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Associated Press: Exploitation of trees threatens frankincense supply
[also in Washingtom Post]

By Toby Sterling

ASSOCIATED PRESS

December 23, 2006

AMSTERDAM -- A word to the wise men: The world may have plenty of gold and myrrh, but it could run short of frankincense.

    Trees in the Horn of Africa provide most of the world's supply of the prized incense that was carried to the infant Jesus by the wise men from the East, in the New Testament's Nativity story.

    But researchers say the trees are failing to reproduce because they are overexploited for the sap that yields the Christmas staple.

    According to a study co-authored by botanists and ecologists from the Netherlands and Eritrea and published this month in the Journal of Applied Ecology, the more heavily a frankincense tree is tapped, the less likely it is to produce viable seeds.

    That's not a big problem as long as new trees take root, but other recent studies by scientists and observers from the U.N. Environment Program have found the number of trees is dwindling in Ethiopia, Eritrea and Somalia -- which together make up the bulk of the export market.

    They say humans are clearing trees for farmland, and allowing their goats to feed on sapling leaves.

    The new study found that remaining plants cannot reproduce because they are tapped too heavily and too often.

    "At the moment there's not a shortage of frankincense, but there's no regeneration of the forests. There are no young trees anymore," said Frans Bongers, the study's lead author.

    In clusters of trees untapped for at least four years, seeds germinated at a rate above 80 percent, the report said. Heavily tapped groves produced one-third as many seeds and their germination rate was less than 16 percent.

    Eugene Bozniak, chairman of the botany department at Weber State University in Utah, who was not involved in the research, called it a "good solid study" in an area where it is notoriously hard to get good data.

    Frankincense trees "grow in arid climates. So when you create a wound, which is what you do to make the sap run, they have to devote resources to plugging the wound," he said.

    Frankincense is dried sap harvested from several related species of trees found on high scrublands at the southern end of the Arabian Peninsula and the Horn of Africa.

    In biblical times, southern Arabian kingdoms such as Sheba, the Yemen of today, had a monopoly on the frankincense trade and the substance was worth its weight in gold.

    Frankincense and myrrh came by ship north through the Red Sea and Persian Gulf, or by camel through the Arabian desert.

    Today, top-quality frankincense sells for roughly $100 a pound in the West, though lower quality can be bought for a tenth of the price.

____________________________________________________________________________

Gulf Daily News:Group plans new approach to rehabilitate prisoners 

23 December 2006

PRISONER rehabilitation projects, a campaign to help reduce road rage and an environmental awareness plan were unveiled last night by the Art of Living Bahrain Chapter.

They were announced at a ceremony to honour people described as "silent contributors" to the improvement of the community.

The group plans to launch the programmes in the New Year and will focus on the rehabilitation of both juvenile and adult inmates with its Prison Smart Programme.

A spokesman for Art of Living in Bahrain described it as a new approach to the rehabilitation of prisoners.

"It was developed with the underlying principle that every culprit is himself/herself a victim of his or her circumstances," he said.

"It is customised for application within high stress environments like prisons and juvenile detention centres."

It is the first programme of its kind in Bahrain and is due to be launched early next year.

"It is progressive, practical and result-oriented, providing compassionate, innovative and effective solutions to breaking the cycles of violence and tackling escalating global crime rates," added the spokesman. 

"Most importantly, it offers prisoners the opportunity of genuine rehabilitation and integration into society."

Art of Living volunteers initiated the project for prisoners in Bahrain with the support of the Interior Ministry's Reformation and Rehabilitation Directorate.

Meanwhile, its Road Peace Campaign hopes to promote stress-free driving.

"Bahrain generally has excellent roads and well maintained cars," said the spokesman.

"Most accidents are caused by speeding, violating traffic lights and lack of concentration. 

"The root cause of this is stress. 

"We shall be initiating an awareness campaign against road rage and this will be an ongoing project for many months to come. 

"We all know that there is a rise in road accidents and this kind of campaign would be indeed a service with a difference to the society."

The Art of Living will be undertaking this project in partnership with the Children and Mothers Welfare Society. 

"Stress-free drivers are more considerate and safer drivers," he said.

"The Art of Living will run special workshops for heavy users of Bahrain roads." 

The Go Green Bahrain campaign will be a showcase of growing social and environmental awareness in Bahrain. 

The main objective will be to import saplings from South Africa to plant in Bahrain in partnership with the United Nations Environment Programme.

"For the project, a tree called the Simarouba - with its origin in South America - was identified as a possible change agent for greening Bahrain.

"Known as an eco-friendly tree, it helps in reclamation of wastelands, converts the accumulated atmospheric carbon dioxide into oxygen and contributes to the reduction of the greenhouse effect or global warming. 

"The tree requires very little maintenance in terms of water (as little as five litres per week for its first two years) and can be grown in saline soil which is ideal for Bahrain." 

The Public Commission for the Protection of Marine Resources, Environment and Wildlife has reportedly sanctioned Al Areen Wildlife Park and Reserve for the plantation of the first set of saplings of Simarouba in Bahrain. 

Finalised details of the projects will be announced soon.

Meanwhile, the Art of Living Bahrain is also organising a major medical seminar Health Thru Breath next April to coincide with World Health Day. 

It will be held under the patronage of Health Minister Dr Nada Haffadh and will be presented by Dr Vinod Kochupillai, head of the Rotary Cancer Institute at the All India Institute of Medical Sciences, New Delhi, India, and an Art of Living faculty member. 

She has been involved in extensive medical research in India and abroad, unravelling the medical benefits of the Sudarshan Kriya - a rhythmic breathing exercise taught in the Art of Living workshop. 

The seminar will target doctors and health related professionals. 

Following the seminar, Dr Kochupillai will conduct a six-day Art of Living workshop. Last night's ceremony was held at the Cultural Hall, near the Bahrain National Museum. 

  
___________________________________________________________________________
Turkish Daily News:The fatal adventure of humankind: Climate change

Monday, December 25, 2006

Reducing the risks of climate change requires strong collective action not only by developed countries but also by developing countries, says Professor İncecik

İZGİ GÜNGÖR

ANKARA - Turkish Daily News

  It is ironic that as industrialization provides more and more facilities to humanity, the inhabitants of the modern world increasingly become subject to the pressures and negative impacts of the industrial age. Among these impacts, climate change is probably one of the most devastating, threatening all of humanity and other life on earth as well as all that is vital to them including health, agriculture, food and clean water.

  Climate change is not a new phenomenon; it has occurred throughout the entire history of the earth. However, global warming appears to have increased more in the last century than in any previous period of time. Human activities are playing more of a role in climate change than external and natural factors such as the amount of sunlight that reaches earth, variations in solar radiation and the earth's orbit. Human beings, who used to be a part of nature, have accelerated the change as the new ruler of nature as a result of an increasing number of activities that destroy the natural equilibrium such as widespread consumption of fossil fuels, the need for energy for the growing population, rapid urbanization and industrialization.

  The United Nations' Kyoto Protocol, which came into effect on Feb. 16, 2005, is the only international instrument in force for combating climate change, urging developed countries to make substantial reductions in the world's greenhouse gas emissions by 2012. Neither Turkey nor some industrialized countries, including the world's biggest greenhouse gas producer, the United States, are signatories to the Kyoto Protocol. Our planet is warning us, and time will show to what extent the protocol will be successful in mitigation of the impacts of climate change. 

