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Reuters: Africa phases out leaded fuel, glitches remain 

By Ed Stoddard 

27.12.2005

JOHANNESBURG, Dec 27 (Reuters) - The United Nations said on Tuesday that Africa would be relieved of one more health burden in the New Year with the phasing out of leaded fuel in the continent's vechicles. 

But the phase out has not been without its glitches and in some countries that have been declared free of the heavy metal, much of the petrol on offer remains laced with lead. There has also been confusion in places which have undergone the change. 

"... as of Jan. 1 2006 the region's vehicle fuels will be lead-free ... (this) means a healthier world for millions of people across the region," the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) said in a statement. 

Lead is a heavy metal linked to a range of ailments including damage to the brains of young children. It was phased out years ago in most of the developed world. 

"In 2002, only one country of the forty-nine countries in sub-Saharan Africa-- Sudan -- was fully unleaded. With South Africa to go unleaded on 1 January 2006, all of sub-Saharan Africa will have switched," UNEP said. 

The reality on the ground is rather different as refineries flush out old supplies. 

Most petrol stations in the Senegalese capital Dakar sell gasoline only under the SUPER category, without visibly specifying whether it is leaded or unleaded. The other fuel offered is gas oil. 

But an attendant at one station said the SUPER was unleaded and that they had been selling unleaded for just over a month. In Ivory Coast, stations have been offering unleaded for around six months. 

CONFUSION IN NIGERIA 

UNEP says oil-rich Nigeria, Africa's most populous nation, has been "fully unleaded" since early 2004, but this is hard to verify on the ground as filling stations do not specify whether the petrol they sell is leaded or unleaded. 

In a straw poll of stations in traffic-choked Lagos, a city of 13 million, only one pump attendant at a Total outlet had heard of unleaded fuel and he said the petrol on sale there was imported and unleaded. 

But pump attendants at several stations operated by Nigerian fuel retailer AP said they were unaware of what kind of fuel they sold. 

Nigeria's four dilapidated refineries, which the government is trying to privatise, meet less than half of the nation's fuel consumption. Officials were unsure of whether they produced leaded or unleaded. 

Kenya's only refinery stopped producing lead gasoline at the end of November to meet the deadline laid down in the Dakar Declaration of 2001, where sub-Saharan African countries agreed to phase out leaded petrol. 

It sparked a minor panic among the many owners of old vehicles that run on leaded fuel, who were concerned about the cost of installing a catalytic converter -- about 16,000 Kenya shillings ($220.50), no small cost to many there. 

South Africa also experienced some glitches this month in fuel supplies because of the switchover. 

In many African countries, petrol of an often dubious quaility is sold in glass jars and plastic containers at the roadside by informal dealers -- and whether it is leaded or not is anyone's guess. UNEP said its Partneship for Clean Fuels and Vehicles (PCFV) was aiming to eliminate leaded petrol worldwide by 2008 with an initial focus on the Middle East and the handful of countries in North Africa and West Asia still using leaded petrol. 

It said "well over 30 countries" were still making use of leaded petrol. 

Countries without phase-out plans include Afghanistan, Algeria, Bhutan, Cambodia, Cuba, Iraq and North Korea. 

It also said that the content of diesel remained a concern. 

"In Europe sulphur levels in diesel vehicle fuels are typically 10 to 50 parts per million. In many developing countries this can be at levels up to a 1,000 times higher," UNEP said. 

"For example most African countries are currently at 5,000 parts per million with some countries, in Africa and elsewhere, having even higher sulphur content," it said. 

(Additional reporting by Estelle Shirbon in Lagos, Pascal Fletcher in Dakar, and Bryson Hull in Nairobi) 

____________________________________________________________________________

BBC: Tsunami: Mangroves 'saved lives' 

By Mark Kinver
25.12.2005

Healthy mangrove forests helped save lives in the Asia tsunami disaster, a new report has said. 
The World Conservation Union (IUCN) compared the death toll from two villages in Sri Lanka that were hit by the devastating giant waves. 

Two people died in the settlement with dense mangrove and scrub forest, while up to 6,000 people died in the village without similar vegetation. 

Many forests in the past were felled to build prawn farms and tourist resorts. 

The IUCN said it showed that healthy ecosystems acted as natural barriers. 

"It saved a lot of lives as well as properties," said Vimukthi Weeratunga, the union's biodiversity coordinator in Sri Lanka. 

"We have carried an out ecological assessment of the damage caused by the tsunami. In some areas the damage was very minimal, and mangrove vegetation had played a role." 

Research has shown mangroves are able to absorb between 70-90% of the energy from a normal wave. 

There is, however, no reliable data on how the trees mitigate the impact of a tsunami. 

Many people living in coastal areas now want to see their communities benefit from the apparent protection offered by mangrove forests. 

"People tend to respect these natural barriers even more, especially after the tsunami," Mr Weeratunga said. 

"Now everyone is keen to plant a lot of mangroves in the coastal areas but unfortunately we cannot plant mangroves everywhere." 

Slow recovery 
Coral reefs were also in the direct path of the tsunami. Fears for these ecosystems were allayed after initial surveys found that there had not been widespread, long-term damage. 

But they did not escape unharmed. Debris and silt from the shore was washed out to sea and covered the reefs. 

Twelve months later, the IUCN has found that reefs which were in good shape before the waves struck are recovering much more quickly than degraded sites. 

Lucy Emerton, head of the union's ecosystems and livelihoods group in Asia, explained why. 

"Healthy coral reefs are much more robust in terms of recovering from either natural or man-made disasters," she told the BBC News website. 

"Physically, you see a beautiful coral reef that is coming back to life rather than one that is still smothered in debris." 

Many of the reefs in the Indian Ocean had been damaged from dynamite fishing, coral mining and bleaching. 

The protection that healthy marine and coastal ecosystems provided during the disaster highlighted the need for effective environmental policies, Ms Emerton said. 

"It was immediately obvious what an important role mangrove forests, wetlands and coral reefs played in mitigating the impact [of the tsunami]," she argued. 

"It has led to a real step forward in looking at integrated coastal management systems." 

She said strong conservation laws already existed but there had been questions about how effective they had been enforced. 

One example of a local government flexing its conservation muscles is the recent declaration to establish two new turtle sanctuaries in southern Sri Lanka. 

Elsewhere, four international conservation groups, led by Wetlands International, have launched a project called Green Coast. 

Working alongside local governments and construction companies, the project hopes to rehabilitate the habitat in areas affected by the disaster. 

Fishing fears 
Both mangrove forests and coral reefs found in coastal areas provide vital protection and breeding grounds for fish - a key source of income and nutrition for people in the region. 

A report published by the Malaysian-based WorldFish Center has warned that misplaced investment by donors could do more harm than good in the long term. 

When the giant waves swept inland in December 2004, between 80-90% of the fishing fleet was destroyed. 

This prompted a massive effort by the international community to replace lost vessels and gear. 

While welcoming the overwhelming response, the centre's director general, Stephen Hall, said it was important for donors to coordinate their efforts with the governments. 

"There is a real danger that we are going to set these communities back on the downward spiral of unsustainable fish stocks," he said. 

"The Indonesian government estimates that 10,500 boats were lost [in Aceh]. Of those, around 2,500 were repaired. Recent estimates put the number of boats that have been built or in the process of being built at around 10,800. 

"So we now have 2,800 more boats than we started with." 

Dr Hall said this created the potential to place even greater pressure on already overexploited stocks. 

This view is shared by the IUCN's Vimukthi Weeratunga. 

"Immediately after the tsunami, a lot of the NGOs and other well wishers were distributing boats. 

"But we saw the distribution of too many boats and an increase in fishing." 

Latest figures from the UN Farming and Agriculture Organization (FAO) show fish catches in Aceh for 2005 are down 41% for marine fishing and 26% for brackish water aquaculture. 

Balancing act 
The United Nations Environment Programme (Unep) published a report in November highlighting the challenges of meeting the demands of the mammoth relief effort without exacerbating the damage to the environment. 

It warned that haphazard groundwater extraction, unsanitary disposal of waste, chaotic rebuilding of homes and unsustainable timber harvesting could result in more environmental damage, leading to an increase in poverty and greater vulnerability to future disasters. 

A number of agencies, including the FAO and Unep, are working closely with the governments of nations affected by the disaster. 

Help is being provided in a number of areas, such as offering technical assistance to overstretched environment ministries and coordinating the mobilisation of funding. 

As attention begins to focus on the future, Vimukthi Weeratunga warns that there are no quick fixes when it comes to repairing the environmental damage. 

"It will take five to seven years, at least, to get to the pre-tsunami stage - and that is a conservative estimate." 

____________________________________________________________________________

Islam Online (Qatar): A Year After the Tsunami:  Have We Learned the Lessons? 
By Nalaka Gunawardene

26.12.2005
It was on the day after that we realized how wide-spread and terrible the Asian tsunami’s impact had been across much of South and Southeast Asia. As news reports and analyses poured in via satellite television and websites, it became clear that this would be one of the biggest disasters in memory.

It was also the first truly globalized disaster of our times. The powerful seismic waves, emanating on the morning of December 26, 2004 from the bottom of the sea close to Indonesia’s Sumatra Island, literally shook the world. (In May 2005, scientists reported that the earthquake had lasted close to ten minutes, whereas most major earthquakes last no more than a few seconds; it caused the entire planet to vibrate by at least a few centimeters).

The day after, as I was watching the horror of the tsunami unfold in the media, an Indian environmentalist colleague sent a brief text message to my mobile phone reading: “Reminds us who’s in charge”.

If that was the intended message, it sure was delivered with a mighty punch. But as our memories fade over time, and as Asia recovers from one of the biggest blows in recent years, we must raise these questions: Is everyone who heard or felt the message heeding its important lessons? What have we learned from the tsunami, at the tremendously high cost that affected countries paid?

A Defining Moment

The Asian tsunami was a defining moment for individuals, institutions and nations around the Indian Ocean rim. A year after the killer waves rose and receded, the dead were buried and debris cleared, the disaster continues to challenge families, communities, aid agencies, and governments in all the affected countries.

Because the earthquake—measuring 9.3 on the Richter scale—happened out at sea, the resulting waves radiated in all directions, eventually reaching the shores of over a dozen countries in Asia and eastern Africa. Due to proximity, they wreaked a great deal more havoc in Asia: Indonesia, Sri Lanka, Thailand, and India were hit the hardest, with Malaysia, Maldives, and Myanmar (Burma) also affected.

But the Boxing Day tremors reverberated well beyond these countries. It was not just the nationals of these countries who suffered, but also thousands of others who had flocked to their tourist resorts.

As the first anniversary approaches, there is renewed interest in what happened after the disaster. In a year that also recorded a string of other major disasters, including hurricanes Katrina and Rita, and the earthquake in northern Pakistan, coping with disasters has been a recurrent theme.

