will have access to super-fast 4G mobile broadband before the end of the year if regulators grant permission. EE says it wants to put 4G into the hands of its Orange and T-Mobile customers, as well as those of Three, Virgin Media and other brands that use its network, a year ahead of schedule.

The UK has slipped behind other nations, including the US, Germany and Sweden, in the mobile broadband speed stakes, and those wanting to access the internet on the go using smartphones and laptops can find the experience frustratingly slow.

"The UK has been ahead in this industry for many years and we need to get that back," said EE chief executive Olaf Swantee. "As we are the largest in this market we believe it is our duty to lay the groundwork for a future digital Britain."

While Americans already have 4G services, other nations including France and Italy are well ahead of the UK in auctioning the airspace mobile operators need to deliver them. The British auction, the largest ever sale of national airwaves, has been delayed by legal wrangling between the operators and will not conclude until early next year. A full national rollout is now not scheduled until the end of 2013.

EE has asked telecoms watchdog Ofcom for permission to convert some of its existing 1800MHz (megahertz) spectrum, already used to carry voice calls, texts, and slower 3G internet connections, to 4G.

Created through the merger of two mobile networks and with a mast sharing agreement with Three, EE has enough spare capacity to offer a limited commercial service without having to buy new spectrum. With few 4G phones available, EE's service will at first work only on dongles – gadgets which plug into laptops to provide an internet connection via the mobile phone networks.

With 4G, internet connections will rev up to between 8 and 20 megabits per second, faster than the average home broadband service of 7.6Mbps. The 3G connections available in the UK today are much slower, with a web page taking around 8.5 seconds to load, according to Ofcom research, and speeds averaging 1.4Mbps.

EE's service, which will be on trial in Bristol from April, could launch by the end of 2012 if Ofcom grants approval by April or May.

A spokesman for the regulator said: "Ofcom has received an application from EE to vary its licence for 4G use. Ofcom is considering that application and once it arrives at a view it will consult with stakeholders."

The process could take between eight and 12 weeks, and will involve soundings with rival mobile phone networks and any other interested parties.
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Facebook builds European games team

Published: 22-Feb-2012 09:47AM

The rise of Wooga, King.com and Angry Birds is helping drive 'the third generation' of the social network's platform

Facebook is creating a dedicated gaming team in Europe, matching the one it has in the US, to work more closely with social games developers across Europe.

"In the US, we have a team of engineers, product managers and partnerships folks who only do gaming, from Zynga down to two-person shops. Now we're creating that same unit in Europe too," says Christian Hernandez, director of EMEA director of business development and partnerships at Facebook.

The move is the result of the recent success for several European social games companies on Facebook, including Wooga, King.com, Supercell and Nordeus. Hernandez says these companies have all managed to build healthy audiences on the social network by focusing on different kinds of games to giants like Zynga.

"We're in the third generation of the Facebook platform for gaming," says Hernandez. The first generation was a "mad scramble for what the heck this platform was, with not-very high-quality games", while the second generation was focused on world-building games like FarmVille, and competitive social/casual titles like brain training.

"Now we're in the third evolution of the gaming platform, as the world-building and social/casual space has begun to consolidate," says Hernandez.

"Newer players are coming into untapped areas and satisfying new types of users, who don't want to play FarmVille but might want to play strategy or shooter games, or free games around jackpot, slots or blackjack. This is the fastest growing and most interesting area."

Hernandez also cites EA bringing Monopoly and Risk to Facebook; Rovio's launch of Angry Birds; and social football management game Top Eleven as good examples of social games mining new (for Facebook) genres, as well as hidden object games like Gardens of Time and Hidden Chronicles.

"King.com was a highly successful casual gaming company doing quite well, but they have changed the whole company strategy to focus on social gaming," he says.

"They went from not being on Facebook at all to being in the top developers. And Wooga came onto the platform after Zynga was big, but focused very specifically on social casual games, and managed to become the number two player on the platform – all from Berlin, rather than from Silicon Valley."

Hernandez believes that Europe is "the most interesting region in terms of the innovation on top of the Facebook platform in gaming", although he adds that his job would hardly allow him to think otherwise.

A recent report from Deloitte claimed that Facebook's app economy had generated £467m of economic activity in the UK, and created 7,000 jobs.

He adds that Wooga is also a good example of a company competing with the likes of Zynga not through a barrage of Facebook ads, but through organic growth and user referrals.

In February, the company's chief executive Jens Begemann said that only 5% of its new users come through paid ads, with 40% coming through viral features and the remainder from cross-promotions in Wooga's existing games.

Mobile will be a big focus for Facebook's new European games team, bolstered by the company's extension of its applications platform to mobile devices in October 2011.

People can now discover games through Facebook's mobile apps and website, while developers can make money from in-game transactions across web and mobile, using a combination of Facebook Credits and native in-app purchases.

"You'll see a lot of investment from us in teaching developers how to use those channels in mobile," says Hernandez.

"In March we're bringing a group of engineers across and doing a tour of Europe around just the mobile platform, and how to build great apps with it. We'll have 250-300 people per event in three of the most interesting hubs for gaming in Europe: Stockholm, London and Tel Aviv."

