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Australian fire fighters are 
battling a series of major 
wildfires in New South Wales, 
with fears that hundreds of 
homes have been destroyed

The blazes are continuing to burn 
on the outskirts of Sydney, despite the 
easing of temperatures and winds. 
One man has died while trying to pro-
tect his home. Bushfires are common 
in Australia but they have come earlier 
than normal this year, sparking con-
cerns of further problems to come.

Minister for Police and Emer-
gency Services Michael Gallacher 
said that ‘the speed and the ferocity’ 
of the fires was something ‘not seen 
for many, many years’. “We had one 
fire front that changed direction and 
had a front to it, so if you can imagine, 
burning in one direction 25km wide. 
We’re only now in the process of be-
ing able to return to some of the sites 
to check the magnitude of the losses 
and I’ve got to say, it’s going to be quite 
substantial,” he added.

Fire fighters described blazes as 
tall as 20m to 30m. A 63 year old man 
died from a heart attack as he tried to 

defend his home in Lake Munmorah, 
in the Central Coast region of NSW. 
Around 2,000 fire fighters across the 
state worked to try and contain the 
fires but many are still burning out of 
control.

The NSW Rural Fire Service said 
an initial assessment of the Winmalee 
and Springwood areas showed that 81 
properties had been destroyed, with 
37 damaged. Reports estimate that as 

many as 200 homes could be lost in 
total.

The fires have been caused by 
unseasonably hot temperatures and 
strong winds. While these have now 
died down, more hot weather is fore-
cast next week. Smoke and ash from 
the wildfires blanketed the Sydney 
skyline. New South Wales was also hit 
by bush fires in September, which in-
jured several fire fighters.

Petrol prices have recorded 
their biggest fall since 2008, 
taking the average cost to 
132.16p a litre

The motorists’ lobby group said 
average petrol prices fell 5.49p a litre 
between mid-September and mid-
October, the biggest monthly fall 
since prices fell 11.5p in November 
2008. The price of diesel has fallen 
from 142.50p a litre to 139.12p. Lower 
wholesale fuel prices had prompted 
the price drop, but warned that further 
falls were unlikely. The organisation 
says the recent drop in prices means 
the cost of filling up the tank of a small 
petrol car has fallen by £2.74, while a 
larger vehicle, such as a Ford Mondeo, 
would cost £3.84 less to refuel.

Northern Ireland is the most ex-
pensive place for petrol, with an av-
erage pump price of £132.9p a litre, 
and London, the north of England, 
and Yorkshire and Humberside are 
the joint cheapest at 131.9p. Scotland 
is still the most expensive for diesel 
at 140.1p a litre, while London is the 
cheapest at 138.6p. Regional varia-
tions depend on whether an area is 
mainly urban — in which case there is 

more competition — or if it is mainly 
rural — in which case suppliers have 
higher transport costs and there is 
less competition. The UK has the 
seventh-highest petrol price and the 
second-highest diesel price in Europe. 
The fuel price data is supplied by the 
research firm Experian Catalist.

The AA said further falls in petrol 
prices were unlikely, because of poor 
refinery capacity in the UK and the 
likely strengthening of the US Dol-
lar. The US Dollar is expected to rise 
in value now that the standoff over 
the country’s budget is over and oil is 
priced in Dollars. 

The world’s second-biggest 
economy grew 7.8 percent from a 
year earlier, up from 7.5 percent ex-
pansion in the previous quarter. The 
official figures also showed growth 
in industrial output, retail sales and 
fixed asset investment. After years of 
blistering growth, China has seen its 
pace of expansion slow recently and 
there have been fears that growth 
may slow further. China has set a 
growth target of 7.5 percent for the 
year. Analysts said the latest num-
bers indicated that it was likely that 
Beijing would meet this.

Over the past few decades Chi-
na has relied heavily on its exports 
and manufacturing sectors as well 
as government-led infrastructure 
spending to help boost growth. 
However, a slowdown in key mar-
kets such as the US and Europe has 
hurt demand for its exports. As a 
result, it has been trying to spur do-
mestic demand to offset the decline 
in foreign sales and also to rebalance 
its growth. Earlier this year, it un-
veiled fresh measures to help boost 
the economy. From August 1st, Chi-
na has suspended value added tax 
(VAT) and turnover tax for small 
businesses with monthly sales of less 
than 20,000 Yuan ($3,257; £2,125).

The cabinet said the move would 
benefit more than six million small 
companies and boost employment 
and income for millions of people. 

Policymakers said they would also 
implement measures to simplify 
customs clearance procedures, cut 
operational fees and facilitate the 
exports of small and medium-sized 
private enterprises. The cabinet also 
announced plans to completely open 
China’s railway construction market 
to private investors to develop the 
sector further. It said it would set up 
a railway development fund, with 
the initial money coming from the 
government.

However, there have been some 
concerns over whether the eco-
nomic rebound is sustainable in the 
long run, not least due to the con-
tinued rise in property prices. Prop-
erty prices have now risen for eight 
months in a row, despite govern-
ment efforts to cool the market.

Some analysts have said that 
China’s new leaders, who took 
charge in March, have so far toler-
ated the price rises due to concerns 
over slowing economic growth. Ac-
cording to some estimates, about 
25 percent of overall investment in 
China goes towards property, mak-
ing it one of the most important 
growth sectors. But the continued 
surge in prices has fanned fears that 
asset bubbles may be forming. Ana-
lysts said that with growth rebound-
ing, Beijing may take measures to try 
and curb speculation in the property 
market.

‘Green wood’ 
alternative 
to hardwood
Forests cover one third of 
the land on our planet. They 
produce vital oxygen and 
provide homes for humans and 
wildlife. But forests around the 
world are under threat from 
deforestation. According to 
the WWF, the equivalent of 
36 football fields is being lost 
every minute. And one of the 
main causes is logging.

One Norwegian company says 
it has developed an environmen-
tally-friendly alternative with similar 
properties to hardwood, based on 
sustainable softwood which has been 
modified through the infusion of a 
natural biowaste liquid and heat. Ke-
bony, as it is called, has similar prop-
erties to tropical hardwood including 
improved stability, durability and 
aesthetics. It has already been used in 
several high-profile projects, includ-
ing London’s Battersea Power Station 
pop-up park.

“A traditional hardwood has 
some properties that are really good 
when you are working with wood 
outdoors. It lasts for a long time, it 
looks great and it has a long lifetime. 
But now, after we have seen all the 
environmental hazards by exploiting 
tropical hardwoods, there is surely a 
need for something that could replace 
that in an environmentally-friendly 
method,” says Jan Terje Nielsen, Mar-
keting Director at Kebony. 

Other benefits, according to the 
manufacturer, are good decay resist-
ance in harsh climates and a long life 
span. It is hoped this new, sustainable 
material could provide an alternative 
not only to tropical hardwood, but 
also to other building materials such 
as plastic, metal and concrete. Only 
the test of time will tell whether this 
new generation wood lives up to ex-
pectations and succeeds in diverting 
demand away from tropical forests.

China’s economic 
growth picks up speed
China’s economic growth picked 
up pace in the July-to-September 
period, the first rise in three 
quarters
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