For much of affected Asia, the tsunami’s initial shock, horror and anguish have now given way to a whole range of other, equally powerful sentiments: frustration, dismay and, anger at the slow pace of recovery.

This is not surprising given the sheer scale of the process, involving tens of millions of people. Federal and local governments, as well as international and national charities have all found that the tsunami challenged their disaster preparedness, relief operation plans, and logistics systems. The recovery, in particular, has been a test of good governance for governments, charities, and aid agencies—a test that many have flunked.

From the time the humanitarian crisis was contained, focus turned to how the massive outpouring of donations could be harnessed to help affected families rebuild their shattered lives and livelihoods. As months passed, we saw a wave of community complaints and media reports about neglect, discrimination, mismanagement, waste, excessive bureaucracy and, yes, corruption—that many-headed monster which raises its ugly head in good times and bad.

These allegations have been made in most of the distressed Asian countries. None has a perfect record, though some have handled the recovery process much better than others. Sadly, Sri Lanka, where I am based, has an appalling “report card”, I would personally give it only a D minus, a bare minimum pass.

Sri Lankans have watched with mounting dismay how bickering politicians, war-mongering generals, and bungling officials squandered away opportunities to make lasting peace and rebuild their war-torn country.

The multitude of well-meaning but ill-coordinated international charities that descended on the island often aggravated existing disparities and problems. (For example, over 20 different Red Cross groups from different countries were involved in Sri Lanka’s recovery effort, each having its own agenda.)

It was the local charities and good Samaritans (an international charity organization), sometimes aided by their international counterparts, who provided the basic services to affected people and reduced further suffering. As the year ended, thousands were still languishing in temporary shelters, and less than 10 per cent of the required 80,000 new houses had been completed.

Long Term Lessons

As Asia’s longest year in recent memory draws to an end, pressure is slowly easing on emergency and short-term needs. Asia can, and should, now address the long term lessons of the tsunami.

Developing effective early warning systems is an urgent priority. The Indian Ocean rim countries, in Asia and Africa, lack a well coordinated, regionally operated tsunami warning system that the Pacific countries have operated successfully for decades. United Nations agencies and development donors are now working on filling this gap. In their typical style, they have spent much of the year holding various meetings to further study, define, discuss, and agree on what needs to be done. From the growing volume of reports it seems that a state-of-the-art, high tech solution is being planned.

Of course, where saving lives is involved, the best tools of science and technology must indeed be mobilized. But the most advanced early warning system in the world can do only half the job: it can alert governments and other centers of power (e.g. military) of an impending disaster. The bigger challenge is to disseminate that warning to large numbers of people spread across vast areas in the shortest possible time.

It’s still not clear how Asia’s wielders of power will handle this crucial second stage. (It is now established that several governments and militaries in the Indian Ocean region did, in fact, receive some advance warning of the Asian Tsunami—in some cases a crucial hour or two—but none acted with the swiftness and resolve it demanded. Loss of life could have been reduced significantly if they did.) This requires a coordinated, collaborative plan with the region’s radio and television broadcasters whose outreach to communities is unparalleled.

Even if early warnings are received and disseminated effectively, the best such information can do is to trigger a quick evacuation of the areas in danger. There is no known defense against nature’s fury expressed in tsunamis, hurricanes, and cyclones.

Or is there? This is a question that deserves more attention. Because, buried beneath the tons of rubble was an important lesson; sometimes the best defense against natural disasters can be nature itself—if we manage our natural resources well.
In the days and weeks following the Asian tsunami, scientists, environmentalists, and divers from across the region reported an interesting phenomenon: areas with mangrove forests or coral or sand reefs had suffered considerably less damage and lost fewer lives. In contrast, nearby areas without these natural barriers were impacted more heavily.

Nature’s “Shock Absorbers”?

These natural formations act as splendid bulwarks against the wrath of the sea, although they cannot block out tsunamis, they can certainly reduce their impact. This phenomenon is now called the “greenbelt effect”.

Mangroves grow in thickets along tropical coastlines. Their complicated root systems help to bind the shore together, effectively providing a shield against the waves. They offer protection from storm winds, cyclones, waves, and floods by enabling overflowing water to be absorbed into the expanse of the mangrove forest. When a tsunami arrives, mangroves can “brake” its killer momentum.

The renowned biologist Dr M. S. Swaminathan, father of India’s green revolution, notes how mangroves in southern India’s Pitchavaram and Muthupet regions had acted like a shield and bore the brunt of the tsunami. “The impact was mitigated and lives and property of the communities inhabiting the region were saved,” he reported shortly after the disaster.

The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) also acknowledged that the tsunami’s damage could have been reduced if more coastal areas had maintained their protective shields of mangrove swamps and coral reefs. Pasi Rinne, who headed UNEP’s tsunami response team, said the swamps and reefs not already destroyed by humans may have reduced some of the damage caused by the tsunami.

“These act as shock absorbers for the types of flooding and the tsunami that we saw,” said Simon Cripps, head of the World Wildlife Fund’s (WWF) global marine program. “It wouldn't have been able to stop it completely, of course, but we've seen areas already...where there were mangroves, there was substantially less damage.”

WWF cited the example of the Marriott Hotel in Phuket, southern Thailand, which was built next to a turtle nesting beach under strict environmental guidelines. The hotel was located back from the beach, and development of the waterfront was severely restricted, so mangrove swamps were preserved. When the tsunami came, there was little damage to this hotel; many others in the area were devastated.

Not the First Time

The Asian tsunami was not the first time this lesson was demonstrated. When a cyclone wreaked havoc in the eastern Indian state of Orissa in 1999, the same “greenbelt effect” was reported. Environmental activists felt vindicated: their years of struggle against tourism and fisheries development projects seemed to be justified.
After a major cyclone battered and flooded large areas of Vietnam in 1997, the Red Cross started community-based replanting of mangroves as a defense against future disasters.
But the lessons of Orissa and Vietnam were soon forgotten. Much of the mangrove forest in tropical coast countries like Bangladesh, India, Philippines, and Sri Lanka continued to be cleared in recent years for tourism development or shrimp farming projects. We have been busy trading our ecological safety-net for just a few more dollars, euros, and yens.
Meanwhile, coral reefs across Asia are under pressure from destructive fishing practices, coral bleaching (due to global warming), and the extraction of coral as a source of lime for the building industry.
British author and undersea explorer Sir Arthur C. Clarke, a resident of Sri Lanka since 1956, has witnessed this damage for years. Shortly after the tsunami he wrote, “For half a century, I have watched with mounting dismay how coral reefs and mangrove forests were plundered. I have long been calling for greater protection for Sri Lanka’s reefs. For each person who heeded my call, there were many who did not. Fuelled by a combination of poverty, indifference and official apathy, coral mining has continued to destroy these ‘rainforests of the sea’—thus eroding our natural defense.”

The value of natural barriers is not only in disaster mitigation. As sea levels rise, and as extreme weather events intensify due to global warming, these will become important elements of coping strategies for coastal countries and communities.

Sir Arthur Clarke offers the last word: “The best tribute we can pay to all who perished or suffered in this disaster is to heed the powerful lessons it offers us. Nature has spoken loud and clear, and we ignore her at our peril.”

__________________________________________________________________________

The Weekend Australian: Fragile systems face new threat - tsunami: a year of recovery 
 Amanda Hodge

24.12.2005 

A NATURALLY sculpted environment could have been the best defence against the tsunami that ripped into Indian Ocean coastlines last December.

Instead, already damaged coasts and undersea perimeters were victims too. The huge tremors changed the landscape of some Indonesian and Indian islands, lifting reefs out of the water, eroding beaches and submerging coconut groves.

It scarred or tipped over many coral reefs. 

Much of the debris scattered by the wave -- some of it tainted by oil, asbestos and other toxic substances -- still lies across towns and waterways in Sri Lanka and Indonesia and many of the 1100 islands of the Maldives.

Yet the greatest damage to the region's more sensitive environmental habitats had already been wrought long before the tsunami came.

Decades of blast and cyanide fishing, unfettered logging and coral-sand mining has depleted fish species, denuded forests and destroyed fragile reef systems. One quarter of the mangroves in Asia have been destroyed by human activity.

It was in areas where the first line of defence had already been denuded that the tsunami hit hardest. Where coastal dune systems, reefs and mangroves remained intact, the damage was far less.

Now there are concerns that overfishing and illegal logging will intensify.

In February, the UN Environment Fund warned that all reconstruction efforts must consider the need to protect and sustain the environment, to protect the livelihoods of the worst-affected populations and mitigate the impacts of further disasters.

''Particular attention needs to be paid to improved management of coastal fisheries including control of fish-blasting, destructive fishing gear, cyanide fishing and physical destruction of coral reefs,'' the UNEF said.

Australian coral reef expert Clive Wilkinson fears that advice may not be heeded. Wilkinson, who issues a global report on the state of the world's reefs every two years, has also been in charge of assessing the damage and subsequent recovery of Asia's reefs over the past year.

The scientist says most regions got off reasonably lightly, with the exception of areas around the Nicobar and Andaman Islands closest to the earthquake and Simeulue Island off Banda Aceh, where coral reefs were lifted straight out of the water.

Wilkinson, co-ordinator at the International Marine Project Activities Centre in Townsville, which works for international agencies, expects a marked increase in destructive fishing methods in poor countries such as Indonesia and Sri Lanka as people whose livelihoods have been destroyed turn to the sea for survival.

''They're going to be back bombfishing unless the Government steps in and the international community tries to find alternative livelihoods for these people,'' he says.

The huge international relief effort is also having unintended consequences. Aid money has equipped fishermen in heavily hit areas such as Indonesia, Sri Lanka and India's Andamans, who might previously have used simple canoes, with powerful, motorised fibreglass boats and brand new filament nets that sit on the seabed and trap all fish.

''That means they can go farther and catch more,'' Wilkinson says. ''A major concern now is the fishing capacity could end up at a higher level than it was before the tsunami, [ant it] wasn't sustainable even then.

''In some places like the Andaman Islands, they have reopened national parks and forestry preserves for logging.''

Green group World Wide Fund for Nature last week warned that rebuilding Aceh with timber cut from Indonesia's already depleted forests would cause further tragedy.

The tsunami claimed more than 170,000 lives in Aceh and deprived 600,000 people of their livelihoods.