Rovio's launch of Angry Birds on Facebook has been an important moment for the social network, not least because the company put more effort in than simply porting its game across and wrapping leaderboards around it.

Angry Birds' Facebook incarnation features new power-ups – earned, gifted or bought – as well as features designed to spark competition between friends playing the game. A week after its release, it already has 1.5m monthly active users (MAUs) and 530,000 daily active users (DAUs).

"We spent a lot of time working with them," says Hernandez. "A key focus is adding new layers of conversation around the game, to generate stories – whether that's 'Christian just got three stars on this level', 'Christian just beat your score' or 'Christian invoked the Mighty Eagle on this level'."

What areas are still under-targeted in Facebook gaming? Hernandez suggests watching the combination of "commerce and gaming" – titles using game mechanics to make online shopping more fun and social.

"There's one startup based in Birmingham building a very girl-centric game called Fantasy Shopper, around building your own store, and going shopping effectively with fake money for real goods," he says.

"It's an interesting dynamic: teenage girls going and actually building an interest board around what they'd like to buy, even though they don't have the money. And then they can do special offers around that."

How about branded social games? Agency BBH has launched a division to make social games with the company behind lollipop brand Chupa Chups, for example. Are we likely to see more of this kind of thing?

"We've seen it on and off, where brands want to build social dynamics into some of their campaigns. The question is whether it is really going to be a game," he says.

"FarmVille and other titles are still quite strong, but how do you really do that with a brand? What game would lead you to come back over and over again, so the brand becomes a permanent fixture of your life, as opposed to just a launch campaign?"

The message coming from Hernandez and Facebook is clear though: the social network is very keen to convince developers that its platform is not a closed shop, off limits to new startups due to the marketing might of dominant publishers like Zynga.

"As a gaming platform we're just getting started," he says.

"Companies that came onto the platform fairly recently have become very popular very quickly, because they focused on the users and distribution channels. I still think there's a big opportunity for others to come in."
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Assad's snipers targeting Syrian children – UN

Published: 23-Feb-2012 05:27PM

A UN list of senior Syrian officials who should face investigation is reported to include the president, Bashar al-Assad

 The UN has accused the Syrian regime of "crimes against humanity" – including the use of snipers against small children – and has drawn up a list of senior officials who should face investigation, reportedly including President Bashar al-Assad.

The UN report was delivered as two journalists injured in the attack that killed Sunday Times reporter Marie Colvin and French photographer Rémi Ochlik issued dramatic appeals to be evacuated from the besieged city of Homs, where they are trapped.

A video of Edith Bouvier, a reporter for Le Figaro who suffered serious leg injuries, was released by activists in the city who say she is too badly wounded to be moved without an ambulance and guarantee of safe passage. In a second video released shortly after, Sunday Times photographer Paul Conroy, who was also injured in the attack, made a similar appeal for evacuation.

Western officials urged Damascus to give immediate humanitarian access to trapped civilian populations in Homs and elsewhere, including the evacuation of the western journalists, but said the lack of a security council mandate meant they were powerless to provide assistance without the regime's permission.

The UN report found evidence that "army snipers and Shabbiha gunmen [from pro-Assad militias] posted at strategic points terrorised the population, targeting and killing small children, women and other unarmed civilians. Fragmentation mortar bombs were also fired into densely populated neighbourhoods."

It said: "Security agencies continued to systematically arrest wounded patients in state hospitals and to interrogate them, often using torture, about their supposed participation in opposition demonstrations or armed activities."

The list of Syrian regime officials claimed to be involved in the crackdown will remain sealed until the alleged crimes can be investigated by an international human rights court. Such an investigation has so far been blocked by Russian and Chinese UN security council vetoes of concerted international action against the Damascus regime.

One commissioner who helped draw up the UN report, Yakin Ertürk, said: "All the crimes we listed came from several consistent witness accounts and showed systematic abuses."

She said the list of the named top officials believed to be involved had been kept sealed because "we are not a court. We could not investigate and sentence like a court.

"So it has been deposited with the UN high commissioner for human rights. When and if these incidents are investigated by a court, it will be made available and provide an input into the investigation."

The UN inquiry said it found "a reliable body of evidence" implicating "commanding officers and officials at the highest levels of government" in the commission of "crimes against humanity and other gross human rights violations". Although no names were released, Assad was reported to be top of the list.

The report also says rebel groups, known collectively as the Free Syrian Army, have committed torture and extra-judicial executions, but argues those violations are in no way "comparable in scale and organisation" to the abuses being carried out by the Assad regime, which have led to thousands of deaths.

"I am appalled by the evidence that young children are being targeted by snipers, and that security forces continue to arrest and torture wounded patients in state hospitals," said Alistair Burt, the Foreign Office minister for the Middle East.