  The average temperature in 2006 is likely come in as among the warmest since temperatures were first recorded nearly 150 years ago. The climate is changing more rapidly than ever, and nature, together with its inhabitants, have already began to react against this situation: Storks no longer migrate south; bears are unable to hibernate; lakes are drying up in Turkey due to unusually warm weather in 2006; Hurricane Katrina wreaks havoc in the United States; floods cause big losses in Europe; sea levels rise; more frequent storms and erosion take place in some parts of the world; and new types of allergies are emerging. Besides the environmental effects, climate change is also expected to bring numerous socioeconomic and cultural consequences. Authorities, for example, have already begun to express their concern in global warming conferences that some archaeological sites including natural wonders, such as the Caribbean's largest coral reef, are under the threat of climate change and that natural disasters including droughts, floods and tornados are accelerating damage to heritage sites around the world. 

  Under the light of these developments, the Turkish Daily News interviewed Professor Selahattin İncecik of Istanbul Technical University about climate change. İncecik is the first Turkish scientist among the 100 scientists in the world who prepare the assessment reports of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) established in 1988 by the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) and World Meteorology Organization (WMO). The role of IPCC, where scientists from different countries prepare regular comprehensive assessment reports on its studies, is to assess the scientific, technical and socio-economic information relevant to the risks of human-induced climate change, its potential impacts as well as options for adaptation and mitigation on a comprehensive, scientific, objective and transparent basis. The fourth IPCC assessment report �Climate Change 2007, The Physical Science Basis� will be released in the second half of 2007 and will provide comprehensive and up-to-date information about climate change, its causes, impacts and possible response measures based on scientific, technical and socio-economic literature.

  Human activities play important role in climate change: 

  �Climate change, a shift in climate relative to a given reference time period, is a long term phenomenon since the earth's atmosphere has warmed and cooled for millions of years,� İncecik said, adding that in addition to meteorological factors, human activities played an important role in the change. 

  �We could consider it a human-induced warming. As we know, weather is a chaotic non-linear system. This means that the temperature, precipitation and many other meteorological variables change within the earth's surface atmosphere. Greenhouse gases (primarily CO2, CH4, N2O and fluorocarbons) are the primary cause of global warming.� 

  He said the two terms �climate change� and �global warming� weren't the same issues since the term �global warming� was a specific case of the more general term �climate change� and that climate change could referred to global cooling or warming.

  Noting that there was a relation between the natural disasters the world currently confronts and climate change, he said climate change was accelerating its negative effects with certain concrete short and long term effects. �In the recent decade, this acceleration has become extremely visible. The changes in extreme weather events, such as heat waves, heavy rain and catastrophic floods, landslides and droughts have increased in the last half of the 20th century in many parts of the world. About more than 80 percent of the natural disasters are due to weather, climate related disasters while earthquakes, volcanic events and tsunami have a different origin.�
  �Rising temperatures lead to increases in extreme weather events as well as heat waves and heat-related health problems. Climate change will also have an impact on water resources, agricultural productivity and tourism with some other expected results including collapses on wildlife ecosystem, increased water shortage risks, decrease in crop yields, the displacement of the people and loss of coral reefs. The International Energy Agency estimates that global demand for energy will rise about 60 percent by the year 2030.  It is also anticipated that a rise of 2 degrees Celsius in average global temperature will lead to a 20-30 percent water shortage in southern Europe while a rise of 4 degrees Celsius about 40-50 percent. About 3 billion people will then be under risk of water shortage in case of a 2 degree Celsius rise.�
Initial risks to be observed before 2050:

  He said besides environmental effects, climate change had several serious socio-economic consequences for the less-developed countries in particular. �First of all, the poorest developing countries will be affected by climate change even though they have contributed little to the problem. Their low incomes make it difficult to finance adaptation. The total economical losses due to climate-related natural disasters was a few billions dollars in the first years of the 1990s. These figures have increased year by year to 200 billion dollars in 2005,� he noted.

  According to İncecik, the risks increase very substantially and both the emission scenarios and rising temperatures indicate the initial risks before 2050. He thus calls for every country, every sector in the economy and every community to take responsibility and cut GHG emissions in line with the Kyoto Protocol, the only international instrument obliging reductions in greenhouse emissions.

  �The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and its Kyoto Protocol provide the only international framework for combating climate change. The main goal of this convention is to establish national programs for reducing Greenhouse Gas (GHG) emissions at 1990 levels,� he said, adding: �Based on the UNFCC framework, the Kyoto Protocol sets legally binding limits on GHG emissions in developed countries and aims to reduce a total of six greenhouse gases emissions to 5.2 percent, below the level they were in 1990, during 2008-2012, the first commitment period. The United States, the world's biggest carbon dioxide emitter with its 7.1 billion tons of emissions, did not ratify the protocol. China, the world's second largest GHG producer, ratified the protocol, but as a developing country China is not required to reduce its emissions*. This is the protocol's weak side. Because, reducing the risks of climate change requires a strong collective action of not only developed countries but also developing countries.� 

  Despite all the pessimistic background, the protocol seems to have proved its success in some extent according to the data given by İncecik.

  İncecik said Annex I Parties** referred to in the protocol, such as all EIT Parties --countries with economies in transition -- (except for Slovenia) generally succeeded in keeping their emissions under the 1990 levels since they had much lower emission levels than the targets in line with the Kyoto protocol. �Non-EIT Parties such as France, Germany, United Kingdom, Sweden, Greece, Iceland and Monaco are relatively close to their targets under the Protocol. Besides, all the Annex I Parties' sectoral emissions decreased from 1990 to 2004 with the greatest decrease in agriculture and industrial process. The smallest decrease was in the energy sector. The greatest increase occurred for transport.�
Turkey began to experience climate change:

  He also said Turkey began to experience climate change with higher temperatures, heat waves, more extreme weather events, periods of heavy rain triggering devastating floods in some parts of the country and changes in precipitation patterns and that Turkey's carbon emissions were growing rapidly due to economic growth despite environmental protection. �Turkey is not a party to the Kyoto Protocol. According to recent Greenhouse Gases Report, CO2 emissions in Turkey are 294Mt in 2004. Additionally, the greenhouse gas emissions increased by 72.6 percent from 1990 to 2004. This figure is the maximum increase within all EIT Parties,� he noted.

  �Public awareness in this sense is not enough. Addressing climate change requires a comprehensive national policy. TV and newspapers should be used to educate the people. Climate change is young people's biggest concern for the world's future. Therefore this issue should be included in the educational programs for the young people,� he added. 

  * According to the Kyoto Protocol, governments are separated into two general categories: developed countries, referred to as Annex 1 countries (who have accepted GHG emission reduction obligations); and developing countries, referred to as Non-Annex 1 countries (who have no GHG emission reduction obligations and must submit an annual greenhouse gas inventory).

  ** Annex I Parties include the industrialized countries that have accepted GHG emission reduction obligations and that were members of the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) in 1992, plus countries with economies in transition (the EIT Parties), including the Russian Federation, the Baltic States and several Central and Eastern European States.

__________________________________________________________________________

Webwire.com: MLA Awarded Elsevier Grant to Train Librarians in Africa, Asia, and Latin America

Elsevier

12/22/2006 10:37:58 AM

  Chicago – December 22, 2006 - The Medical Library Association (MLA) is pleased to announce that it has been awarded an $80,000 grant from one of its corporate partners, Elsevier, a world-leading publisher of scientific, technical and medical books and journals, to train librarians in the African, Asian, and Latin American continents. This is a joint program co-sponsored by Librarians Without Borders ™: a global initiative of the Medical Library Association and Elsevier.