The Indonesian Government has estimated that about 200,000 permanent homes are needed, requiring at least 860,000cum of sawn timber in the next five years. But WWF global tsunami response co-ordinator Ralph Ashton says taking local timber and leaving denuded forest slopes will only cause more of the flash flooding and landslides that have forced thousands of Acehnese to flee their homes in the past two years.
_____________________________________________________________________________

Ecos de la Costa: Ronda ambiental - Tormentas del año que se va
José Ángel Méndez Rivera 
27.12.2005
    
    Según el Programa de las Naciones Unidas para el medio ambiente (PNUMA), el año 2005 ha presenciado las mayores pérdidas financieras de la historia como resultado de desastres naturales relacionados con el clima. Así lo dijo recientemente en la XI Conferencia Internacional para la convención del cambio climático celebrada en Canadá Thomas Loster, experto en clima y miembro de la Comisión Financiera del PNUMA para medir impactos del clima, quien además agregó que hay una indicación evidente en cifras que llevan a pensar que nos estamos moviendo de las predicciones de posibles impactos del cambio climático, a las pruebas de que ya está ocurriendo en la actualidad.
    Las cifras de este año, según el experto, reflejan el número máximo de huracanes o tormentas tropicales de la historia desde que empezó a llevarse el registro,en 1850. Y refleja también una tendencia al alza, la cual mucha gente en la industria relaciona con el cambio climático procedente de las emisiones contaminantes hechas por el hombre a la atmósfera, teniendo como consecuencia que ante la magnitud de los eventos tropicales estos constituyen verdaderas tragedias humanas, pues la gente y las comunidades en todas partes se vuelven más vulnerables ante el número creciente de estos desastres naturales.
    Otro funcionario del PNUMA, Klaus Toepfer, manifestó también en la misma conferencia internacional celebrada en Montreal que es vital que los políticos manden una señal clara al sector financiero y a la industria, así como a sus propios pueblos, que están determinados a continuar la batalla para frenar el calentamiento global, lo que se logrará haciendo que el gas de efecto invernadero sea reducido en un 60% como mínimo a fin de estabilizar la atmósfera.
    Expertos de la industria de seguros insisten también en la creciente evidencia científica, que incluye estudios reportados en fuentes especializadas, las cuales indican que las grandes tormentas tropicales en el Atlántico y en el Pacífico han aumentado en duración e intensidad en aproximadamente 50% a partir de los años 70 y que este año fue marcado por el primer huracán en la historia que se acercó a Europa, el huracán Vince, que causó deslaves en España en octubre último y fue además el huracán más al este y al norte jamás visto.
    También en España y a fines de noviembre, la tormenta tropical Delta, que no llegó a huracán, golpeó las Islas Canarias matando a mucha gente y dejando a cientos de miles sin electricidad. Fue la primera tormenta tropical de la historia en golpear estas islas que bordean el continente africano.
    
    Según reportes de la agencia Bolpress, el número de tormentas tropicales rompió todos los records en el 2005, pues para el inicio de este mes de diciembre ya sumaban 26, o sea cinco más que el año anterior, cuando se tenía un récord de 21. En tanto, 14 de esas 26 tormentas tropicales fueron clasificadas como huracanes, estando entre éstos Wilma, que se formó en el Caribe en octubre, siendo el huracán más fuerte de la historia y que causó devastación en Cancún, uno de los grandes destinos turísticos de nuestro país, de tal suerte que si tenía usted intenciones de pasar fin de año en Cancún ¡no desista!, arriésguese a algunas incomodidades y solidarícese con nuestros hermanos quintanarroenses, particularmente con los pequeños hoteleros y prestadores de servicios turísticos similares.
    ¡Muchísimas gracias por haber tenido usted la paciencia de leernos este año que a su fin se acerca y que 2006, con sus inevitables tormentas y sus dulces tormentos (sus seres queridos), le sea pródigo en salud y fortuna, salud! 

____________________________________________________________________________

The Economic Times (India): To end kerosene subsidy
26.12.2005 
It’s the sun versus kerosene. A knock-out victory for the sun, you would think. But thanks to state-sponsored policy insanity, kerosene soot blocks out the sun in millions of Indian homes. Several successful pilot projects, pan-India, show how solar lamps can replace kerosene ones. 

This immediately eliminates the need for subsidising kerosene — its use for cooking is minuscule. In the bargain, solar lamps can eliminate one, subsidy and cross-subsidy worth tens of thousands of crore of rupees, two, adulteration of fuels and three, smoke and pollution in rural homes. 

With decentralised, people-centric access, solar home systems are now both reliable and commercially viable. Ironically, it is the extant reckless subsidy regime for kerosene or domestic power which prevent the demonstration projects in Karnataka, Uttaranchal, Rajasthan, etc., from being scaled up across the country. Gross, open-ended subsidies are the bane of our energy economy. 

The subsidies and give-aways are supposedly meant for the poor, but get routinely appropriated by the non-poor. The everyday leakages distort pricing, adulterate fuel and misallocate resources, as thoroughly questionable consumption expenditure replaces investments and capex. 


There has been little diffusion of solar power, thanks to myriad problems in planning, implementation and capacity building, including access to finance and technology adoption to local needs. All too often, vendors vie with each other to supply solar lamps for subsidised programmes, but make little headway in selling directly to customers. 

The UNEP project in Karnataka and projects by TERI, however, replace subsidies with entrepreneurial initiative, short-term assistance and sustainable support. 

The scheme is that vendors offer a menu of lighting products and maintenance services, backed by micro credit progressively aligned to commercial rates. The payback is immediate, there’s enhanced lighting, and there’s no indoor pollution. Also, enormous are potential benefits for the political economy. [image: image1.png]



_____________________________________________________________________________

Neue Züricher Zeitung (Swiss Info): Ski season gets off to a good start

24.12.2005

Switzerland's ski resorts are expecting to do well this winter season following some early snowfall.

 

Many have reported that they are fully booked over the holiday period – and are hoping that the trend will continue.

In the canton of Vaud, in western Switzerland, the tourism authorities have announced that 98 per cent of the hotels and apartments have been reserved over Christmas and New Year. The snow conditions are also very good.

Charles-André Ramseier, the director of Vaud Tourism, explained that the fact that the Christmas falls on the weekend has also helped bookings, with people arriving on Friday. The French have already been in the region for a week, he said, because their holidays started sooner. 

In neighbouring Valais the season has also begun well, with slightly more occupancy than last year.

According to Valais Tourism's Vincent Bornet, the snow has been the principal factor in attracting more visitors. Both regions are expecting the season to continue well.
 

Lots of snow

 

It's a similar story in the Bernese Oberland, where the snowfall has reached one metre in height. Ski slope conditions and bookings are good, and practically all stations are open, say the tourism authorities in Gstaad-Saanen and the Jungfrau area.

Graubünden is also satisfied. "At the moment everything is coming together," said Gieri Spescha from the umbrella organisation Graubünden Holidays.

He added that enquiries from Germany had increased but that Swiss interest remained stable.

Central Switzerland's ski regions are also reporting a good start to the season, with holiday houses full in Sörenberg and in Andermatt. Some hotels rooms are still available.

The good start to the season will come as a relief to many resorts as global warming and the declining popularity of skiing have forced many to reassess their future.

A United Nations Environment Programme (Unep) report warned recently that up to half of Switzerland's ski resorts could face hardship or bankruptcy because of global warming.

Many resorts have already moved towards higher ski areas as a way of combating this. It is also acknowledged that prices need to become more competitive to avoid losing customers to cheaper neighbours, such as Austria and France.

Meanwhile, the snowfall means that those wanting a white Christmas will certainly have their wish fulfilled in the Alps. In the area running from Davos and Lake Geneva there is already more than twice the amount of snow there last year, say meteorologists.

But those on the plateau will have to wait until Monday to see winter return, said Felix Schacher from the Swiss Meteorological Office on Friday.

Temperatures on the 24 and 25 December will be to high for snow to settle in most areas, he said.

____________________________________________________________________________

The Tide (Nigeria): Progress in the environment sector 

25.12.2005
The importance of clean environment to all of us is obvious. Without a clean environment no society will be healthy and fit. That is why it is usually said that a clean environment is next to godliness. No doubt, the Rivers State Government is aware of this which is why, the current administration is making great efforts to create a decent environment.
And in pursuance of this policy, the state government has decided to implement the environmental blueprint for the state in the year 2006. Announcing the 2006 budget recently, the Governor Dr Peter Odili, said a scrap yard would be established to accommodate all broken down abandoned vehicles preparatory to their eventual disposal.
He added that the monthly sanitation efforts would be sustained to keep the city of Port Harcourt and its environs clean. The Governor announced that a waste-to-wealth project would come on stream that would establish a partnership with the private sector to convert refuse into other forms of industrial uses. Dr Peter Odili also announced that government would embark on canalisation and shore protection of some communities to make life livable and meaningful for the citizens.
Indeed, these are interesting intentions. If the above proposals are actualised they would go a long way in improving the sanitary condition of our environment. We therefore, urge the state government not to relent in its efforts to improve the environment for the citizens.
However, it should be noted that the present administration has recorded impressive strides in the environment sector. For instance, the administration provided five modern refuse trucks.
Furthermore, the government established a Sanitation Monitoring Team for effective implementation of environmental sanitation exercise in the state. Also plastic waste bins were provided and distributed to various homes. In fact, these achievements in the environment sector should be noted and appreciated by the citizens of the state. As we have already indicated, a filthy and diseased surrounding cannot produce healthy human beings that will make the state great.
Government should therefore, be lauded for its efforts at environmental sanitation.
Other important achievements in this sector are the reintroduction of the house-to-house sanitary inspection and signing of a memorandum of understanding between Nigeria and United Nations Environmental Programme on topical environmental issues as well as the continuous monitoring of oil prospecting companies to ensure that their wastes are disposed of properly.
Furthermore, it will be recalled that because of his commitment to the environment the Governor, Dr Peter Odili has received a number of awards. For instance, the Governor received an award in 2004 on sound environmental practices from the National President of the Nigerian Environment Society. His Excellency was also the recipient of the Earth Watch Humanity Award in 2004 in recognition of his outstanding contributions to clean environment. Not long ago, the Governor was given an Honorary Fellowship of the Nigerian Environmental Society in recognition of his tireless efforts towards restoring the environment.
Indeed, these are all brilliant achievements by the state government in the environment sector. Meanwhile, we appeal to government not to relent in the good job it is doing for the people of Rivers State. We also appeal to the citizens to reciprocate the efforts of government by keeping the environment clean at all times.
_____________________________________________________________________________

Voltaire net: ¿Existe el terrorismo ambiental?
por Edgar Isch López 

27.12.2005

Las relaciones contra-natura entre guerra y medio ambiente para quienes no tienen interés de cuidar el ambiente como patrimonio de todos en tiempos de paz, mucho menos les interesa hacerlo en tiempos de guerra.
Varios países isleños corren el riesgo de verse arrasados si el nivel de los mares crece con el calentamiento global. El presidente de la república de Kiribati (un islote de 90 mil habitantes con muy pocos metros por encima del nivel del mar), Anote Tong, calificó de “ecoterrorismo” a la falta de voluntad de los poderosos para frenar el recalentamiento global. “Estos actos deliberados por parte de algunos, destinados a garantizar sus beneficios en detrimento de otros, pueden ser comparados a actos de terrorismo, a ecoterrorismo”, dijo en una reunión internacional realizada en Barbados en enero de este año.[http://www.prensalatina.com.mx/ “Acusan a países ricos de terrorismo ecológico en Islas Mauricio”. Reunión Internacional de Estados para la Revisión del Programa de Acción de Barbados para el Desarrollo Sostenible de los Pequeños Estados Insulares en Desarrollo. Enero, 2005]].