"I am also very concerned at evidence of abuses by the Free Syrian Army, though the report makes clear these are on a far smaller scale than the widespread and systematic violations by the Syrian authorities. I call on all Syrians to respect human rights standards, end the violence immediately and ensure neutral and impartial access for humanitarian organisations to deliver desperately needed supplies and medical care. "

Speaking in London, on the sidelines of a conference on Somalia, the French foreign minister, Alain Juppé, warned that the Assad regime would be held accountable for its crimes "one day or another". He said: "With every passing day it gets more revolting, scandalous and shameful. The regime is massacring its people."

The minister said he had received reports that the Syrian government had ordered the governor of Homs to lift the siege on the rebel-held parts of the city, but said he could not confirm the news. He said a meeting of the Friends of Syria group in Tunis would demand a ceasefire and for humanitarian access to be allowed to besieged civilians, but he warned the international community could not force its way in.

"There is no military option at the moment on the table," said Juppé. "We are hugely frustrated. I can understand the sense of impotence. The dead are piling up. I can't say it's anything but a very deep source of anguish for me. We are doing everything we can, but we can't break the rules and act without the approval of the UN security council."

UN secretary general Ban Ki-moon and Arab League chief Nabil Elaraby on Thursday yesterday appointed Ban's predecessor Kofi Annan as joint special envoy on the Syrian crisis.

Annan "will provide good offices aimed at bringing an end to all violence and human rights violations, and promoting a peaceful solution to the Syrian crisis," a UN statement said.

Annan will also "facilitate a peaceful Syrian-led and inclusive political solution that meets the democratic aspirations of the Syrian people through a comprehensive political dialogue between the Syrian government and the whole spectrum of the Syrian opposition."

Syrian forces continued their onslaught against opposition strongholds across the country, with heavy artillery barrages against Baba Amr, the district of Homs where Colvin and Ochlik were killed.

Opposition activist Omar Shaker told the Associated Press that food, water and medical supplies were running dangerously low. "Every minute counts. People will soon start to collapse from lack of sleep and shortages in food," he said.

In a separate incident, opposition activists reported that government forces had lined up and shot dead 13 men and boys from one extended family in the village of Kfartoun in Hama province.

Chinese and Russian vetoes have complicated the international response to the humanitarian disaster unfolding in Homs and other Syrian cities in the line of fire as Assad's forces seek to destroy rebel enclaves.

Western and Arab leaders will meet in Tunis on Friday, without Russian or Chinese participation, in an attempt to unify the opposition to the regime, increase pressure for a ceasefire and prepare humanitarian relief.

The latest developments come amid strong indications that UK and US officials are working behind the scenes to attempt to unify Syria's fractured opposition.

Earlier this week the International Committee of the Red Cross called for temporary ceasefires so it could reach those trapped and wounded in the worst-affected areas.

The UN panel was denied entry to Syria by the government, which accused it of ignoring official information and exceeding its mandate.

The panel instead gathered much of its information from sources outside the country, including human rights activists and Syrian army defectors.

The report claims the ruling Ba'ath party's national security bureau was responsible for translating government policies into military operations that led to the systematic arrest or killing of civilians.

It says the four main intelligence and security agencies reporting directly to Assad – military intelligence, air force intelligence, the general intelligence directorate and the political security directorate – "were at the heart of almost all operations".

The report details how businessmen helped hire and arm informal pro-government militias known as the Shabbiha.

"In a number of operations, the commission documented how Shabbiha members were strategically employed to commit crimes against humanity and other gross violations," it said.

The report also identifies 38 detention centres "for which the commission documented cases of torture and ill-treatment since March 2011".

UN list

A panel of United Nations investigators has accused regime officials "at the highest level" of human rights violations which could subject them to prosecution.

The UN report accuses the regime of systemic attacks on the political opposition, human rights defenders and the media. It also alleges there have been widespread patterns of arbitrary arrests, disappearances and abductions.

The names on the UN list are as yet confidential but they are likely to include the following leading members of Syria's formidable security apparatus, who are alleged to have played prominent roles in the crackdown.

Major General Jumah Al-Ahmad

The commander of Syria's special forces and one of the most influential figures in the country's military. His unit is alleged to have played a key role disrupting rights protests with lethal force across the country.

Colonel Lu'ai Al-Ali

Head of Syrian military intelligence in Dera'a. The south-western city near the border with Jordan was the birthplace of the Syrian uprising last March. Violence started when troops opened fire on demonstrators who had gathered to protest against the detention of children who had been accused of writing graffiti on town walls. Dera'a remained a hub of dissent and regime-led violence throughout last summer.

Lt General Ali Abdullah Ayyub

The deputy chief of general staff (personnel and manpower), who is the officer primarily responsible for moving military forces around Syria. He is seen as a logistical key to the crackdown.

Lt General Jasim Al-Furay

The chief of general staff and one of the most trusted advisers to President Bashar al-Assad. He has supervisory oversight across all of Syria's military operations and is a key strategist and tactician.