The Elsevier grant is earmarked for 2007 HINARI/AGORA/OARE (HOA) related training workshops. The grant will be used to fund 8 on-site workshops, one distance education course and the development of new training modules. This e-library training initiative will be based upon HINARI (Health InterNetwork Access to Research Initiative) training materials. The HINARI program, a collaboration between the World Health Organization (WHO) and major publishers, enables developing countries to gain access to one of the world’s largest collections of biomedical and health literature. It is one of the principal projects designed to bridge the health information gap between developing and industrialized countries.

"Local training has proven to increase usage of the research and I am confident that this program in conjunction with MLA will provide better access to HINARI/AGORA/OARE for the researchers and students in developing countries" commented Tony McSean, Elsevier’s Director of Library Relations.

MLA established the Librarians Without Borders ™ program to strengthen its role and commitment to global health information. The Librarians Without Borders ™ Website, which will feature MLA’s international policy, programs, and activities, will debut on MLANET in the coming months.

###

About the Medical Library Association

MLA is a nonprofit, educational organization with more than 4,500 health sciences information professional members worldwide. Founded in 1898, MLA provides lifelong educational opportunities, supports a knowledgebase of health information research, and works with a global network of partners to promote the importance of quality information for improved health to the health care community and the public.

About HINARI

HINARI (Health InterNetwork Access to Research Initiative), is a UN-based initiative providing online access to the major journals of the biomedical and related social science fields, without charge, to public institutions in developing countries.

About AGORA

AGORA (Access to Global Online Research in Agriculture), established by the UN’s Food and Agricultural Organization provides researchers, policy makers, educators, technical workers and extension specialists with access to high quality information in agriculture and related fields.

About OARE

OARE (Online Access to Research in the Environment), is managed by the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and Yale University in association with the International Association of Science, Technical and Medical Publishers (STM), 35 leading science and technology publishers and 100 of the world’s most prestigious scientific societies, associations, and foundations.

About Elsevier

Elsevier is a world-leading publisher of scientific, technical and medical information products and services. Working in partnership with the global science and health communities, Elsevier’s 7,000 employees in over 70 offices worldwide publish more than 2,000 journals and 1,900 new books per year, in addition to offering a suite of innovative electronic products, such as ScienceDirect, MD Consult, Scopus, bibliographic databases, and online reference works.

Elsevier is a global business headquartered in Amsterdam, The Netherlands and has offices worldwide. Elsevier is part of Reed Elsevier Group plc, a world-leading publisher and information provider. Operating in the science and medical, legal, education and business-to-business sectors, Reed Elsevier provides high-quality and flexible information solutions to users, with increasing emphasis on the Internet as a means of delivery. Reed Elsevier’s ticker symbols are REN (Euronext Amsterdam), REL (London Stock Exchange), RUK and ENL (New York Stock Exchange).
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L’Opinion: Une affaire en or
La décharge d’Akreuch de la ville de Rabat)

Le projet de réhabilitation du site de la décharge d’Akreuch de la ville de Rabat intégrant l’option de captage et de brûlage du méthane, inhérent à la fermentation des ordures ménagères enfouies et puissant gaz à effet de serre (GES), dans le cadre du « Mécanisme pour un Développement Propre » (MDP) du protocole de Kyoto a, par sa nature, constitué en 2003 une première au Maroc. 

Ce projet qui a été par ailleurs initié, puis accompagné, par le ministère de l’aménagement du territoire, de l’eau et de l’environnement, en tant qu’Autorité Nationale Désignée (AND), avait affiché l’ambition d’être une opération pilote au Maroc en matière de réhabilitation des décharges fermées. Il a du reste défrayé la chronique nationale, voire internationale.

En effet, l’enfouissement des déchets ménagers génère des biogaz, produits de biodégradation anaérobique des résidus organiques des déchets urbains, par un consortium de bactéries, et ce, pendant plusieurs années, même après la fermeture des sites de décharge. Les effets à craindre des biogaz sur l’environnement ne se font pas uniquement sentir à proximité du site d’enfouissement et de sa périphérie - Potentiel de migration latérale (feu, explosion) ; Impact sur la santé : teneur en composés toxiques et potentiellement cancérigènes, comme le Benzène et le Chlorure de vinyle ; Inhibiteur de la croissance de la végétation ; Smog photochimique et urbain (ozone) ; odeurs nauséabondes dues aux éléments associés à la production du méthane tels que les mercaptans etc.- mais par leur composition, essentiellement riche en méthane (CH4) et en dioxyde de carbone (CO2), mais ils ont également, par leur pouvoir à effet de serre, des impacts sur les changements climatiques globaux.

Par ailleurs, il convient de souligner qu’en matière de réhabilitation des décharges au Maroc, ni la réglementation nationale en vigueur, ni même les prescriptions dictées par le protocole de Kyoto -que le Royaume du Maroc a ratifié en janvier 2002- ne contraignent les collectivités locales et leurs groupements à supprimer ou encore à valoriser les biogaz générés par la décomposition des déchets enfouis. C’est un acte qui demeure volontaire. Ainsi, outre la contribution à l’effort mondial de lutte contre le réchauffement global de la planète, l’inscription volontaire du projet de la réhabilitation de la décharge d’Akreuch incluant la suppression du méthane a été surtout motivée par les opportunités financières qu’offre le MDP de Kyoto, par le recours aux échanges internationaux de « droits d’émission » ou « crédits de carbone », sur le marché de gaz à effet de serre, dit « marché de carbone » ou encore à des « fonds de carbone » publics ou privés.

Faut-il rappeler que le Protocole du Kyoto, entré en application le 16 février 2005, impose aux pays industrialisés signataires (dits d’Annexe I) de réduire globalement durant la période 2008-2012 leurs émissions en gaz à effet de serre de 5,2% en dessous de leurs niveaux de 1990. Il va de soit, pour les pays en développement signataires, qu’il n’y a aucune contrainte de limitation ou de réduction d’émission de ces gaz. Ils doivent cependant faire régulièrement part de l’évolution de leurs taux d’émission nationale. Par ailleurs, le MDP est un mécanisme coopératif et flexible et dont l’objectif est double :
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 aider les pays en développement signataires, comme le Maroc, à parvenir à un développement durable, ainsi qu’à contribuer à la protection du climat mondial ;
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 aider les pays industrialisés signataires à remplir leurs engagements chiffrés de limitation et de réduction de leurs émissions en gaz à effet de serre, en complément des politiques et mesures qu’ils devront mettre en œuvre au plan national.

Autrement dit, le MDP permet aux entités publiques ou privées des pays industrialisés, ayant investi dans des projets domiciliés dans les pays en développement qui réduisent les émissions en gaz à effet de serre, de bénéficier de ces réductions (crédits de carbone) à moindre coût, pour s’acquitter en partie de leurs engagements pris dans le protocole de Kyoto ou les vendre. C’est le capitalisme pour ainsi dire au service de l’environnement A ce titre, il est intéressant de signaler que la ville de Rio de Janeiro a pu empocher quelque 11 millions de dollars US par la vente aux Pays-Bas des « crédits de carbone » générés par le projet MDP de sa décharge. Ce projet, d’ailleurs qui fut le premier enregistré au niveau international dans le cadre de MDP, permet en effet la valorisation en électricité du méthane émis par la décharge de Rio de Janeiro et en conséquence de réduire, sur une période de 21 ans, l’émission dans l’atmosphère de 2,5 millions t E-CO2 (tonnes équivalent-CO2).