En ese caso, el uso del término “ecoterrorismo” fue una manera de resaltar la grave responsabilidad de las potencias, especialmente Estados Unidos, en la posible desaparición de países enteros, con sus particularidades ambientales y culturales. Pero muy distinta es la visión que desde las potencias se presenta cuando hablan, cada vez con más frecuencia, de terrorismo ambiental, como un instrumento adicional de su guerra contra los pueblos que anhelan libertad. 

En esa dirección, en Montevideo en 2003, durante una reunión organizada por el Comando Sur del Ejército norteamericano, se planteó que las FARC eran terroristas ambientales. ¿La prueba? La destrucción de la selva en el Departamento de Putumayo para la producción de coca. Desde la delegación ecuatoriana saltó rápidamente una duda que expusimos en el evento: ¿Entonces las transnacionales como Texaco deben también ser calificadas como terroristas ambientales? “No tenemos ningún problema en hacerlo”, ratificamos. Y es que pasando la frontera, en la provincia ecuatoriana de Sucumbíos, la extensión de selva dañada para la producción petrolera es muy cercana a la referida en el Putumayo. En ambos casos, además, se trató de cambio de uso del suelo para dos industrias, narcotráfico y petróleo, que tienen a sus mayores beneficiarios en Estados Unidos. Si causa y daño son similares, la acusación debe ser la misma, pero claro, ello no fue aceptado por los representantes norteamericanos.

Lo que está de por medio no es solo una discusión idiomática sobre la validez o no del término terrorismo y sus múltiples usos según los intereses del poder mundial. Mucho más allá, lo que se presenta es la vieja discusión sobre quiénes son los verdaderos responsables de los daños irreversibles que la naturaleza está sufriendo como consecuencia de un sistema explotador de los recursos y de los seres humanos. 

Los desastres naturales como arma 

Existen diversos análisis respecto a las llamadas Guerras de Cuarta Generación (G4G), las cuales serían la aplicación de una nueva estrategia de dominio internacional, complementaria y superior a doctrinas como la de los Conflictos de Baja Intensidad aplicada en los países latinoamericanos. Una de las características de este tipo de guerra es el uso de tecnología de última generación, con base en la premisa, “que al menos que se requiera, ya no existen razones para destruir al adversario: al contrario, resulta de mayor utilidad su sometimiento público”.

Entre los mecanismos bélicos a ser empleados, la doctrina de las G4G propone usar “La tecnología ambiental: a partir de la cuál es posible influir en las condiciones atmosféricas provocando lluvias imprevistas, niebla inesperada, llegando incluso al extremo de generar desastres que suelen pasar como naturales”.

Aunque parezca ficción e incluso paranoia, la experimentación sobre el tema está en proceso en el Departamento de Defensa de los Estados Unidos. La primera referencia se presentó el 20 de marzo de 1974, cuando el Pentágono reveló sus esfuerzos por “sembrar” nubes e incrementar las lluvias en áreas objetivo, causando deslaves e imposibilitando movimientos de tropas de liberación en Vietnam y Camboya. En 1978, el Proyecto de Satélites Impulsados por el Sol (SPSP) inicia investigaciones sobre el uso del láser con fines militares, incluyendo el potencial calentamiento de áreas geográficas, a modo de un gigantesco microondas. 

Una continuación de ese esfuerzo es el Programa de Investigación de Aurora Activa de Alta Frecuencia (HAARP), con sede en Gokoma, Alaska, y dirigido en conjunto por la Fuerza Aérea y la Marina de Guerra estadounidenses. “Documentos militares de los Estados Unidos indican que el objetivo del HAARP es ‘explotar la ionosfera para fines del Departamento de Defensa’, como un medio de alterar los regímenes meteorológicos así como de afectar las comunicaciones y el radar enemigos”.

Michael Chossudovsky del Global Research (Canadá), resalta además cómo se discutió este tema en el Parlamento Europeo, en el que se presentó una propuesta de resolución demandando control internacional sobre el HAARP. “Sin embargo, la solicitud del Comité de que se redactara un ‘Libro Verde’ sobre ‘los efectos medioambientales de las actividades militares’, fue rechazada con toda tranquilidad, alegando que la Comisión Europea carece de la jurisdicción necesaria para ahondar en ‘los vínculos entre el medio ambiente y la defensa’ ”. 

El menosprecio al ambiente 

Un argumento usado para descalificar cualquier denuncia sobre el uso de armas climáticas es que a nadie se le puede ocurrir que los Estados Unidos o cualquier otra potencia estaría dispuesta a destruir la naturaleza, porque a la larga eso les destruiría a ellos mismos. El comportamiento suicida, en este caso, es más permanente y visible que en cualquier otro. De hecho, todo el uso tecnológico bajo el esquema productivo actual constituye un daño constante al ambiente, que aparece como costos “satélites” o “externalidades” para usar los términos de los economistas del FMI y el BM.

En cuanto a la guerra, la situación se torna aún peor. Recuérdese la recurrente afirmación de “daños colaterales” cuando se destruye instalaciones civiles y se asesina a personas desarmadas que no participaban de manera directa en las acciones bélicas. A los daños ambientales ni siquiera se les considera “colaterales” y, por el contrario, más tarde son parte de los grandes negocios de reconstrucción (Naomi Klein ha denunciado que Estados Unidos ya tiene planificado el negocio de reconstrucción en 25 países a los que todavía no hace la guerra). 

Para muestra está Vietnam, país que todavía sufre la contaminación por napalm, con grandes extensiones de tierras antaño fértiles que se transformaron en desiertos hasta hoy irrecuperables.

Ahora resalta el botón de Irak. El uso de fósforo blanco (muy cercano al napalm), ya reconocido por el gobierno norteamericano, así como el uso de armas atómicas como Uranio empobrecido, provocaron un enorme daño ambiental de graves y prolongadas consecuencias para los habitantes de Irak. “Miles de zonas industriales y militares de Irak deben ser limpiadas urgentemente para evitar que continúen perjudicando la salud de la población y el medio ambiente”, según advirtió el Programa de la ONU para el Medio Ambiente (PNUMA).

De acuerdo a la información, Irak necesita 40 millones de dólares para efectuar la limpieza de cinco de los ‘cientos o quizá miles’ de zonas contaminadas por uranio empobrecido y otros productos químicos que se han detectado en su territorio, producto de las últimas guerras. Esos son solo los lugares que tienen una elevada densidad de población, especialmente los próximos a Bagdad, donde habitan cerca de siete millones de personas que pueden estar en peligro a causa de la contaminación medioambiental.

En conclusión, para quienes no tienen interés de cuidar el ambiente como patrimonio de todos en tiempos de paz, mucho menos les interesa hacerlo en tiempos de guerra.
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________

Other Environment News

BBC: Europe 'behind on Kyoto pledges' 

26.12.2005
The UK is almost alone in Europe in honouring Kyoto pledges to cut greenhouse gases, a think-tank claims. 

Ten of 15 European Union signatories will miss the targets without urgent action, the Institute for Public Policy Research (IPPR) found. 

The countries include Ireland, Italy and Spain. 

France, Greece and Germany are given an "amber warning" and will not reach targets unless they put planned policies into action, the IPPR said. 

'Little time left' 
Only Sweden would join the UK in meeting their commitments, the think-tank's study found. 

IPPR associate director Tony Grayling said: "We are nearing the point of no return on climate change. 

"We have very little time left to start reducing global greenhouse gas emissions before irreparable damage is done. 

"It is vital that EU countries keep their promises to cut pollution," he said. 

European countries needed to take action, including energy saving and investing in renewable energy. 

"In the new year, EU countries will need to adopt tougher limits on emissions from power stations and heavy industry, in the second phase of the EU Emissions Trading Scheme," Mr Grayling said. 

Under Kyoto commitments, the European signatories are supposed to cut their emissions to 8% below 1990 levels by 2008-2012. 

The Kyoto commitments have been undermined, critics say, because the US - the world's biggest emitter of greenhouse gases - has refused to sign up to the treaty. 

___________________________________________________________________________

Seattle Post Intelligencer: Study: Climate change may melt permafrost

26.12.2005

ANCHORAGE, Alaska -- Climate change could melt the top 11 feet of Alaska permafrost by the end of the century, according to a new study.

The federal study applied one supercomputer climate models to the future of permafrost.

Under the most extreme scenario outlined, warming temperatures could thaw the top 11 feet of permafrost near the ground surface in most areas of the Northern Hemisphere by 2100, altering ecosystems across Alaska, Canada and Russia.

"If that much near-surface permafrost thaws, it could release considerable amounts of greenhouse gases into the atmosphere, and that could amplify global warming," said lead author David Lawrence, with the National Center for Atmospheric Research. "We could be underestimating the rate of global temperature increase."

A permafrost researcher at the University of Alaska Fairbanks, however, disagrees that the thaw could be so large. Alaska's permafrost won't melt that fast or deep, said Vladimir Romanovsky, who monitors a network of permafrost observatories for the Geophysical Institute.

If air temperatures increase 2 to 4 degrees over the next century, permafrost would begin thawing south of the Brooks Range and start degrading in some places on Alaska's Arctic slope, he said. But a prediction that melting will reach deeply over the entire region goes too far, he said.

The computer climate model didn't consider some natural factors that tend to keep the permafrost cold, Romanovsky said. For example, deeper permafrost, largely untouched by recent warming at the surface, would have an influence.

Lawrence said he hopes to collaborate with Romanovsky to fine-tune future studies to deal with those deeper layers.

Permafrost - earth that remains frozen year-round - lies under much of Alaska, Canada and Siberia. It can be more than 1,000 feet deep on the Arctic slope.

Ground melting is only one clue that Arctic climate change may be speeding up. In September, the polar ice cap shrank to its smallest extent in 25 years of monitoring by satellite. Tundra has been greening up. NASA recently reported that 2005 may top 1998 as the Earth's warmest year on record.

The permafrost simulations came from some of the most detailed climate models ever made, Lawrence said. Using supercomputers in the United States and Japan, it calculated how frozen soil would interact with air temperatures, snow, sea ice changes and other processes.

The study was published Dec. 17 in the journal Geophysical Research Letters and presented earlier in the month at a science conference in San Francisco.