General Aous Aslan 

The head of a battalion in the Republican Guard. He is also a key adviser to Assad and to his brother, Maher al-Assad, who directs the fourth division of the Syrian Army, the unit that has been at the frontline of most of the country's flashpoint areas, particularly Dera'a, Homs and Hama.
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Kevin Rudd challenges Julia Gillard for leadership of Australia

Published: 24-Feb-2012 02:51AM

Former prime minister Kevin Rudd will contest the Australian Labor party leadership in a ballot on Monday

Australia's former prime minister, Kevin Rudd, will challenge Julia Gillard for the leadership of the Labor party and the country amid an increasingly bitter power struggle.

"Rightly or wrongly, Julia has lost the trust of the Australian people. That's why I've decided to contest the leadership," Rudd told a news conference in Brisbane.

Unless there was a change, he said, Labor would lose the next election, due in 2013. "All indications are that we are heading to the rocks," he said.

The leadership ballot will take place on Monday morning after Gillard called it in an attempt to settle the party's top job once and for all. Questions over her leadership have dogged her prime ministership since she removed Rudd from office in 2010 in an internal party coup. The centre-left Labor party scraped through elections later that year to lead a minority government in a hung parliament.

In a no-holes-barred press conference on Friday, Gillard accused Rudd of running a dysfunctional and chaotic government when he was prime minister. She added that over the past year he has been deliberately destabilising her government.

"What shouldn't happen in politics is you shouldn't be dragged down by someone who is on your own side," she said.

"When asked whether he had been involved in conversations undermining the Labor party and undermining the government, he refused to answer," she added.

Gillard also accused him of trying to turn the leadership battle into a personality contest.

"This is not an episode of Celebrity Big Brother, this is about who should be prime minister," she said.

She said as prime minster, she had achieved major reforms that had languished under Rudd, including putting a price on carbon, a tax on the mining and resources industry, a national broadband network and health reform. Ironically there are very few policy differences on these issues between the two candidates.

Current estimates put Gillard well ahead in the leadership contest, with about two thirds of the parliamentary Labor party thought to be backing her.

Rudd resigned as foreign minister during a trip to the US earlier this week, saying he could not continue in his role without the support of the prime minister. 

On Friday he said if he did not win Monday's vote, he would return to the backbench and not challenge a second time. During his press conference he said wanted to continue the work he had done as prime minister.

"I want to finish the job the Australian people elected me to do when I was elected by them to become prime minister," he said.

"The government's problems as they have accumulated are of their own makings," he said, adding that during his time as prime minister, his opinion poll ratings only once fell below 50%. The current government's primary vote is languishing at around 30%.

Author and political analyst from Monash University, Nick Dyrenfurth, says Rudd's challenge is about vanity.

"He's consumed by anger at what happened in 2010 when he was toppled by his colleagues without any reference to the voters," he said.

Gillard supporters have continued to attack Rudd and some cabinet ministers have openly said they would not serve under him.

"I doubt I would be asked, but I wouldn't accept if I was," said attorney general, Nicola Roxon.

"I don't believe he will win on Monday. I don't believe I will be a member of his team if he did," said environment and sustainability minister, Tony Burke.

One Gillard supporter accused Rudd of using Tea Party tactics by appealing to the electorate to use their power in the leadership contest after he urged people to ring their local MPs and speak to the media.

Three ministers have come out in support of Rudd publicly. The now housing minister and former attorney general under Rudd, Robert McClelland, said people just needed to look at Kevin Rudd's standing in the polls to see who was best placed to win the next election.

"The reality is that we have been effectively flat-lining in support [under Gillard]" he said.

Analysts say whoever wins the vote on Monday, the Labor party is heading for electoral oblivion.

"The damage to brand Labor is cataclysmic," said political analyst Nick Dyrenfurth.

"What's unprecedented is the openness of the personal attacks and bloodletting," he said.

"It adds up to the Australian Labor party being wiped out for an entire generation."

The conservative opposition has called for a general election.


	Australia

	Kevin Rudd

	Julia Gillard

	Asia Pacific



Alison Rourke

guardian.co.uk © 2012 Guardian News and Media Limited or its affiliated companies. All rights reserved. | Use of this content is subject to our Terms & Conditions | More Feeds


[Kevin Rudd challenges Julia Gillard for leadership of Australia] [World news and comment from the Guardian | guardian.co.uk] 


Putin addresses thousands at Moscow rally

Published: 23-Feb-2012 04:59PM

Up to 130,000 – including many workers bussed in for the day – attend rally in support of Russian prime minister

They gathered under a light snow – tens of thousands of factory workers, milkmen, engineers and nurses filling a central Moscow stadium to declare their love for Vladimir Putin.

Love isn't what Putin was looking for, however. What he needed was troops.

Addressing what appeared to be the largest crowd yet to turn out in support of his bid to return to the presidency, Putin mustered the full force of militaristic rhetoric in urging Russians to come to his side as he faces growing protests in opposition to his rule.

"We are all ready to work for the good of our great motherland – not only to work but to protect her," Putin said, his taut face peeking out from a white polo-neck jumper. "We are a victorious people – it's in our genes, in our genetic code, passed down from generation to generation."

One reference to the Napoleonic war later and Putin ended his speech by saying: "The battle for Russia continues! We will be victorious!"