Dans cette perspective, le Document Descriptif du Projet ou DDP (document exigé pour le montage de tout dossier MDP) de la collecte et du brûlage du méthane émanant de la décharge d’Akreuch a été élaboré et financé, en tant que projet pilote dans le secteur des déchets solides urbains, dans le cadre du « Programme de Renforcement des Capacités du Maroc en matière de l’expertise environnementale des Programmes des Nations Unies pour le Développement et pour l’Environnement » (PNUD-PNUE RC Maroc). Ce DDP a en effet montré, sur une période de comptabilisation de 21 ans, qu’environ 1,6 million t E-CO2 pourront être générés par les ordures ménagères d’Akreuch et ainsi donc pourront épargner l’atmosphère. D’autre part, le coût total de réalisation du projet a été estimé à 0,85 millions de dollars US et le coût annuel de fonctionnement induit à 0,055 millions de dollars US.

En novembre 2003, ce DDP a pu obtenir le visa du Conseil National du MDP Maroc : organe principal de l’Autorité Nationale Désigné du MDP et seule représentant de l’Etat marocain auprès des instances internationales chargées du MDP, particulièrement le Conseil Exécutif du MDP. Ainsi, le projet de réhabilitation de la décharge d’Akreuch incluant le captage et le brûlage du méthane collecté a été approuvé en tant que projet MDP participant au développement durable de notre pays et ce, conformément aux prescriptions dictées par l’article 12 du Protocole du Kyoto.

Ainsi donc, sur la base du DDP approuvé au niveau national, plusieurs fonds de carbone internationaux s’étaient montrés intéressés par les crédits carbone que peut générer la décharge d’Akreuch. La Banque mondiale, par exemple, s’était proposée pour l’achat de ces 1,6 million t E-CO2, pour un prix négociable entre 4,25 et 4,75 dollars US. Soit un montant global entre 6,8 et 7,6 dollars US.

Actuellement, sur le marché international de carbone, la tonne équivalent-CO2 est négociable entre 5 et 12 dollars US. Soit un pactole de 8 à 19,2 millions dollars US dont la ville de Rabat pourra bénéficier grâce à sa décharge d’Akreuch. Ces recettes peuvent en effet largement couvrir le coût global de l’investissement, comprenant, non seulement les coûts d’aménagement de cette décharge et des installations spécifiques, mais encore ceux de fonctionnement induits. Et selon l’esprit de Kyoto, les économies dégagées peuvent être allouées aux projets contribuant au développement durable de Rabat et donc du Royaume.

A quelque chose malheur est bon, est-on tenté de dire.

____________________________________________________________________________

La Presse (Tunis):Tunisie: Un outil financier au service de la biodiversité

22 Décembre 2006

Publié sur le web le 22 Décembre 2006

Mme Monique Barbut, présidente et directrice générale du Fonds pour l'environnement mondial (FEM), a donné, hier, une conférence de presse à l'Agence tunisienne de communication extérieure, au cours de laquelle elle a présenté les principales missions et les programmes financés par le Fonds pour l'environnement mondial (FEM) notamment en Tunisie.

Né d'un partenariat entre le Programme des Nations Unies pour l'environnement (Pnue), le Programme des Nations unies pour le développement (Pnud) et la Banque mondiale (BM), le Fonds mondial pour l'environnement, a souligné Mme Barbut, constitue un outil financier des conventions internationales sur le changement climatique, la biodiversité, les polluants organiques, et dont la mise en place s'est inscrite comme une conséquence logique des recommandations, entre autres, du sommet mondial de Rio. "A titre d'exemple, si une industrie ou une centrale investit dans un programme de dépollution ou de traitement de ses déchets, nous finançons le surcoût de la prise en charge", a noté la présidente directrice générale du FEM expliquant ainsi le mécanisme de financement du Fonds. Doté actuellement de 3,13 milliards de dollars, le Fonds a dépensé au cours de ses exercices précédents sept milliards de dollars sous forme de dons pour financer des projets de développement durable destinés à encourager la préservation et l'utilisation durable de la biodiversité. Cette structure indépendante travaille avec des partenaires chargés de veiller à la bonne exécution des projets financés. Depuis 1991, le FEM a financé plus de 450 projets de lutte contre le recul de la biodiversité.

Western Union

Le Fonds, qui a un portefeuille de projets axés sur les systèmes de perpétuation de la vie , a élargi au cours des deux dernières décennies son action à plusieurs programmes visant la prévention de la destruction de la couche d'ozone, la sauvegarde des eaux internationales, l'élimination des polluants organiques persistants, la prévention de la dégradation des sols... «C'est un système qui depuis quinze ans a fait ses preuves, a souligné Mme Barbut. 50% de nos ressources vont vers les programmes en rapport avec le climat et la biodiversité». La nouvelle présidente directrice générale a déjà fait adopter par le dernier conseil d'administration la décision de financer la convention sur la désertification. Ainsi, cent cinquante millions de dollars seront débloqués pour financer un programme de lutte contre la désertification en Afrique subsaharienne. Le financement d'un programme similaire est prévu pour les zones du Moyen-Orient et de l'Afrique du Nord. "L'idée est de travailler sur des ensembles géographiques, a souligné Mme Barbut. Nous comptons également financer un programme forêt".

Le Fonds a investi en Tunisie au cours des 12 dernières années 300 millions de dollars, dont soixante millions de dollars au cours des 3 dernières années qui ont servi à cofinancer des projets touchant à différents domaines dont la diversité biologique, la lutte contre la dégradation des sols et la lutte contre les polluants organiques persistants. Treize millions de dollars débloqués par le Fonds ont permis de financer un projet de protection des ressources marines et côtières du golfe de Gabès, un projet de gestion des aires protégées et d'autres projets de renforcement des capacités dans le domaine de la biosécurité et la mise en oeuvre d'un centre d'échanges dans le domaine de la diversité biologique. Par ailleurs, 29 millions de dollars ont permis de financer plusieurs projets dont un projet de valorisation de l'énergie éolienne pour la production d'électricité, un autre projet de développement de l'efficacité énergétique pour le secteur industriel et un projet d'utilisation de l'énergie solaire pour le réchauffement de l'eau. 5,3 millions de dollars ont enfin été consacrés à un projet de lutte contre la dégradation des sols tandis que 8,8 millions de dollars ont servi à financer un projet de lutte contre les polluants organiques persistants.

____________________________________________________________________________

La Nación (Chile):La falta de ozono sigue acechando 
Lunes 25 de Diciembre de 2006 

El incremento del cáncer de piel a causa de la radiación es alarmante, advierten científicos. Habitantes de Chile y Argentina deben extremar cuidados al exponerse al sol este verano.

Stephen Leahy

 

Cáncer de piel, lesiones oculares e infecciones aumentan a la par del agujero antártico en la capa de ozono, especialmente en el sur de Argentina y Chile, donde durante la primavera la radiación ultravioleta crece 25%.

La capa de ozono cubre a todo el planeta a una altitud de alrededor de 15 a 30 kilómetros, y protege a los organismos vivos de los perjudiciales rayos ultravioletas.

Según la estadounidense Administración Nacional Atmosférica y Oceánica (NOAA), el agujero de ozono se expandió a 29,5 millones de kilómetros cuadrados en promedio, sólo entre el 21 y el 30 de septiembre.

En este momento, el agujero sobre la Antártida “es el más grande de que se tenga registro”, dijo Achim Steiner, director ejecutivo del Programa de las Naciones Unidas para el Medio Ambiente (Pnuma). “Los gobiernos necesitan reducir y clausurar las fuentes de productos químicos que agotan el ozono”, agregó en una declaración escrita.

Las quemaduras de sol aumentan durante la primavera, cuando el agujero se extiende a la austral ciudad chilena de Punta Arenas, según estudios realizados por la Universidad de Magallanes.