___________________________________________________________________________

Nouvel Observateur: Action en référé de Greenpeace contre le départ du porte-avions Clémenceau en Inde pour désamiantage 
[image: image2.png]



 26.12.05 

PARIS (AP) -- Le mouvement écologiste Greenpeace et l'association de lutte contre l'amiante Ban Asbestos-France ont déposé un référé de suspension devant le tribunal administratif de Paris pour tenter d'empêcher le départ du porte-avions Georges Clémenceau en Inde pour désamiantage, a-t-on appris lundi auprès de associations. 
"Le démantèlement des navires en fin de vie dans les chantiers de l'Inde et du Bangladesh" s'effectue dans des conditions "qui portent gravement atteinte aux droits des travailleurs", dénoncent les deux organisations dans un communiqué commun. 
"La France se prépare à exporter l'amiante contenu dans le Clémenceau vers un de ces chantiers sur la plage d'Alang en Inde, pays qui ne dispose d'aucune réglementation en matière d'amiante", notent-elles. 
En juillet dernier, le tribunal de grande instance de Paris s'était déclaré incompétent pour ordonner le suspension du contrat de désamiantage du "Clémenceau" qui prévoit le départ du navire en Inde. Il estimait qu'il s'agissait d'un litige relevant du juge administratif, le porte-avions restant un bâtiment de guerre.

_____________________________________________________________________________

Reuters: Fears for Dwindling Forests in Pakistani Quake Zone

 By Abu Arqam Naqash
23.12.2005

MUZAFFARABAD, Pakistan — The Oct. 8 earthquake that flattened much of northern Pakistan has taught a lesson to mountain villagers that conservationists had long failed to instill: the importance of their forests. 

Despite the harsh lesson, conservationists and government officials are worried that necessity will drive survivors to hack down trees to save themselves from the winter. 

"Honestly speaking, I'm both surprised and pleased to see that communities have realized the importance of vegetation after they've seen for themselves what we had long failed to convince them of," said Yousaf Qureshi, head of the wildlife department in Pakistani Kashmir. 

The 7.6 magnitude earthquake killed more than 73,000 people, most of them in the Pakistani Himalayas. 

Many people were killed when landslides triggered by the quake swept down mountain slopes, taking villages, farms and roads with them. In some areas, whole mountain sides collapsed. 

The landslides were particularly severe on slopes that had been stripped of their cover of pines and Himalayan hardwood trees, while many forested slopes remained intact. 

"People now realize the damage done by deforestation and pledge to work with us to make up the losses," Qureshi said. 

Forests cover about 11 percent of Pakistani Kashmir compared with nearly 30 percent in 1947, when Pakistan and India gained independence from Britain and, soon afterward, fought their first war over the region. 

Pakistani Kashmir, known for its top-quality cedar wood, had been generating income from timber for decades until a government decision to ban felling in 1997. 

But the extraction of "dead, decayed or diseased" trees was allowed to continue, which critics say gave powerful, so-called timber mafias the loophole they needed to continue stripping the slopes. 

With fines for illegal felling at less than a paltry $10 a tree, villagers have also carried on cutting trees for wood for building and fuel. 

Experts also point to the dangerous practice of clearing steep slopes and carving terraces into them for cultivation. 

"We don't have any proper land use planning, which also contributed to the huge losses," said forestry official Younis Malik, who said some countries ban cultivation on slopes of more than 30 degrees. 

"The trees are nails which have griped the mountains and kept them stable," Malik said. 

"Our ecology was already affected and the mountains had become fragile on account of mining, blasting and felling, and could not survive the jolts of the quake," he said. 

"A HELL OF A LOT OF TIMBER" 

As survivors begin pulling their lives together and rebuild ruined homes, fears for remaining forests are growing, even if more people now understand the importance of trees in binding the loose, rocky soil. 

"Now the people will definitely start cutting trees out of necessity," said forestry official Chaudhry Mohammad Bashir. 

"There may have been a change in the approach of the people, but tell me, what they can do when they don't have any proper shelter and heating?" 

Bashir says the government should import timber for both construction and firewood to protect remaining forests. 

"We need a hell of a lot of timber for reconstruction and I'm worried where that much volume will come from," he said. 

According to official figures, 246,280 houses of different kinds were destroyed or damaged in Pakistani Kashmir and have to be rebuilt. 

"If we supply only 100 cubic feet of timber for one house, which is a very small volume, even then we'll need 24.6 million cubic feet," Bashir said. 

"And I believe up in the mountains, people will cut a minimum of two trees for every household." 

Qureshi, whose department has been developing four national parks in Pakistani Kashmir, says while the quake taught an invaluable lesson about the importance of trees, people still needed to be encouraged to save their forests. 

He and his staff have set up village conservation committees which will try to drive home the message. 

The teams are also distributing corrugated iron sheets for survivors to build shelters, but on one condition: people rebuilding have to retrieve wood from their collapsed homes and not fell trees, he said. 

Qureshi said there should also be a total ban on commercial felling. 

"We have literally denuded our mountains and today we are reaping what we have sown. I would stress that commercial harvesting should be completely banned." 

Qureshi shudders at well-intentioned suggestions from some experts who say survivors should rebuild their homes out of wood, not the stone and concrete that killed so many people when homes collapsed in the quake. 

"For God's sake, let's not make suggestions like this." 

____________________________________________________________________________

Business in Africa: Dodo bones discovered on Mauritius

27.12.2005
PORT LOUIS - A Dutch-Mauritian research team has discovered remains of the extinct Dodo bird on the Indian ocean island, dating back some 2000 to 3000 years. 

"This new find will allow for the first scientific research into and reconstruction of the world in which the Dodo (Raphus cucullatus) lived, before western man landed on Mauritius and wiped out the species," the researchers said. 

The research team consisted of Dutch scientists Kenneth Rijsdijk (geologist), Frans Bunnik (paleobotanist), Pieter Floore (archaeologist), Alan Grihault (a local dodo expert), and Christian Foo Kune, manager of the "Mon Trasor et Mon Dasert" (MTMD) sugar cane plantation, which owns the area where the discovery was made. 

Julian Hume, a British palaeontologist who is also a member of the research team, was able to more closely determine the bones' age and origin. 

The fossil material was excavated in an area of Mauritius called "Mare aux Songes", a low-lying swamp area in the dry south-eastern part of the island, on land owned by MTMD. 

So far, approximately 80 square feet have been excavated and more than 700 bones have been recovered. 

All the bones were found in one layer, and, therefore suggest a mass grave. 

The discovery yielded several Dodo bones, including remains of Dodo chicks and a very rare part of the bird's beak, only a few of which are known to exist. 

In addition to the Dodo remains, the find included bones of various other extinct bird species, indigenous giant tortoise species, and a baby giant tortoise, as well as a large number of seeds and remains of (partly) extinct trees and plants. 

Although some Dodo bones were found in the 19th century in the Mare aux Songes, the site's geology and ecology have never been researched. 

This type of study is necessary to reconstruct the area's landscape, wildlife, and vegetation and to determine whether the animals may have perished en masse due to a natural disaster. 

In addition, it will enable scientists to research how such a massive collection of bones, seeds, and wood ended up in the swamp and how it has remained so well preserved. 

Since Dodo bones were discovered there in 1920, there have been no subsequent finds. 

"Thanks to geological research, this mass grave was found. Julian Hume recently re-examined the material already found in the Mare aux Songes, and discovered some bones of Dodo chicks as well," the researchers said. 

In case of future research on this site, the research team expects to discover some more remains of Dodo chicks. 

In order to allow for an accurate, systematic study of the site, an international team is being assembled. 

The study will be performed by local botanical specialists from Mauritius in close co-operation with leading European institutes including the Nationaal Natuurhistorisch Museum Naturalis from Leiden in The Netherlands, the London Natural History Museum and TNO's Geological Survey of the Netherlands. 

According to the Birds of Mauritius website (www.birds.mu), the Dodo was a flightless member of the pigeon family native only to the island. 

Fully grown Dodos weighted about 23kg. 

Around 1505 the Portuguese became the first Europeans to discover the island - and the Dodo, which they quickly started killing for fresh meat. 

By 1681 it had been driven to extinction by humans and the feral dogs, pigs, rats, and monkeys introduced by westerners. 

The Dodo was not the only Mauritian bird driven to extinction in recent centuries. 

Of the 45 bird species originally found, only 21 still survive. 

Two bird species closely related to the Dodo have also became extinct: the Riunion solitaire (raphus solitarius) by 1746, and the Rodrigues solitaire (pezophaps solitaria) by 1790. 

Reports of sightings of living Dodos in the 1990s on Mauritius prompted expeditions to search for them. None were found. 

The Dodo retains the unfortunate distinction of being among the first known animal species to be wiped out by the actions of man and not the evolution of nature - hence the saying, "as dead as a Dodo", to indicate a final demise. 

_____________________________________________________________________________

The Globe and Mail: Before your first kiss of 2006, wait a second

by Anne Mcilroy

26.12.2005

Ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two, one, one.
Revellers will have to wait an extra second to ring in the new year because a “leap second” is being added to the last minute of the last hour of 2005.

Leap seconds aren't designed to delay partygoers from pouring the bubbly. They are used to synchronize precise atomic clocks with the more variable rotation of the Earth.

Although the Earth's rotation with respect to the sun has been used since ancient times to know the time of day, it is not like clockwork, and can speed up or slow down by a few thousandths of a second a day.

This means that every day is not precisely 24 hours, or 86,400 seconds. The atomic clocks, high-tech timepieces, establish the official time — known as Coordinated Universal Time — in Canada and around the world. Without leap seconds, Coordinated Universal Time would slowly get out of sync with the time it feels like on Earth.

“We would get out of sync with the sun,” says Richard Langley, a University of New Brunswick researcher who is an expert in the complex and bureaucratic science of timekeeping.

“In about 600 years, the difference will be half an hour and in about 1,000 years, the difference will be a full hour,” Dr. Langley said in an interview.

That rate of the Earth's rotation can fluctuate for a number of reasons, including lunar tides and atmospheric winds.

Leap seconds were first added in 1972, and a body called the International Earth Rotation and Reference Systems Service, in Paris, decides when one is needed.

It tells national time laboratories, like the one at the National Research Council in Ottawa, to insert the extra second, either on the last day of June or the last day of December.

The last leap second was added in 1998. This will be the 23rd one.

But leap seconds are growing more controversial. 

At an international meeting in November, U.S. delegates proposed that they be abandoned.

Losing leap seconds would make life simpler for those who have to adjust the time on global navigation satellites. 

But the British delegates were hostile to the idea, Dr. Langley says.

People have been adjusting manufactured clocks since they were invented. The first mechanical clocks, used in cathedrals in Europe in the 1300s, were readjusted every day to be in sync with sundials.