Who the enemy is did not need to be spoken – those Russians who have turned out by the thousands since early December to protest against Putin's expected return in a 4 March presidential vote. The long-time leader has accused the US state department of orchestrating the protests.

"We won't let anyone meddle in our domestic affairs," he told the crowd, before demanding: "Don't cheat on your motherland!"

It was a gathering reminiscent of Soviet spectacle both in rhetoric and style. Thousands of workers from the provinces were bussed in or rushed on to trains to attend the event.

Tatyana Leshova, 53, and Valery Mikhailov, 57, stood amid a crowd raising high blue flags emblazoned with the words "Russian Milk". Based in Ruza, 70 miles (110km) outside Moscow, the dairy's board of directors organised for 2,500 of its 8,000 employees to attend the rally, they said.

"We want stability in our country," said Leshova, the firm's financial director. "Putin will help us develop our industry and agriculture – so we can eat our own potatoes, eat our own apples, drink our own milk." Her colleague jumped in to add: "Putin tried our milk. He liked it."

Putin has worked hard to build a cult of personality that equates his leadership with the continuing existence of Russia. Yet just as some of his stunts have proved to be fake – his spokesman recently admitted that the premier did not in fact stumble upon a centuries-old Greek amphora during a scuba dive – so has much of his support, at least in Moscow.

Galina, a 50-year-old nurse who was leaving the rally just minutes after it began, hushed a friend who admitted to a reporter that the small group had been "invited" to attend by their municipal hospital. "We came of our own will – to watch the concert, eat pancakes," she said, as her friend shook her head. Their colleague Sergei, a 41-year-old doctor, admitted he had no plans to even vote for Putin, preferring the far-right leader Vladimir Zhirinovsky. Galina herself was undecided.

The crowd, 130,000 strong according to police, consisted mainly of great groups of employees somehow linked to the state. Most signs were neatly typed and homogenous, implying careful planning: "Putin is stability", "Putin's plan is our victory", "I value myself – I'm going for Putin!" One woman carried a sign hinting at the widespread allegations that many of those who have been attending pro-Putin rallies – a late ad hoc response to the growing opposition protests – have been paid or coerced. It read: "Honest, I'm for Putin!"

Oleg Gultyayev, a 32-year-old real estate worker, was one of the few who crafted his own sign. It read: "For the motherland! For Stalin! For Putin!" "Stalin and Putin both do everything they do for ordinary people," he explained.

Putin didn't focus his speech on "ordinary people" but warned of the grave threat facing the nation as he spoke on Thursday, a bank holiday devoted to the Russian army.

"It's symbolic that we gathered precisely today, on 23 February, Defender of the Fatherland Day, because today we are really the defenders of our fatherland," he said. Those gathered inside the stadium, he said, were those who loved Russia. Those attending opposition protests, he implied, were traitors.

Although just a portion of the crowd, which filled the stadium and its pitch to near capacity, shouted their support, Putin made sure to thank them. "I can't hug each one of you or shake each hand," he said, "but I see all and thank you for your support and moral help."

Russia's opposition is due to hold an unsanctioned protest on Sunday, one week before the presidential vote.
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Christopher Tappin prepares for extradition to the US

Published: 24-Feb-2012 12:57AM

British businessman accused of conspiring to sell components for Iranian missiles could face 35 years in jail

A retired British businessman who is due to be escorted to America by US marshals on Friday after losing a two-year battle against extradition has said he is "philosophical" about his chances of never returning to his home country.

Christopher Tappin, who is accused of conspiring to sell components for Iranian missiles, will meet the marshals at Heathrow police station and be taken to the US, where he could face 35 years in jail.

He told the BBC: "I am 65 years old now. If I was to serve 35 years than I would be 100 by the time I came back.

"There aren't many people who reach 100 so I have to be philosophical about these things, that I may never come home to my own country again."

Tappin is the latest Briton to fight and lose an extradition battle with the US and his case increases pressure on the government to review the arrangements.

David Cameron said on Wednesday the government would carry out a "proper, sober and thoughtful" review.

But the prime minister added it was important to remember that extradition treaties "show respect to each other's judicial processes and make sure that people who are accused of crimes are tried for those crimes".

"Britain can benefit from that as well," he said.

An independent review last year of the UK's extradition arrangements by retired court of appeal judge Sir Scott Baker found that the treaty between the US and the UK was both balanced and fair.

But critics claim it is one-sided, with MPs, peers and campaigners calling for reform.

Jago Russell, the chief executive of Fair Trials International, said: "After years of talk about extradition reform, and countless cases of injustice, still nothing has been done.

"It is high time the government brings forward concrete proposals to build much-needed safeguards into our laws."

Tappin denies attempting to sell batteries for surface-to-air missiles that were to be shipped from the US to Tehran via the Netherlands.

He has said that, for justice to be done, he should be tried by a jury of his peers in the UK, not a jury 3,000 miles away which does not share a common cultural background.

But magistrates and the high court backed his extradition, and he exhausted his appeal options earlier this month when a last-ditch plea to the European court of human rights was rejected.