El melanoma maligno, una mortal forma de cáncer de piel, se duplicó en los últimos años, llevando a las autoridades sanitarias chilenas a recomendar evitar la exposición directa al sol entre las 11.00 y las 17.00 horas, y especialmente proteger a los niños.

“Mundialmente, el aumento de casos de melanoma es alarmante, está entre las formas de cáncer que crece más rápidamente”, dijo a Tierramérica Edward de Fabo, investigador del cáncer de piel en la Universidad George Washington. “Solía ser raro en jóvenes, pero vemos cada vez más casos de melanoma en personas menores de 25 años”, señaló De Fabo. 

Rayos ultravioletas

El incremento de quemaduras de sol también está vinculado a que más rayos ultravioleta llegan a la superficie de la Tierra. Esta radiación provocará aumentos de cáncer de piel, cataratas y lesiones oculares, dijo Frank de Gruijl, investigador del Hospital Universitario de Utrecht, en Holanda. Incluso infecciones con el virus herpes simplex y otras enfermedades infecciosas también pueden aumentar.

Mayores niveles de rayos ultravioleta B (los más perjudiciales) influyeron en la supresión de sistemas inmunológicos, explicó. Animales y plantas también son afectados por la expansión del agujero de ozono. Científicos argentinos hallaron daños en el material genético de plantas del Parque Nacional de Tierra del Fuego, y australianos documentaron reducciones del fitoplancton de hasta 65%.“Los niveles globales de estos rayos aumentaron en los últimos 25 años y no se sabe cuán rápidamente continuarán haciéndolo ni por cuánto tiempo. Los químicos que agotan el ozono van a estar en la atmósfera durante varios siglos”, dijo De Fabo.

El ozono prácticamente desapareció de la capa atmosférica entre 12 y 20 kilómetros por encima de la superficie terrestre. 

Hoy la radiación ultravioleta en el mundo es, en promedio, entre cinco y 10 % más elevada que antes de 1980, y seguirá en esa dirección por otra década o más. Estos niveles varían mucho según la ubicación y la época del año. Los países más cercanos al ecuador tienen la mayor exposición a los rayos ultravioleta, pero las regiones australes de Argentina y Chile experimentan niveles muy elevados de esta radiación (25% más altos) especialmente durante la primavera, cuando se abre el hueco antártico.

Científicos atmosféricos anunciaron que la capa de ozono está comenzando a recuperarse y que volverá a niveles previos a 1980 en 2050. De Fabo dijo que esa recuperación depende de que se cumpla plenamente el Protocolo de Montreal (1997), que busca controlar la producción y el consumo de sustancias químicas destructoras de la capa.

El tratado fue diseñado para eliminar o reducir la producción de varios grupos de productos químicos llamados hidrocarbonos halogenados -que contienen cloro o bromo- conocidos por su participación en el agotamiento del ozono.

Representantes de casi 200 países se reunieron del 30 de octubre al 3 de noviembre en Nueva Delhi para evaluar los avances del Protocolo, que “fue increíblemente exitoso hasta ahora, pero queda mucho por hacer”, dijo a Tierramérica Michael Williams, portavoz del Pnuma. 

____________________________________________________________________________
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E.A. Standard: Energy from garbage 

Last Updated on December 24, 2006, 12:00 am 
Kenya could soon get rid of the garbage headache if a technology for developing biomass energy from industrial and organic wastes passes the economic feasibility test, reports Elizabeth Mwai.

The United Nations Industrial Development Organisation (Unido) has brought an expert into the country to evaluate the possibility of introducing the idea of recycling waste to generate power.
This involves the installation of a machine known as the biogas digester. Biogas is produced when bacteria decomposes biological matter in an anaerobic (no oxygen is present) environment.
The decay of biomass produces a gas�methane and carbon dioxide, which is used for direct combustion in cooking or lighting applications.
Projects in rural and urban slums
Unido is in the process of preparing a programme proposal for jump-starting at least five biogas digester projects in rural and urban slum communities in Kenya.
Their primary objective will be to produce electricity for productive activities during the day and for lighting at night.
The project of using biogas digesters to make electricity from organic waste, using the anaerobic digestion methodology is seen as a plausible solution to reduce electricity cost and promote lighting in rural areas.
It would also provide an alternative for efficient waste management, produce captive energy for meeting power requirements and produce bio-fertiliser as another by product in the process.
Kenya has tonnes of garbage
The main sources of biomass include industrial and agricultural wastes from forestry operations and residues, such as sugar cane waste, wood waste from forestry operations and residues from other short rotation crops such as straw and husks from coffee and rice.
According to Unido’s biomass expert, Mr Walter Danner, Kenya has tonnes of garbage lying all over unused, which with proper skills can be converted into energy.
"This is a cheap and cost-effective energy solution, particularly to Kenyans because fuel is becoming more expensive," Danner says.
Private industries such as the flower farms, the meat and dairy processing facilities, the sugar industries and the tanneries stand to benefit if the results are positive.
Reducing pressure on the national grid

Majority of these factories use an enormous amount of power and the technology would enable them to produce their power in order to reduce the pressure experienced on the national grid. 
Already, the Kenya Meat Commission, which has been spending a large amount of money in energy bills, has expressed a strong desire for the project.
Economists have regarded energy as the single most important criteria for Kenya to realise its vision on industrialisation. 
Kenya’s current installed capacity of 1075 MW is inadequate to provide support to an economy that should grow by ten per cent annually.
Studies by Unido indicate that for every one per cent growth in Gross Domestic Product, there should be a two per cent growth in the installed capacity of power generation, which means Kenya is far behind in terms of implementing such growth.
Decentralising power generation 

Unido representative for Kenya and Eritrea, Mr Alexander Varghese, reckons that despite Kenya having a good hydropower potential, it would take time to get the desired power generation through this route, largely because of the high rate of emergence of many small and medium industries with a high demand for electricity, which has consequently exceeded the current supply.
According to Varghese, the programme focuses mainly on decentralising power generation for productive use in rural, off grid areas for promoting sustainable livelihoods, income and employment generation.
In Colombo, Sri Lanka, Unido and the National Engineering Research and Development Centre (NERD) is working in Weli-Oya village with a population of 60 households in the biomass project.
Recycling organic waste to produce energy
Unido has provided the technology for biomass gasification through one of its projects, whereby a 120 kW gasifier has been installed at the centre.
The power generated is fed to the national grid for distribution to the area residents.
Currently, the villagers are investing in wood biomass-based gasifier with each family contributing 80 kilos of feedstock to run the processor.
The gasifier requires 1.5 kilos of woody biomass per (kW) per hour for its operations.
This technology of recycling organic waste from household and industrial waste to produce energy is gaining ground in Germany and now in India.
It has also worked well in countries like China, South and East Asia, for energy production using organic waste.
Biomass resources are renewable

Biomass energy in the form of heat or electricity can be produced using biomass directly as a fuel or converting it to biogas or liquid bio-fuel.
Biogas can be used in residential and industrial electricity (grid-connected), cooking and lighting through setting up of household scale digesters.
Solid biomass will be utilised in cooking and lighting through direct combustion, motive power for small power industry and electric needs through the installation of an electric motor.
Organic waste from animal husbandry and energy crops, such as sugarcane, corn and trees grown in short rotation plantation are part of the project.
Biomass resources are generally renewable, but only if the resource is harvested at the same rate it is grown and soil nutrients are not depleted.
Seeking Government support