____________________________________________________________________________
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ROAP Media Update 27 December 2005

UN or UNEP in the news


To end kerosene subsidy - The solar option 
Economic Times – India, 26 December 2005 - It’s the sun versus kerosene. A knock-out victory for the sun, you would think. But thanks to state-sponsored policy insanity, kerosene soot blocks out the sun in millions of Indian homes. Several successful pilot projects, pan-India, show how solar lamps can replace kerosene ones. 
This immediately eliminates the need for subsidising kerosene — its use for cooking is minuscule. In the bargain, solar lamps can eliminate one, subsidy and cross-subsidy worth tens of thousands of crore of rupees, two, adulteration of fuels and three, smoke and pollution in rural homes.
…The UNEP project in Karnataka and projects by TERI, however, replace subsidies with entrepreneurial initiative, short-term assistance and sustainable support. 
The scheme is that vendors offer a menu of lighting products and maintenance services, backed by micro credit progressively aligned to commercial rates. The payback is immediate, there’s enhanced lighting, and there’s no indoor pollution. Also, enormous are potential benefits for the political economy. 
http://economictimes.indiatimes.com/articleshow/1345714.cms 

Little clarity on how aid gets spent

The Financial Express, Bangladesh - Shawn Donnan12/27/2005 - WHEN Jan Egeland, the United Nations top disaster official, announced in March that PwC, the professional services firm, would help monitor the expenditure of funds collected under the UN's $1.1bn tsunami "flash appeal" he offered a simple gauge for what would result. The new system, he said, would mean that "my aunt can go in and can see how her money for Unicef (the UN children's fund) is being spent".
Mr Egeland had good reasons for pledging transparency. UN officials cite Paul Volcker's investigation into corruption, in the UN's oil-for-food programme, well under way when last December's tsunami struck, as part of the impetus. So too was the sheer size of the outpouring from companies, governments, and individuals worldwide in response to the tsunami and the responsibilities that came with that.
… The FT approached many of those agencies, Some declined, or ignored, requests for information. Others offered incomplete or, as with the UN Environment Programme, "preliminary, unconfirmed and unofficial" expenditure data.
Information often took weeks to obtain. Mr Egeland's own agency, the UN Office for the Co-ordination of Humanitarian Affairs, OCHA, had still to provide numbers at the time of going to press.
http://financialexpress-bd.com/index3.asp?cnd=12/27/2005&section_id=5&newsid=10979&spcl=no 

Fragile systems face new threat
Environment writer Amanda Hodge
Australian, Australia - December 24, 2005  - A NATURALLY sculpted environment could have been the best defence against the tsunami that ripped into Indian Ocean coastlines last December.
Instead, already damaged coasts and undersea perimeters were victims too. The huge tremors changed the landscape of some Indonesian and Indian islands, lifting reefs out of the water, eroding beaches and submerging coconut groves. 
It scarred or tipped over many coral reefs. 
… In February, the UN Environment Fund warned that all reconstruction efforts must consider the need to protect and sustain the environment, to protect the livelihoods of the worst-affected populations and mitigate the impacts of further disasters. 
"Particular attention needs to be paid to improved management of coastal fisheries including control of fish-blasting, destructive fishing gear, cyanide fishing and physical destruction of coral reefs," the UNEF said. 
http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/common/story_page/0,5744,17653682%255E30417,00.html 


Nature strikes back 
Newindpress on Sunday, India - Friday December 23 2005, S S Jeevan - 2005 will go down in our memory as the year we faced the maximum number of natural calamities 
The images were stark and stunning - gushing waters entering houses. Streets flooded. Electricity cut off. Carcasses floating around. Angry residents screaming for help. People frantically trying to reach makeshift relief shelters. A non-existent state machinery. And stampedes at relief centres. You could be forgiven for imagining that this is a scene from a flood-ravaged developing country. 
But this was Katrina - one of the most powerful hurricanes to hit the US in a very long time. The hurricane not only made the world’s only superpower look like a helpless Third World country, but it was also a wake up call to the world that something is terribly wrong with Mother Nature.
… The situation was no different in India: Mumbai recorded 944 mm of rain in 24 hours, the greatest and most intense spell of rainfall ever recorded in India. Chennai is witnessing its worst floods in the last 25 years. And according to the United Nations Environment Programme, the number of tropical storms in 2005 surpassed all records - there have been 26 storms, five more than the previous record of 21. Of the 26, 16 reached hurricane force.
http://www.newindpress.com/sunday/sundayitems.asp?id=SEH20051223035151&eTitle=Cover+Story&rLink=0 
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 ANNAN PRAISES CONGOLESE CONDUCT OF CONSTITUTIONAL REFERENDUM               

Echoing yesterday’s acclamation from the United Nations Security Council,  

 Secretary-General Kofi Annan today congratulated the people of the         

 Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) for the successful conduct of their 

 constitutional referendum on 18 and 19 December, despite the tremendous    

 challenges they faced.                                                     

 “The relatively high voter turn-out and the fact that the polling was      

 conducted in a largely free, fair and peaceful manner attests to the       

 determination of the Congolese people to participate in deciding their     

 nation’s future,” a spokesman for Mr. Annan said in a statement read out   

 at the daily briefing.                                                     

“The United Nations remains committed to supporting the people of the DRC  

 in this historic process,” he added.                                       

 The statement also paid tribute to the Independent Electoral Commission,   

 which met the challenge of the referendum with logistical support from the 

 United Nations Organisation Mission in the Democratic Republic of the      

 Congo (MONUC) and the help of the international community.                 

 The vote, which paves the way for the country’s first democratic elections 

 next year, was the first democratic ballot held in the DRC since 1965 and  

 one of the biggest polls - with 36,000 vote offices, nearly 200,000        

 electoral agents and 25 million voters - in which the UN has participated. 

 * * *                                                                      

AS MERCURY PLUNGES IN PAKISTAN, UN REFUGEE AGENCY BOOSTS AID TO QUAKE   SURVIVORS                                                                                                                                              

 With temperatures in mountain villages plunging to minus 10 degrees        

 Celsius at night, the United Nations refugee agency is boosting its        

 winterization campaign with a new round of aid distribution in camps for   

 survivors of Pakistan’s devastating October earthquake, which left up to 3 

 million people homeless.                                                   

 “We hope that these new supplies will enable people in camps to have the   

 full package of winterized items – three blankets per person, four         

 mattresses and two plastic sheets per tent,” UN High Commissioner for      

 Refugees (UNHCR) spokesman Ron Redmond told a news briefing in Geneva today.                                                                     

 Some 250,000 blankets and 77,000 plastic sheets are being distributed this 

 week in camps in North West Frontier Province and Pakistan-administered    

 Kashmir. These are in addition to some 19,500 tents, 430,000 blankets,     

 60,000 plastic sheets, 16,000 mattresses, 25,000 jerry cans and 20,000     

 kitchen sets distributed earlier.                                          

“Despite these efforts, people will inevitably try to stay warm with       

 candles and stoves in their tents, increasing the risk of tent fires,” Mr. 

 Redmond said. “We're working with the authorities to find safe ways to     

 provide heating in camps.”                                                 

 The 8 October quake killed over 70,000 people and injured 70,000 others    

 and relief officials are worried that the toll could rise substantially if 

 sufficient aid is not provided to protect the survivors against the harsh  

 Himalayan winter.                                                          

UNHCR is concerned that more people from the upper valleys may come down   

 as temperatures dip and is working with the government to expand existing  

 sites and build new ones to accommodate up to 50,000 more arrivals.        

 As the lead agency for camp management, UNHCR is currently supporting the  

 authorities and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in 37 planned camps  

 with 57,742 people. There are at least another 335 spontaneous camps with  

 126,718 people.                                                            

 “Living conditions in spontaneous camps are an ongoing concern,” Mr.       

 Redmond said. “Our technical mobile teams have been fixing latrines,       

 bathrooms and communal kitchens in 50 of these camps so far.” UNHCR is     

 working with partners like the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and the NGO     

 Oxfam to provide water.                                                    

As the year draws to a close, UNHCR’s plans for next year focus on         

 capacity-building and registration while continuing to provide assistance  

 and coordinate services in camps. “After this emergency phase, our         

 priority will be to empower the Pakistan authorities, local NGOs and quake 

 survivors themselves in order to facilitate the process of return and      

 rehabilitation once winter ends,” Mr. Redmond said.                        

 * * *                                                                                                                                                  

 UN HUMAN RIGHTS OFFICIAL CAUTIONS UZBEK GOVERNMENT ON LATEST TRIALS        

 The top United Nations’ human rights official today urged the Uzbek        

 government to abide by international legal standards amid reports that     

 dozens of defendants were convicted during closed-door trials held earlier this month.                                                                

The latest trials follows the November conviction of 15 men who were       

 accused of crimes stemming from the violent protests in the Andijan last   

 May that left hundreds of people dead at the hands of Government forces.   

“If the latest proceedings were anything like the trial that resulted in   

 the conviction of the first 15 defendants last month, there is very good   

 reason to worry,” said Louise Arbour, UN High Commissioner for Human       

 Rights “I once again urge the Government to abide scrupulously by the      

 fair-trial standards Uzbekistan has freely accepted.”                      

After the first trial ended in mid-November, Ms. Arbour voiced her         

 concerns about alleged irregularities, an inadequate defense and           

 indications that little evidence was presented during the proceedings,     

 other than confessions that echoed the prosecutor’s accusations and were   

 greatly at odds with information from independent sources.                                                                                             

 Ms. Arbour today recalled that she offered to send a monitor to the trial  

 if her representative would have access to case files and places of        

 detention. The Uzbek Government rejected the proposal.                     

 In a report issued in June after the Office of the High Commissioner for   

 Human Rights (OHCHR) sent a mission to neighboring Krygyzstan to interview 

 survivors of the event, the High Commissioner said there was strong,       

 consistent and credible testimony indicting the Uzbek military and         

 security forces had committed grave human rights violations in Andijan,    

 mostly of the right to life.                                                                                                                           

 “The Government has rejected an international inquiry into the Andijan     

 events and independent scrutiny of the related proceedings,” she said. “As 

 conducted, these trials risk having produced unjust and unfounded          

 convictions while the real perpetrators of atrocities remain unpunished.”  

* * *                                                                      

 RWANDAN COOPERATING WITH GENOCIDE PROBE IS FOUND DEAD, UN TRIBUNAL SAYS    

 A body found in a canal in Brussels, Belgium, a week ago has been          

 identified as that that of former Rwandan Commerce Minister Juvénal        

 Uwilingiyimana, who was indicted by the United Nations International       

 Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) and was cooperating with its           

 investigation into the 1994 genocide.                                      

 After a warrant was issued for his arrest in mid-August on charges related 

 to the killing of more than 800,000 Tutsis and moderate Hutus, ICTR        

 investigators were informed that he wished to cooperate. He gave           

 information to investigators in several sessions up to 18 November, but    

 expressed concern about dangers to himself and his family from powerful    

 people in the Rwandan exile community, the Tribunal said in a release.     

