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The Top 10 Stories You Missed in 2008
Foreign Policy’s Picks for the Year’s Most Overlooked News Stories
Read the entire list at ForeignPolicy.com
A surge that is already underway in Afghanistan, a sharp rise in coca production in Colombia, and the release of harmful greenhouse gases during the manufacture of the newest solar panels are among FOREIGN POLICY magazine’s “Top 10 Stories You Missed in 2008.” The annual list—compiled by the magazine’s editors—is available today exclusively on ForeignPolicy.com.

The Surge Already Underway in Afghanistan

While most of the world’s media attention remained focused on the U.S. presidential race and Obama’s pledge to dramatically increase the U.S. presence in Afghanistan in a strategy similar to the “surge” in Iraq, in truth, the Afghanistan surge had, to a large extent, already begun. In the first half of 2008, U.S. forces in Afghanistan increased by more than 21,000, or nearly 85 percent, with significant increases in the presence of Air Force and Marine personnel. The United States has also been on a building spree, planning a $100 million airfield expansion in Kandahar and a $40 million prison facility near Bagram Air Base. Although U.S. commanders have shied away from reaching out to tribal leaders and nationalist insurgents—a crucial counterinsurgency tactic in Iraq—Afghan President Hamid Karzai has been pushing for exactly this type of engagement. If Obama arrives in the White House with a plan to pacify Afghanistan through an expanded troop presence and reaching out to local leaders, he may discover that the military has already gotten a head start.
A Sharp Rise in Colombian Coca Production

Another war—the failing drug war in Colombia—also made this year’s list. The United States has spent $6 billion on Plan Colombia, a project aimed at improving security, stamping out drug cultivation, and improving law and order after a decades-long conflict with leftist militants. But a recent study by the U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO) found that U.S.-assisted efforts to reduce coca production in Colombia haven’t just failed; they’ve been downright counterproductive. The crop’s production rose 15 percent between 2000 and 2006, according to the GAO report. A separate U.N. study found that in 2007 alone, the area of land hosting coca crops rose 27 percent. Researchers reckon that many farmers have moved to more-remote areas to avoid eradication efforts.

Manufacture of Newest Solar Panels May Contribute to Global Warming

Many of the newest solar panels are manufactured with a gas that is 17,000 times more potent than carbon dioxide in contributing to global warming. Nitrogen trifluoride, or NF3, is used for cleaning microcircuits during the manufacture of a host of modern electronics, from flat-screen TVs to iPhones—to thin-film solar panels, the latest (and cheapest) generation of solar photovoltaics. Because industry estimates suggested that only about 2 percent of NF3 ever made it into the atmosphere, companies and Kyoto countries found it an attractive substitute to lower their emissions footprints. But last October, scientists at the Scripps Institution of Oceanography reported that four times more NF3 is present in the atmosphere than industry estimates suggest, and its concentration is rising 11 percent a year. Ray Weiss, who led the Scripps team, thinks that, unless regulations require more complete greenhouse gas measurements, more unpleasant surprises will be in store.

Rounding out the list is $30 million in U.S. aid to Georgia earmarked for a luxury hotel in Tbilisi, a U.S. citizen convicted for the first time of torture abroad, a missile shield quietly built by the United States in India, Russia’s move in Africa to snatch up global energy dominance, the U.S. sale of crowd-controlling ‘sonic blasters’ in China, the failure of Shanghai steel to meet basic safety tests, and the “next Darfur” in Sudan’s Nuba Mountains.

The Top 10 Stories You Missed in 2008 is available in its entirety at ForeignPolicy.com.
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