In addition to the greenhouse abatement benefits, biomass energy projects can address many other environmental issues such as decreasing soil erosion, controlling nitrogen depletion and protecting watersheds.
Gas can also be part of the plan through the use of coffee and rice husks and also coconut shells.
A recent seminar sought to challenge key decision makers in the Government, the private sector and donors to critically look at this technology.
"I am seeking the support of the Government of Kenya, the international community and I call upon the major corporations of Kenya to support this venture under their corporate social responsibility framework," Varghese said. 
"One of our main goals is to create successful models and then allow the private sector to replicate the models within the country."
Minimising environmental pollution

The private sector is being urged to formulate bankable projects in relation to the technology. 
Generating power from organic waste and municipal solid waste will ensure that environmental pollution is minimal.
Furthermore, local authorities will save a lot of money in garbage collection as the service is offered at almost zero cost.
Energy Permanent Secretary, Mr Patrick Nyoike says Kenya could do with new sources of energy. At the moment, he says the country is exploring geothermal and solar energy the government would support the new biomass ideas in order to stop over reliance on hydropower. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

ENS: Rare Mongoose Photographed in Tanzanian Highlands

22 December 2006

NEW YORK, New York, December 22, 2006 (ENS) - A camera trap set by scientists in the mountains of southern Tanzania has recorded Africa’s least-known and rarest carnivore - the Jackson’s mongoose, known only from a few observations and museum specimens.

Tanzania specialist Dr. Daniela De Luca with the Wildlife Conservation Society, WCS, based at New York's Bronx Zoo, made the discovery, working with Dr. Francesco Rovero from Italy’s Trento Museum of Natural Sciences.

The scientists captured several images of the Jackson’s mongoose in Matundu Forest within the Udzungwa Mountains National Park.

The finding, reported in the latest issue of the journal "Oryx," extends knowledge of the rare and unique species that survive in the Udzungwa Mountains. The bushy-tailed carnivore was previously known to exist only in Kenya.

mongoose

(Photo by Daniela De Luca courtesy Wildlife Conservation Society)

“These mongooses may represent a separate subspecies from the one that exists in Kenya,” said Dr. De Luca. “Given the fragmentation and small sizes of the forest patches in which they live, full protection of nearby forests would improve conditions for conserving this species.”

Jackson’s mongoose has round, broad ears, with yellow fur on the neck and throat, and a white bushy tail.

Most of the photos were taken between the hours of 7 pm and 6 am, indicating that the animal is largely nocturnal.

It is a close relative of the bushy-tailed mongoose, and is poorly known; previous records for the Jackson’s mongoose are limited to forests in Kenya over 900 kilometers (560 miles) to the north. There are 14 museum specimens in existence from Kenya, and next to nothing is known about its biology.

In addition to increased protection for Matundu, one of East Africa’s largest lowland forests, the scientists recommend initiating studies into the mongoose’s genetics and ecology to better understand the animal’s needs and how best to protect it.

Southern Tanzania still holds surprises for scientists who set up cameras outfitted with motion detectors to capture animal images.

The cameras can be left for weeks near animal trails, feeding or watering grounds. When an animal walks by, a picture is taken automatically.

In 2002, WCS researchers working in the same area used a camera trap to photograph a Lowe’s servaline genet, a cat-like carnivore, the first of its kind recorded in 70 years. Explorers had previously seen this species only as a single skin.

In 2004, WCS conservationists working in the Southern Highlands of Tanzania discovered a new species of primate, the kipunji monkey. Dr. De Luca was also part of that team, which was led by Dr. Tim Davenport, who directs the WCS Southern Highlands Conservation Program.

This year the scientists described the kipunji as a new genus as well, making it the first new monkey genus discovered in over 83 years.

The kipunji has now also been found in the Udzungwa Mountains.

Tanzania

View from the top of Udzungwa Falls in Udzungwa Mountains National Park (Photo courtesy Tanzania National Parks)

Since 2000, WCS has been working in the Southern Highlands of Tanzania to document and protect its wealth of biodiversity.

This latest discovery adds to a list of more than 120 endemic species found only in this remote area.

"Having been so involved in the creation of the park and the conservation of Mt. Rungwe, it has been very exciting for us to help reveal more of their secrets," said Davenport. "The real challenge now though, is to try and conserve them."

Tanzania's Southern Highlands cover a vast area between Lake Nyasa in Malawi and Lake Tanganyika, on the junction of the eastern and western arms of the Great Rift Valley.

Udzungwa is the largest and most biodiverse of a chain of a dozen large forested mountains, known collectively as the Eastern Arc Mountains. In 1992 Udzungwa was accorded national park status and it is still roadless.

But logging, hunting and unmanaged resource extraction threaten the endemic species of southern Tanzania, some of which may still be undiscovered.

____________________________________________________________________________

Le Soleil: L'Arctique et l'Antarctique perdent leur sang-froid

Éric Moreault

2100, 2080, 2050, 2040… Non, il ne s’agit pas d’un décompte original pour la nouvelle année, mais bien de celles avancées en 2006 pour la fonte complète de la calotte glaciaire de l’Arctique. Cette année qui s’achève devait être celle des déserts et de la désertification. Elle aura plutôt été celle des deux grands déserts de glace — l’Arctique et l’Antarctique — qui souffrent de la chaleur ambiante. Bilan.

L’année 2006 aura permis de se rendre à l’évidence. Non seulement les changements climatiques existent, mais les régions polaires y sont plus sensibles. Et il faut se préparer aux conséquences. L’équation est simple : la température augmente, la glace fond.

Cette fonte, les deux pôles en souffrent. Et pourquoi devrait-on s’en soucier au juste ? Si la planète était une maison, ils agissent comme un système de climatisation qui fait circuler l’air frais et maintient l’équilibre de la température. Un dérèglement pourrait être catastrophique et provoquer des inondations monumentales, famines et tempêtes violentes mettant la vie de millions de gens en danger.

Depuis toujours, les icebergs se sont détachés pour dériver dans les océans — on n’a qu’à penser au Titanic— et puis fondre. Ce n’est pas grave, en effet, puisque la masse de la banquise est déjà dans l’eau, comme une glace dans un verre — le volume n’augmente pas lors de la fonte.

Plus de détails dans la version papier du journal Le Soleil de samedi.

____________________________________________________________________________

Wirtschaftswoche: Weitere Klimaschutz-Anstrengungen gefordert

25.12.2006

Das Umweltbundesamt (UBA) mahnt die Wirtschaft zu größeren Anstrengungen im Klimaschutz. „Die Industrie kann mehr tun“, sagte UBA-Präsident Andreas Troge dem Handelsblatt (Mittwochsausgabe). Er verstehe daher die Aufregung um die Forderungen der EU-Kommission nicht. Troge warnte davor, den Emissionshandel als Instrument des Klimaschutzes zu zerreden.

HB BERLIN. „Der BDI hat sich doch bereits 2000 verpflichtet, die Kohlendioxidemissionen aus seinem Bereich um 45 Millionen Tonnen bis 2010 zu senken“, sagte Troge. Der BDI hatte kürzlich in einem offenen Brief an Bundeskanzlerin Angela Merkel kritisiert, die Entscheidung der EU-Kommission über den deutschen Zuteilungsplan für die Emissionsrechte in der Handelsperiode von 2008 bis 2012 belaste das Investitionsklima nachhaltig. Die Bundesregierung müsse den Brüsseler Plänen deshalb entschiedenen Widerstand entgegensetzen. 