 He failed to appear for a session with investigators on 21 November and    

 his wife reported to Belgian police the next day that he was missing, it said.                                                                      

The Office of ICTR Prosecutor Hassan Babacar Jallow took extraordinary     

 measures to ensure that Mr. Uwilingiyimana could meet with the             

 investigators in circumstances that would not reveal his cooperation, ICTR said.                                                                      

 “If it is determined that he was the victim of a homicide, it will be      

 clear that the protective measures were inadequate,” it said.              

 “If the cause of death is determined to be homicide, the Office of the     

 Prosecutor expresses the fervent hope that the Belgian authorities will be 

 able to arrest and try those responsible for a crime that obstructs        

 justice for the victims of the Rwanda genocide,” it added.                 

 The UN gave the Tribunal the mandate to bring to justice those bearing the 

 greatest responsibility for the genocide and the other violations of       

 international humanitarian law that were committed in Rwanda, the ICTR  noted.                                                                     

 “Many powerful individuals exercised control over the actual killers from  

 behind the scenes. They were not present at the massacre sites where tens  

 of thousands of men, women and children were murdered,” it said, adding    

 that in many cases, the documentary record of their involvement was taken  

 as they escaped into exile.                                                

 Mr. Uwilingiyimana signed a document saying that he was testifying         

 voluntarily. On 28 November a letter dated 5 November appeared on the      

 Internet saying he had terminated his cooperation with the ICTR because of 

 pressure to implicate high-level individuals. The letter was never         

 delivered and Mr. Uwilingiyimana continued until 18 November to meet the   

 very investigators he was supposed to have denounced, the Tribunal said.                                                                               

 * * *                                                                      

CANADA FIRST TO RATIFY THE UN CULTURAL AGENCY’S DIVERSITY CONVENTION       

 Canada has become the first State to ratify an international convention on 

 retaining the rich diversity of the world’s means of cultural expression,  

 now endangered by globalization, which was adopted last October by the     

 United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization.          

 Welcoming the first ratification of Convention on the Protection and       

 Promotion of the Diversity of Cultural Expressions, Koïchiro Matsuura,     

 Director-General of UNESCO, said that "UNESCO has elaborated a range of    

 standard-setting instruments to protect cultural diversity, to be found    

 not only in tangible and intangible heritage, but also in contemporary     

 forms of creativity."                                                      

As examples of the kind of cultural consolidation threatened by            

 globalization, UNESCO pointed out that 50 per cent of the world languages  

 are in danger of extinction and that 90 per cent of them are not  represented on the Internet.                                               

 In addition, it said that some five countries monopolize the world         

 cultural industries. In the field of cinema, for instance, 88 countries    

 out of 185 in the world have never had their own film productions.         

 Besides promoting diversity in those areas, the Convention seeks to        

 reaffirm the links between culture, development and dialogue and to create 

 a platform for international cooperation, UNESCO said.                     

 The Convention also supports UNESCO’s Universal Declaration on Cultural    

 Diversity adopted in 2001, which recognized cultural diversity as "a       

 source of exchange, innovation and creativity,” a common heritage of       

 humanity that "should be recognized and affirmed for the benefit of        

 present and future generations."                                           

 The new Convention reaffirms the sovereign right of States to elaborate    

 cultural policies with a view "to protect and promote the diversity of     

 cultural expressions and reinforce international cooperation" while        

 respecting human rights and fundamental freedoms.                          

The Convention will enter into force three months after its ratification   

 by 30 States Parties.                                                      

* * *                                                                                                                                                  

 UN ASSEMBLY CALLS FOR PROGRESS IN TRADE POLICY TO AID DEVELOPMENT          

 The United Nations General Assembly has called for a timely completion of  

 negotiations on the World Trade Organization’s so-called “Doha Round,”     

 which aims to maximize the international trade’s contribution to raising   

 living standards, eradicating poverty, and generating employment in        

 developing countries.                                                      

 After the latest session of the Round ended in Hong Kong on Sunday, UN     

 Secretary-General Kofi Annan commented that that despite limited           

 accomplishments, the ambitions set out four years ago at the first session 

 in Doha, Qatar have not been realized, and that a real effort of political 

 will is required from all parties in 2006 if these negotiations are to     

 deserve to be called a “Development Round” and aid in assisting            

 development goals.                                                         

Yesterday’s Assembly resolution, adopted by a vote of 121 in favor to 1    

 against (United States), with 51 abstentions, underscored the need to      

 enhance market access for developing-country goods and services, and       

 called on developed, as well as developing countries, to provide immediate 

 duty- and quota-free market access to all products from the poorest countries.                                                                 

 The Assembly’s text also called for the changes in trade policy in the     

 area of intellectual property rights and public health, in order to make   

 treatment more available for HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis, malaria and other epidemics.                                                                 

It stressed the need for putting into place the already agreed-upon        

 “aid-for-trade” initiative, which addresses economic adjustment helps      

 build supply and trade capabilities along with infrastructure in           

 developing countries.                                                      

Among several related resolutions on macroeconomic policy adopted          

 yesterday, the Assembly also adopted a text that stressed the need to      

 resolve the debt problems of low- and middle-income developing countries,  

 as it considered the recommendations of its Second Committee on economic   

 and financial matters.                                                     

 * * *                                                                      

 UN AGENCY PREDICTS BUILDING BOOM FOR TSUNAMI-HIT INDONESIAN REGION         

One year after the Indian Ocean tsunami, Aceh and Nias in Indonesia, the   

 worst-hit areas, are on the brink of a construction boom which is showing  

 a gigantic leap in spending from a normal $50 million to some $2 billion a 

 year, according to the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP).        

 This unprecedented jump in construction could result in many opportunities 

 for the poorest with the right training and enhanced local production of   

 materials in the region which suffered about two-thirds of the overall     

 tsunami death toll of more than 230,000 as well as enormous damage to      

 homes, buildings and infrastructure.                                       

More than 200,000 additional workers will be needed in Aceh at the peak of 

 reconstruction efforts in mid-2006. Compared with pre-tsunami construction 

 figures, 13 times more materials are required, according to UNDP, based on 

 research done by Accenture, the global management consultancy.             

 “We want to focus our attention on the poorest of the population who       

 survived the tsunami. They are the ones who most need to be a part of this 

 building boom,” the head of the UNDP Office in Banda Aceh Simon Field      

 said.                                                                      

“So far, the majority of those who have regained their livelihoods are     

 ones who had assets, land and work prior to the tsunami. If the right kind 

 of attention is given to those who had no land, no boats, no businesses    

 before the tsunami, the economy can reach pre-tsunami levels and remain    

 strong even after the building boom ends.”                                 

 UNDP and the UN International Labour Organisation have set up an           

 employment services network and are providing vocation and technical       

 training. To date, more than 40,000 job seekers are registered on the      

 database in Banda Aceh and more than 7,000 have found employment through the centre.                                                                

Once the building boom falls off in four to five years, UNDP and Accenture 

 analysis confirms the view that there is a tremendous opportunity for      

 development of the Aceh coffee industry due to the rapid growth in the     

 international market for premium coffee.                                   

 “We will be working with the government on a longer-term economic          

 strategy. The plantation economy, particularly coffee, will be the         

 mainstay for the future of this area,” Mr. Field said.                     

* * *                                                                      

SPORTING GREATS DONATE MEMENTOS TO AUCTION TO BENEFIT UN AGENCIES                                                                                      

 Track and field fans around the world will have a unique chance next week  

 to buy their own piece of sporting history when the personal mementos of   

 some of athletics' most famous moments go on Internet auction, with the    

 proceeds to go to three United Nations humanitarian agencies.              

Fans will be bidding for one of the largest ever collections of sporting   

 memorabilia, including one of the record-breaking 100-metre spikes worn by 

 the world's fastest man Asafa Powell of Jamaica and the Sydney Olympic     

 Games tracksuit of 200 and 400-metre legend Michael Johnson.               

 Fans will be bidding for one of the largest ever collections of sporting   

 memorabilia, including one of the record-breaking 100-metre spikes worn by 

 the world's fastest man Asafa Powell of Jamaica and the Sydney Olympic     

 Games tracksuit of 200 and 400-metre legend Michael Johnson.               

 In all, over 50 athletes, including 23 world record breakers, have donated 

 running vests, bib numbers, statues and signed photos associated with      

 their most celebrated victories to the International Association of        

 Athletics Federations (IAAF) “Athletics for a Better World” humanitarian   

 project.                                                                   

 The money raised by the 16 January auction will go to the UN World Food    

 Programme (WFP), the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) and the UN    

 Children’s Fund (UNICEF).                                                  

United States' sprinter Justin Gatlin has handed over the body suit he     

 wore when winning the World Championships 100-metre final in Helsinki last August.                                                                    

 Among the larger items on offer is a javelin from the collection of        

 three-time Olympic and World champion Jan Zelezny of the Czech Republic.   

   Mozambique's middle distance runner Maria Mutola has donated her Sydney    

 Olympic Games gold medal winning kit, while WFP Ambassador and marathon    

 world record holder Paul Tergat has given the running vest in which he     

 narrowly won this year's New York marathon.                                

 Donors include several track and field stars of the past, such as “Athlete 

 of the Century” Carl Lewis and legendary long jumper Bob Beamon, both of   

 the United States. Lewis, one of only two athletes to win nine Olympic     

 gold medals, has donated his competition vest from the 1986 Goodwill Games 

 and a tracksuit. Beamon has donated a limited edition charcoal print       

 depicting his ground-breaking 8.90-metre jump at the 1968 Olympics in      

 Mexico, which broke the previous world record by 55 centimetres and still  

 stands as an Olympic record, 37 years later.                               

 * * *                                                                      

AS SOUTHERN AFRICA FACES HUNGRY HOLIDAY SEASON, UN AGENCIES CALL FOR URGENT AID                                                                 

 As more than 9 million southern Africans face hunger over the holiday      

 season while much of the rest of the world feasts, United Nations agencies 

 today pleaded for immediate donor aid to continue feeding the hungriest.   

 The UN World Food Programme (WFP), the UN High Commissioner for Refugees ( 

 UNHCR) and the Zambian Government appealed for $8.5 million to provide     

 food aid for up to 82,000 Angolan and Congolese refugees in Zambia facing  

 a ration cut of 50 per cent as of 1 January.                               

 Overall WFP needs $77 million immediately to keep providing food aid in    

 Malawi, Mozambique, Zambia and Zimbabwe – the countries hit hardest by the 

 region’s weather-induced food crisis – until June 2006, when the next      

 harvest is due.                                                            

 “This is certainly not our preferred course of action,” WFP Zambia Country 

 Director David Stevenson said of the plan to halve the refugees’ rations   

 in order to assure some level of food assistance in the months ahead.      