Tappin, from Orpington, Kent, has claimed he is the victim of entrapment in a "sting" organised by US government agents.

Isabella Sankey, the director of policy for civil rights group Liberty, said: "No British court has ever been allowed to examine any evidence against Christopher Tappin or consider whether he should be tried here.

"Even if a US jury eventually finds him not guilty, he'll still spend years in a Texan jail awaiting trial – thousands of miles from his home and sick wife.

"No one is immune from such unfair treatment and it's high time the government put some common sense and compassion back into our extradition laws."
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US politics live: Senior Republicans air discontent with GOP candidates

Published: 24-Feb-2012 09:52AM

Live coverage of the GOP presidential races in Michigan and Arizona as Jeb Bush and Rudy Guiliani voice their concerns

12.35pm: The C-Span camera crew appears to be revealing the ghastliness of this Romney event. The long shots of Romney speaking have his face obscured by a large teleprompters.

The crowd shots show a politely bored bunch of people in suits, and reveal that despite everything there are still swathes of empty seats.

12.25pm: Which popular US cable news channel beloved by Republicans hasn't even mentioned Mitt Romney's big speech so far? It rhymes with Box Fuse.

Instead it is being covered by that arm of the hated Big Government, C-Span, which appears to be showing men in suits chewing gum.

12.11pm: The Guardian's Ewen MacAskill is at Ford Field in Detroit waiting to hear Mitt Romney's big economic speech, and it doesn't sound like a pleasant experience:


Ford Field is a bizarre location for Romney's speech. Why choose a stadium? It just emphasises how few people are here, only a few hundred people, invited by the Detroit Economic Club. All the stadium seats are empty and the audience is crowded into a small part of the field, in chairs placed on the astro-turf.

The weather is bad, with a mixture of rain and sleet, and with snow forecast for the afternoon, so maybe that put people off. But who chose the venue? It could easily have been held in a small hall somewhere. This is the worst location I have seen yet.



11.52am: Jeb Bush's comments also bring to mind what the influential conservative blogger Erick Erickson calls "the elephant in the room": the record of George Bush as president.

"And this issue is why Campaign 2012 on the Republican side is so depressing," says Erickson, noting:


Santorum, Romney, and Gingrich are campaigning against major accomplishments of the Bush Administration that they, at the time, supported, and now have the audacity to lie to us — yes they are lying — and have us believe they would never have supported such big government programmes.



So who is Erickson going to vote for in the primaries? "I live in Georgia," he told readers of RedState. "And I am pretty sure I am voting for either Herman Cain or Rick Perry because I am just not sold on the final four."

11.39am: Christian Heinze at the GOP12 blog picks up Karl Rove agreeing – "I share his concerns" – with Jeb Bush's remarks earlier, but then blaming the media in characteristic Rovian style:


These debates have tended to sort of focus the effort on exactly what he says – operating out of fear, in part because of the nature of the kind of questions and the fact that they're all trying to gain an advantage over each other.

A certain number of debates is good. We've probably had too many, and we've particularly had too many where the questions have been dominated by the media.



11.20am: MoveOn.org is the latest organisation to take a pop at Mitt Romney for his 2008 opposition to the auto industry bailout.

Something tells me this type of ad will be more powerful in a general election – "Mitt Romney? He'd let America fail" – and not just in Michigan but any state with similar vulnerabilities.

11am: Both Rick Santorum and Ron Paul appear to be lying low but it's a big day for Mitt Romney, while Newt Gingrich is all over Washington state like a rash:

Mitt Romney

• 12.15pm ET: Gives a major address to the Detroit Economic Club at Ford Field stadium in Detroit

• 7.10pm ET: Holds a town hall meeting at Western Michigan University, Kalamazoo, Michigan

Newt Gingrich

• 9.45am PT: Visits the Washington State Capitol for meetings with House and Senate Republicans, Olympia

• 12.30pm PT: Holds a rally, Federal Way, Washington

• 7pm PT: Holds a rally, Everett, Washington

10.29am: Here's the New York Times comment piece by Steve Rattner, lambasting Mitt Romney for his "utter fantasy" in opposing the government bailout of the US auto industry.

It's a compelling read, in part because it dispenses with the kid gloves normally worn on such occasions:


As a presidential aspirant, Mr. Romney evidently hasn't felt a need to be consistent or specific as to what should have been done to address the collapse of the auto industry starting in late 2008. But the gist is that the government should have stayed on the sidelines and allowed the companies to go through what he calls "managed bankruptcies," financed by private capital.

That sounds like a wonderfully sensible approach — except that it's utter fantasy. In late 2008 and early 2009, when G.M. and Chrysler had exhausted their liquidity, every scrap of private capital had fled to the sidelines.

I know this because the administration's auto task force, for which I was the lead adviser, spoke diligently to all conceivable providers of funds, and not one had the slightest interest in financing those companies on any terms. If Mr Romney disagrees, he should come forward with specific names of willing investors in place of empty rhetoric. I predict that he won't be able to, because there aren't any.