Bundesumweltminister Sigmar Gabriel (SPD) hatte die Stellungnahme der Wirtschaft kritisiert. Die Vorgabe aus Brüssel sei noch immer milder als die Selbstverpflichtung der Industrie aus dem Jahr 2000. Die Bundesregierung hatte der EU-Kommission vorgeschlagen, Industrie und Energiekonzernen von 2008 bis 2012 jährlich Rechte zum Ausstoß von 465 Mill. Tonnen Kohlendioxid zuzubilligen. Damit war sie bereits deutlich hinter ihren ursprünglichen Plänen geblieben, die 482 Mill. Tonnen vorsahen. Die EU-Kommission verlangt nun aber eine weitere Senkung auf rund 453 Mill. Tonnen. Zudem will sie die Sonderregelungen für neue Kraftwerke kippen.

Auch Troge sieht diese Sonderregeln kritisch. „Die 14 Jahre währende feste Zuteilung der Zertifikate für Neuanlagen ist eingeführt worden, weil sie Investitionsanreize setzen sollte. Kraftwerksbetreiber wollen langfristig kalkulieren. Gegen langfristige Zusagen ist aber einzuwenden, dass dann an anderer Stelle, also etwa in den Bereichen Verkehr und Haushalt, die fehlenden Emissionsverminderungen zusätzlich erbracht werden müssen. Das kann für die Gesellschaft wesentlich teurer werden“, sagte der UBA-Präsident. 

Nach Ansicht Troges gibt es beim Klimaschutz „noch enorme Reserven im Verkehrsbereich“. Im Moment sehe es nicht danach aus, als könnte die europäische Automobilindustrie ihre Selbstverpflichtung zur Reduktion der Kohlendioxidemissionen bis 2008 erfüllen. Die Politik dürfe daher nicht zögern, zu ordnungsrechtlichen Mitteln zu greifen, sagte Troge. 

____________________________________________________________________________

Daily Telegraph (Australia): Indonesia steps up flood relief effort

26.12.2006

Indonesian troops and volunteers are stepping up a massive relief operation to deliver food and supplies to thousands of people stranded by floods which have claimed around 110 lives.

Two years after the Indian Ocean tsunami devastated the province, Aceh was struggling with the new disaster. 

Torrential rains over the past week have triggered flash floods and landslides which have forced around 300,000 to flee their homes on the island of Sumatra, with Aceh and North Sumatra provinces the worst hit. 

Whole villages have been swallowed by flood waters with residents escaping to find refuge on higher ground or trapped on the roofs of their houses. 

Some 1000 troops have joined the relief effort with the Government shipping in 20 tonnes of food, clothes, rubber boats and other supplies using a Hercules transport aircraft. 

Technical relief efforts were being coordinated from the North Aceh district capital of Lhoksumawe about 50km northwest of Simpangulim. 

Rescue workers said they were concentrating on getting supplies to stranded people who were running short of food. 

"Today's relief effort is concentrated on supplying food to isolated areas in Gayo Lues, East Aceh and Aceh Tamiang," daily relief effort coordinator Suwarno Amin in Banda Aceh told AFP. 

"We will drop dried food and bottled water by helicopters. We are doing the best we can but we can only send limited amounts using airdrops," he said. 

Aceh governor Mustafa Abubakar said six helicopters were transporting supplies. A navy warship was already in the area with another on the way, said Abubakar, who is coordinating relief and rescue efforts. 

"Relief efforts are starting to be more coordinated. We've started dropping relief supplies from the air in isolated areas," he told AFP. 

Aceh was the worst hit by the floods, with at least 60 killed in Aceh Tamiang district alone and another 17 killed in three other districts, Kompas daily reported. 

A further 33 people were killed in neighbouring provinces, including 22 in North Sumatra buried by a landslide triggered by the rains. 

Nigia had to leave home on Saturday evening when the water levels suddenly rose, submerging her house in Arakundo village in Aceh. 

"I am sad that I have to leave home. I lost my cousin and many other family members during the tsunami," she told AFP. 

Her friend Leila said she had no time to gather up any belongings and now had to shelter in a tent shared with other women. 

Around 650 soldiers have been dispatched to Aceh along with heavy equipment and helicopters, Aceh army spokesman Lieutenant Colonel Dudi told AFP. 

"There are no personnel from other provinces, we are dispatching troops from all military areas in Aceh," he said. 

Red Cross spokesman Harun Al Rashid said water levels, which reportedly peaked at 2 metres in some areas, were now receding. 

"The relief effort is now well coordinated and the effort has certainly intensified," he said, but the emergency is far from over. 

"Flooding has caused widespread damage to crops, plantations and fish pond as well as to roads and bridges," a situation update from the Red Cross said. 

"The infrastructural damage is hindering the assessment of death, injury and damage as well as the ongoing relief operations." 

Aceh separatist rebels and the Indonesian government last year signed a peace deal to end decades of conflict. Under the terms of the agreement, the rebels disarmed and the government withdrew all non-local troops and police. 

Indonesian Vice President Jusuf Kalla has pointed the finger at illegal logging as one of the causes of the deadly floods, and pledged that the government would intensify its efforts to replant the forests. 

Last June, floods and landslides triggered by heavy rains killed more than 200 people in South Sulawesi province. Separate floods killed more than 20 people and forced 40,000 people from their homes in Borneo in the same month.
____________________________________________________________________________
New York Times: False Hopes and Natural Disasters (OP-ED)
By ANDREW BAIRD

Published: December 26, 2006

SINCE the Indian Ocean tsunami two years ago today that killed more than 200,000 people, governments, donors and experts have embraced the idea that healthy mangrove forests and coral reefs could reduce the death toll from a giant wave. Former President Bill Clinton, in his role as the United Nations special envoy for tsunami recovery, recently endorsed a program that will allocate $62 million to preserve such natural barriers in 12 Asian and African countries.

But the $62 million question is, will these barriers work?

Research suggests that the level of protection offered by greenbelts has been exaggerated. And by diverting resources from more effective measures like education campaigns and evacuation plans to well-meaning but misguided reforestation, we may even contribute to a greater loss of life in future tsunamis.

There have been few scientific studies about the protective role of coastal vegetation. And while one study did suggest that a shield of mangrove forest managed to reduce tsunami damage in three villages in Tamil Nadu State in India, the forest was not the only difference between these coastal villages and those nearby that suffered major destruction.

Indeed, when my colleagues and I re-analyzed the data, we found no relationship between the death toll in each village and the area of forest in front of each one.

What actually saved these villages was being further from the coast or built on relatively high land. It was only a coincidence that they also had more forest between themselves and the ocean (of course, the further a village is from the coast, the greater potential area of forest).

Indeed, a recent paper in the journal Natural Hazards that surveyed more than 50 sites in affected regions found that coastal vegetation did not reduce tsunami damage, and that damage was actually greater in areas fronted by coral reefs.

Similarly, my colleagues and I, working in Aceh, Indonesia, found that neither reefs nor coastal forest reduced the damage caused by the tsunami. The distance the tsunami traveled inland was largely determined by the height of the tsunami and the slope of the land. In other words, where the tsunami was 30 feet high, it flooded all land lower than 30 feet above sea level, whether this reached 200 yards inland, or two miles.

Mangrove forests are, to be fair, very effective at dissipating the energy of storm waves, but a tsunami is a very different beast. Tsunamis, produced by earthquakes, have wavelengths of miles, compared to that of a few yards for typical wind-generated waves. The tsunami, for instance, that hit the Acehnese coast was eight miles thick; this wall of water rolled in for nearly an hour.

Of course, coastal forests at some point do begin to reduce tsunami damage, but we can’t expect them to offer meaningful protection against the sheer amount of energy involved in a tsunami. In 2004, the energy released by the Indian Ocean earthquake is estimated to have been the equivalent of 23,000 Hiroshima-sized atomic bombs: that’s nearly three Hiroshimas for every mile of affected coastline. Another significant concern is the enforcement of buffer zones in the name of tsunami protection. Buffer zones, to have any real effect, would need to be many miles wide and thus impossible to institute without prohibitively high social and economic costs.