“We simply have no choice. Although we had a stable pipeline for refugees  

 through to December this year, we have received no contributions for 2006. 

 This is an extremely serious situation as these refugees live in camps and 

 settlements in remote areas of Zambia and rely entirely on WFP for their   

 food supplies,” he added.                                                  

 UNHCR regional representative in Zambia Ahmed Said Farah warned: “There    

 will be increased morbidity, mortality and stunted growth. Social          

 problems, such as prostitution and child labour, will increase and         

 refugees may become uncontrollable as a result of the food cuts.”          

 WFP is working to stem the impact of the ‘triple threat’ in southern       

 Africa: the combination of extreme poverty, HIV/AIDS and the weakening     

 capacity of governments to meet the needs of their most vulnerable         

 citizens. Southern African countries have nine of the 10 highest HIV adult 

 prevalence rates in the world.                                             

“The people who suffer the most when there are food shortages are the      

 children, the sick and the elderly,” WFP Regional Director for southern    

 Africa Mike Sackett said.                                                  

 Southern Africa is suffering from its fourth consecutive year of erratic   

 weather, which means that many small children have been reliant on food    

 aid since they were born. WFP’s three year food relief project (from       

 January 2005 to December 2007) requires $621 million. The current          

 shortfall is $299 million, including the $77 million needed for January to 

 April 2006.                                                                                                                                            

 Further to the north in Kenya, the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) has         

 re-issued a $4 million emergency appeal it first made in October to aid    

 thousands of children facing malnutrition due to deepening drought.        

“Given that situation can only get worse, it is imperative that all        

 partners and the government act swiftly to protect the most vulnerable     

 children and women,” UNICEF Kenya Representative Heimo Laakkonen said. WFP 

 has already more than doubled its estimate of the number of people needing 

 food aid to about 2.5 million.                                             

DAILY PRESS BRIEFING BY THE OFFICE OF THE SPOKESPERSON FOR THE SECRETARY-GENERAL

AND THE SPOKESPERSON FOR THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY PRESIDENT
23 December 2005

The following is a near-verbatim transcript of today’s noon briefing by Stéphane Dujarric, Spokesman for the Secretary-General, and Pragati Pascale, Spokesperson for the General Assembly President.

Briefing by the Spokesman for Secretary-General 
Good afternoon.

**Democratic Republic of Congo
I’ll start of with a statement on the Democratic Republic of the Congo:

The Secretary-General congratulates the people of the Democratic Republic of the Congo and the Independent Electoral Commission for the successful conduct of their constitutional referendum on 18 and 19 December, despite the tremendous challenges which they faced.  

The relatively high voter turn-out and the fact that the polling was conducted in a largely free, fair and peaceful manner attest to the determination of the Congolese people to participate in deciding their nation’s future.  The United Nations remains committed to supporting the people of the DRC in this historic process. 

That statement is available in English and in French upstairs.

** Pakistan
A quick note on the aftermath of the Pakistan quake, the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) is starting a new round of aid distribution to help quake survivors in camps cope with the extreme cold.  The agency is handing out some 250,000 blankets and 77,000 plastic sheets this week.  In addition, UNHCR has been fixing latrines, bathrooms and communal kitchens in 50 of the camps, and is working with UNICEF to provide water.

Regarding financial commitments, the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) reports that the UN flash appeal is about 43 per cent covered, and that $50 million to $60 million per month is needed through April to avoid having to phase down operations in Pakistan.

** Uzbekistan
UN High Commissioner for Human Rights Louise Arbour, in a statement today, urged the Uzbek Government to abide by international standards of due process, amid reports that defendants have been convicted in closed-door trials this month in connection with events in Andijan last May.

Ms. Arbour says that “If the latest proceedings were anything like the trial that resulted in the conviction of the first 15 defendants last month, there is very good reason to worry.”  She adds that, at the previous trial she had expressed concerns over alleged irregularities, and today she once again urged the Government to abide scrupulously by the fair-trial standards.

** Zambia
From Zambia, the World Food Programme (WFP) and the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees say the Zambian Government has appealed today for $8.5 million to provide food for up to 82,000 Angolan and Congolese refugees in that country.  Faced with severe shortages of food and funding, WFP plans to reduce rations by half, starting 1 January, to assure that refugees get some level of food assistance in the months ahead.

**Clarifications and Corrections
Yesterday, we had mentioned, as fact, reports that several thousand Sudanese refugees had left Chad for North Darfur, following attacks by Chadian opposition groups. 

We should have said those reports had come from the Sudanese Liberation Army.  The UN Mission in Sudan has now flown to the border area to check out the reports and found them to be almost totally unfounded.

Yesterday, we also announced that the International Advisory and Monitoring Board for the Iraq Development Fund will be holding its meetings here next week and that the Board will be holding a press conference on Thursday, following a two-day meeting.  We have now been informed the Board will only be holding a one-day meeting on Wednesday, and that the press conference will now be Wednesday afternoon at 4:30 right here.

**The Week Ahead
Today is Friday and we have the Week Ahead.  Just to let you know that we are closed next Monday and that, barring any breaking news, we will not have noon briefings.  We will post highlights up on the web around 12 or 1 o’clock, but obviously our office will be staffed if you all have any urgent questions.

**Marriage Proposal 
And lastly, in the spirit of the season, I want to flag to you a very heart-warming story from our very own Building here.

Earlier this week, a Californian Catholic professor surprised his German Jewish girlfriend by proposing to her in the General Assembly Hall, as they ended a private tour of the UN.  Standing at the central podium, which is usually off-limits to visitors, the young lady said “yes.”

The couple had then had planned to eat in the Delegate’s Dining Room.  But because their luggage had been lost on their flight to New York, they were dressed in jeans, which, some of you may know, is not acceptable in the Delegate’s Dining Room.  Thinking quickly, their German-Iranian UN tour guide, Ahmad Azadi, lent the groom-to-be his UN tour guide uniform, and wrapped his personal Indo-Iranian shawl, which he usually wears on tour, around the bride-to-be’s jeans. 

The groom remarked, “The UN is a giant symbol of peace and hope and love and understanding.  And those are qualities that make a foundation for a good relationship.” 

Happy Holidays to all of you, and on that note I will take questions.

**Questions and Answers
Question:  Happy Holiday to you.  Today, I think, is the deadline for the Eritrean and Ethiopian troops to withdraw from the borders.  From all indications, they have not done so.  Is there any concern expressed in the Secretariat?

Spokesman:  The deadline is the 23rd.  The Mission’s position is that the deadline has not yet passed.  They are monitoring activities as best as they can on both sides of the Temporary Security Zone and the Adjacent Areas.  Obviously, you know, the Eritreans have made it much more difficult for us to monitor their side.  We will report to the Security Council on 2 or 3 January on the compliance or non-compliance on both sides.

**Briefing by Spokesperson for Assembly President
Good Afternoon

The General Assembly met in plenary this morning to adopt three resolutions on:  the New Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD), malaria and the causes of conflict in Africa.  The President then suspended the meeting until the Fifth Committee concludes its work on the budget.
Informal talks on the budget went until 3 a.m. last night.  We are anticipating that, after the G-77 consultations this morning (which were still going on as of noon), the Fifth Committee will meet in informal session to review the proposed text.  Immediately following that, the Fifth Committee will meet in formal session to act on the draft budget resolution.  And finally, the Assembly will meet in plenary to act on the Fifth Committee recommendation.  Services have been scheduled throughout the lunch hour, and the President is hopeful that the plenary could conclude its work this afternoon.
Also scheduled to be adopted later today, along with the budget, is a resolution setting out the arrangements for a high-level meeting on HIV/AIDS to be held in the General Assembly on 2 June next year, preceded by a two-day comprehensive review of progress towards realizing the targets agreed in the Declaration of Commitment on HIV/AIDS.  [In addition, several draft resolutions forwarded for the Second Committee are also expected to be adopted.]
In his remarks to the plenary this morning, the Assembly President noted that 100 days ago, our leaders gathered here for the World Summit and adopted an ambitious reform agenda for the United Nations.  He stated that we have already recorded some important achievements, including the agreement on the Peacebuilding Commission and the arrangements for the Central Emergency Response Fund.  These are an early indication to the world that the General Assembly can and will take difficult but important decisions on the challenges that confront us.  
In his end-of-the-year letter, which we circulated yesterday, the President set out the schedule for the upcoming consultations on the Human Rights Council, to start 11 January, and on development and Economic and Social Council reform, to start 13 January, as well as his plans for other reform initiatives.  Copies of that are available in the Spokesman’s Office. 
Assuming that we get a budget today, the Office of the General Assembly Spokesperson will be closed next week.  I will be away for much of January, but Freh will be available to provide you with information.
And just to close on an inspirational note for the holiday season, the President ended his letter yesterday with a quote from Dag Hammarskjold, on the close of his centennial year:  “We have too much in common, too great a sharing of interests and too much that we might lose together, for ourselves and succeeding generations, ever to weaken in our efforts to turn simple human values into the firm foundation on which we may live together in peace.”  Happy holidays to you.
**Questions and Answers
Question:  Suppose there is no budget today -- and I should tell you that, just before coming here, the G-77 did break up and are now headed to the boss’ office to talk about yet another proposal -- is the GA prepared to remain open and continue in session until the budget is resolved next week? 

Spokesperson:  I think contingency plans have been put in place for meetings next week.  But the President is planning to go home to Sweden tonight.  In the event of a crisis, I think he will consider returning next week.

Question:  You indicated that the President will resume some negotiations on certain reforms, including the Human Rights Council, but I didn’t hear anything about the reforms of the Security Council.

Spokesperson:  Yes, he did give that report on Security Council reform.  Also, in his end-of-the-year letter, he stated that the Working Group on Security Council Reform will be meeting early next year.  He is planning on taking up this issue actively next year.

Question:  Is that the Open-ended Working Group?

Spokesperson:  There are so many working groups, I get them mixed up.  [The President intends to convene in the new year the General Assembly Open-ended Working Group on matters related to the Security Council

Thank you very much. 
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To end kerosene subsidy (� HYPERLINK  \l "_The_Economic_Times" ��The Economic Times�)


Ski season gets off to a good start (� HYPERLINK  \l "_Neue_Züricher_Zeitung" ��Neue Züricher Zeitung�)


Progress in the environment sector (� HYPERLINK  \l "_The_Tide_(Nigeria):" ��The Tide�)


¿Existe el terrorismo ambiental? (� HYPERLINK  \l "_Voltaire_net:_¿Existe" ��Voltaire net�)� HYPERLINK "http://www.thetidenews.com/repRec.aspx?qrName=" ���
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