One example – not mentioned here – is the approach to a venture capital fund made by GM for help with its European operations in 2009. The firm's name was Bain Capital. It turned GM down.

10am: The Republican world has been set alight by comments from former Florida governor Jeb Bush – a man many Republicans hope will one day run for the White House – and 2008 contender Rudy Guiliani, voicing the dismay many Republicans appear to be feeling over the party's 2012 presidential prospects.

Jeb Bush, the brother of former president George Bush, accused the GOP candidates of pandering to voters' fears, while responding to a question after delivering a speech in Dallas last night:


I used to be a conservative and I watch these debates and I'm wondering, I don't think I've changed, but it's a little troubling sometimes when people are appealing to people's fears and emotion rather than trying to get them to look over the horizon for a broader perspective and that's kind of where we are. I think it changes when we get to the general election. I hope.



Jeb Bush had earlier warned about the tone of the candidates, saying in January: "Hispanic people hear these debates and I think you turn them off."

Guiliani, meanwhile, admitted to CNN last night he was "in a state of confusion" over the current field:


I'm in a state of confusion about who to endorse like a lot of other Republicans. I like some things. I don't like other things... I like Rick's [Santorum's] approach to foreign policy. I like Rick's approach to the economy. We have big differences on social issues. That's why I'm a moderate Republican.



Guiliani said he was "absolutely concerned" at the Republican party's inability to win over voters in the north-east states because of its position on social issues, saying:


We seem to be not modern enough on social issues, I'm not just talking about abortion... I think the gay rights issue is a more current one right now, and I think beyond all the religious and social parts of it, it makes the party seem like it isn't a modern party, it doesn't understand the modern world we live in.



Guilani's position, as a former mayor of New York City, was far to the left of the current state of the Republican party on issues such as gay marriage and abortion.

9.45am: With new polls showing a tight race in the forthcoming Michigan primary, Jeb Bush and Rudy Guiliani – the ghosts of GOP presidential primaries past and future – add to the voices airing their concerns about the make-up of the Republican party's field.

Bush, regarded as a future presidential candidate, and Guiliani, a leading contender in the 2008 primaries, are the latest senior Republican figures to go public with their unhappiness at the unpalatable contest between Mitt Romney and his rivals, Rick Santorum and Newt Gingrich, and the party's veer to the right.

But with some experts forecasting a Republican primary season that runs until California's vote in May, the torture may continue for months to come.

Here's a summary of the latest news on and off the campaign trail by Ryan Devereaux:

• With Michigan's primary just four days away, Mitt Romney is facing renewed criticism for his opposition to the bailout of the US auto industry. Steve Rattner, the former auto czar who challenged Romney to a debate on the issue, has written an op-ed in the New York Times charging that Romney's argument for the industry to go through "managed bankruptcies" an "utter fantasy". Rattner goes on to challenge Romney to name willing investors who would have made such a bankruptcy process possible. He contends the former Massachusetts governor would not be able to.

• The United Autoworkers Union plans to stage a demonstration to highlight Romney's position on the bailout today. Twenty-six American automobiles will reportedly be parked on top of a downtown Detroit parking garage spelling out "let Detroit go bankrupt", the title of Romney's 2008 New York Times opinion piece.

• Newt Gingrich has received a second letter from the Federal Election Commission inquiring into why his campaign paid $1m to a small group of people including the former house speaker himself. Reports filed Monday revealed a circle within the campaign had received $220,000, on top of their normal salaries, and $88,000 went to the presidential candidate for unspecified "travel expenses". Meanwhile New Hampshire's state attorney general says the Gingrich campaign violated the state's do-not-call law.

• President Obama outspent his Republican challengers in January according to campaign filings. The president's campaign reported $17.7m in expenditures, placing him ahead of the Romney campaign which reported $14m. Internet advertising accounted for the Obama campaign's single largest expenditure, costing the president's team $4.3m.

• Comedian Bill Maher has donated $1m to the Obama campaign. At the end of a live stream special he aired last night, Maher signed a personal cheque to the Obama-supporting Super PAC, Priorities USA Action. Maher said having Obama in office over the Republican candidates was "worth a million dollars".
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Sacha Baron Cohen warns Academy over Oscars ban

Published: 24-Feb-2012 09:42AM

The actor has been barred from attending in the guise of Admiral General Aladeen, the main character in his comedy The Dictator

Sacha Baron Cohen has released a video haranguing the organisers of the Oscars for withdrawing his tickets for the ceremony.

The clip shows the actor in character as Admiral General Aladeen – the leader of the fictional Republic of Wadiya and the main character in his upcoming comedy The Dictator.

Baron Cohen's third collaboration with director Larry Charles is billed as "the heroic story of a dictator who risks his life to ensure that democracy never reaches his country". It is intended as a satire of totalitarian regimes like that of Muammar Gaddafi.

"While I applaud the Academy for taking away my right to free speech, I warn you that if you do not lift your sanctions and give me my tickets back by 12pm on Sunday, you will face unimaginable consequences," says Baron Cohen as Aladeen, dressed in military uniform and flanked by armed guards.

He began by describing the venerable Hollywood institution as "the Academy of Motion Pictures Arts and Zionists", before criticising the lack of recognition for "Wadiyan" films like "When Harry Kidnapped Sally", "You've Got Mailbomb" and "Planet of the Rapes". He ended the broadcast with: "Death to the West, death to America. And good luck Billy Crystals".

Baron Cohen was originally invited to the Oscars for his role in Martin Scorsese's 3D children's movie, Hugo, which is nominated for 11 awards. He was hoping to arrive at the Kodak Theatre in character as Aladeen, but the awards' organisers vetoed the appearance.

"The Academy would love to have Sacha at the show," a spokesperson for Ampas told the Hollywood Reporter. "We've let him know how we feel about using the red carpet for a movie stunt and we're waiting to hear from him."

Paramount, the studio backing Baron Cohen's film, has accused the organisation of lacking a sense of humour. "Unless they're assured that nothing entertaining is going to happen on the red carpet, the Academy is not admitting Sacha Baron Cohen to the show," it told the Deadline blog's Nikki Finke.
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Q&A with Naomi Wolf: America's nuclear future | Naomi Wolf

Published: 24-Feb-2012 09:15AM

After the Fukushima disaster, Germany ditched nuclear power. So why has the US stopped worrying and learned to love nukes?

This week, Naomi wrote about nuclear power, nuclear weapons and nuclear safety, as the Obama administration prepares to go ahead with a new expansion of both a civilian nuclear power program and nuclear weapons-producing facilities. 

Is America's nuclear industry unsafe at any size? How will the US meet emissions targets and move beyond a fossil-fuel energy economy without nuclear power, as some environmental activists have accepted is necessary?

Naomi will be joining commenters for her weekly live webchat here in the discussion thread from 1pm till 2pm EST (6-7pm UK time). Commenting will be switched on then, and the thread will remain open afterwards.
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US steps up offensive against Japan's yakuza gangs

Published: 24-Feb-2012 09:32AM

Obama administration to freeze assets of powerful crime syndicates and ban them from conducting business in America

The latest crackdown on Japan's crime syndicates crossed the Pacific this week after the Obama administration moved to freeze the assets of the country's most powerful yakuza gang and ban it from conducting business in the US.

The US treasury department said it had introduced the measures in response to the yakuza's increasing involvement in drug and human trafficking, prostitution, money laundering and other cross-border activities. It added that those activities had brought it "billions of dollars" a year in illegal earnings.

The sanctions target the two men at the apex of Japan's most feared crime syndicate, the Yamaguchi-gumi: Kenichi Shinoda, the gang's 70-year-old leader and his second-in-command, Kiyoshi Takayama, 64.

Shinoda, who is also known as Shinobu Tsukasa, was released from prison last April after serving a six-year sentence for firearms possession. Under the sanctions, US citizens will be banned from making transactions with the two men, whose American-owned assets will be frozen.

The US treasury department said it has imposed similar sanctions against seven leading members of a multinational syndicate called the Brothers' Circle.

The measures are part of President Obama's attempts to "target transnational criminal organisations and isolate them from the global financial system", David Cohen, the US undersecretary for terrorism and financial intelligence, said in a statement.

"Today's action casts a spotlight on key members of criminal organizations that have engaged in a wide range of serious crimes across the globe. They use our financial system, they use our commercial system to both penetrate the markets, to disrupt the markets and to make use of their illicit proceeds.

"We will continue to work with our international partners to target those who deal in violence, narcotics, money laundering, and the exploitation of women and children."

The Yamaguchi-gumi, whose members account for just under half of Japan's 80,000 gangsters, has been called the "Walmart" of the country's underworld, for its ability to brush aside opponents and generate huge earnings.

Under Shinoda, it has established a presence in Tokyo, far from its home turf in the western port city of Kobe. It has moved away from traditional sources of income into new areas such as finance, construction, the securities markets, and the formation of front companies with a presence overseas.

The treasury department said Shinoda and Takayama were involved in "serious criminal activities, including weapons trafficking, prostitution, human trafficking, drug trafficking and money laundering".

"As leaders of the Yamaguchi-gumi crime syndicate, both Shinoda and Takayama play key roles in directing the syndicate's policies and settling disputes with other yakuza syndicates," it said.

The US offensive was introduced after Obama issued an executive order last year. It coincides with fresh attempts in Japan to rein in the yakuza after years of tacit acceptance of their supposed role as a deterrent against petty crime in urban neighbourhoods.

At the end of last year, Tokyo became the last of Japan's 47 prefectures to introduce measures aimed at pressuring legitimate businesses to cut their ties with the mob.

Japan's chief cabinet secretary, Osamu Fujimura, said the government would watch the US administration's moves "with interest".

"'We are exchanging information with the US on a regular basis," he added.

Despite their prominent role in some sectors of Japanese society, yakuza membership is declining. In 2010 there were 78,600 registered gangsters, a fall of 14% since 1991, according to the national police agency. The agency said Yamaguchi-gumi membership fell 4% in 2010 to 34,900 members from the previous year.
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