Perhaps it is unsurprising then that local governments have begun to regulate these barriers in a way that is not only insufficient, but grossly unfair: luxury hotels escape enforcement while tens of thousands of impoverished fishing families in India, Sri Lanka and Thailand are prevented, in the name of tsunami protection, from rebuilding their homes in areas that have been designated buffer zones.

A more recent tsunami, on July 17, demonstrated the tragic consequences of inadequate planning. More than 18 months after the 2004 catastrophe, the Indonesian government had yet to deploy an early warning system on the island of Java. Tremors from a major earthquake were felt and the tsunami was preceded by a telltale withdrawal of the sea — yet amazingly, people did not know to seek high ground. Government officials failed to act despite precise warnings, and more than 600 people died. Clearly, education efforts in Indonesia have been inadequate.

But we can take heart in the example set by Japan. On Nov. 15, an undersea earthquake with a magnitude of 8.1 set off that nation’s tsunami early warning system. Thousands were evacuated.

While the resulting tsunami was luckily too small to cause damage, Japan’s sophisticated early warning system, intensive education campaigns, annual evacuation drills and loudspeakers for nearly every kilometer of coastline might have saved thousands of lives if the tsunami had been larger. Similarly effective measures in the Indian Ocean have yet to be developed, in part because efforts and resources remain focused on these questionable schemes to build mangrove barriers.

Certainly, coastal vegetation can provide communities with many valuable resources, and the rehabilitation of these ecosystems should be encouraged. But if the aim is to protect people from tsunamis, the science indicates that money would better be spent on early warning systems, education and evacuation planning.

Andrew Baird is a postdoctoral fellow at the Center for Coral Reef Biodiversity at James Cook University.
____________________________________________________________________________

The Indeopendent: Disappearing world: Global warming claims tropical island 
For the first time, an inhabited island has disappeared beneath rising seas. Environment Editor Geoffrey Lean reports 

Published: 24 December 2006 

Rising seas, caused by global warming, have for the first time washed an inhabited island off the face of the Earth. The obliteration of Lohachara island, in India's part of the Sundarbans where the Ganges and the Brahmaputra rivers empty into the Bay of Bengal, marks the moment when one of the most apocalyptic predictions of environmentalists and climate scientists has started coming true. 

As the seas continue to swell, they will swallow whole island nations, from the Maldives to the Marshall Islands, inundate vast areas of countries from Bangladesh to Egypt, and submerge parts of scores of coastal cities.

Eight years ago, as exclusively reported in The Independent on Sunday, the first uninhabited islands - in the Pacific atoll nation of Kiribati - vanished beneath the waves. The people of low-lying islands in Vanuatu, also in the Pacific, have been evacuated as a precaution, but the land still juts above the sea. The disappearance of Lohachara, once home to 10,000 people, is unprecedented.

It has been officially recorded in a six-year study of the Sunderbans by researchers at Calcutta's Jadavpur University. So remote is the island that the researchers first learned of its submergence, and that of an uninhabited neighbouring island, Suparibhanga, when they saw they had vanished from satellite pictures.

Two-thirds of nearby populated island Ghoramara has also been permanently inundated. Dr Sugata Hazra, director of the university's School of Oceanographic Studies, says "it is only a matter of some years" before it is swallowed up too. Dr Hazra says there are now a dozen "vanishing islands" in India's part of the delta. The area's 400 tigers are also in danger.

Until now the Carteret Islands off Papua New Guinea were expected to be the first populated ones to disappear, in about eight years' time, but Lohachara has beaten them to the dubious distinction.

Human cost of global warming: Rising seas will soon make 70,000 people homeless
Refugees from the vanished Lohachara island and the disappearing Ghoramara island have fled to Sagar, but this island has already lost 7,500 acres of land to the sea. In all, a dozen islands, home to 70,000 people, are in danger of being submerged by the rising seas. 

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
ROWA Update

25 December, 2006-12-24

UAE

Concern voiced over looming water crisis

An expert, sounding alarm bells on the aggravating water situation in the Arab world, said the concept of national security has gone beyond the military dimension and includes availability of water and food.
Dr Adnan Hussein, Professor of Higher Studies at the Faculty of Law and Political Sciences, Lebanese University, delivering a lecture at the Abu Dhabi Cultural Foundation on Tuesday, said: “Available water resources in the Arab world are estimated at 295 billion cubic metres but only 193 billion cubic metres are used.”  
This, he added, had widened food deficit in the Arab world to $14.1 billion in terms of cereals, dairy products, beef, edible oils and sugar.
“The Arab agricultural production has not risen since three years while the number of population reached 300 million,” he said. 
Non-oil producing countries, he warned, would have to foot high bills for food imports and creeping debts. 
“The Paris Conference on Water and Sustainable Development held in 1998 warned that water could spark 70 regional wars and disputes,” he said.
According to him, Israel was a real problem as it controls water resources in the Bani Yas river in the Golan Heights in Syria and Yarmouk river in Jordan and 50 per cent of surface and underground water in the West Bank. In Lebanon it also controls the water of Hasbani rivers and major part of Wazani, he added.
“Water resources in the Arab world are depleting due to political and intellectual divisions and negligence of mutual interest,” he said.
He termed the water issue as critical and would not wait for the politicians and government to reach a consensus. 
He called on the 22 member countries of the Arab League to adopt common water and environment policy and cooperate with international organisations to find solutions to problems.

http://www.khaleejtimes.com/DisplayArticleNew.asp?section=theuae&xfile=data/theuae/2006/december/theuae_december711.xml
Mountain bird pays rare visit to Gulf

Majid Al Mansouri, Secretary General of EAD, said he was delighted by the new discovery and welcomed it. Al Mansouri said: "Here in the UAE we are blessed with a rich and varied birdlife. It shows that there is still much to learn about our environment and that there is a continuing need for close collaboration between government agencies and keen members of the public.

"Much of the information we have about UAE birds has been collected by the Emirates Bird Records Committee (EBRC) and by other keen birdwatchers. The information is then shared with EAD for building a national database."

Birdwatchers flocked to the capital last week to get a glimpse of a bird that has never been seen in the Arabian Peninsula or the Arab world.

"The bird is an Ashy Drongo Dicrurus leucophaeus longicaudatus. It breeds in northeast Afghanistan, northeast Pakistan and the western Himalayas. It usually spends its winters in southern India and Sri Lanka but seems to have chosen the UAE this time," a statement from the Environment Agency Abu Dhabi (EAD) said.

http://archive.gulfnews.com/articles/06/12/24/10091791.html
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UPSURGE IN SOMALI FIGHTING PROMPTS CONCERN FROM SECURITY COUNCIL AND ANNAN

The Security Council and Secretary-General Kofi Annan today each voiced

grave concern at the recent intensified fighting in Somalia between the

strife-torn country’s Transitional Federal Institutions (TFIs) and the

Union of Islamic Courts (UIC).

Media reports say that hundreds of people may have been killed this week

during clashes between the two groups wresting for control of a State that

has not had a functioning national government since 1991.

In a statement released by his spokesman, Mr. Annan warned that the latest

outbreak of fighting “will have disastrous consequences for civilians, who

are already suffering from the effects of years and instability and

deprivation, compounded by the severe flooding that has recently affected

parts of the country.”

The Secretary-General urged both the UIC, which controls the nominal

capital, Mogadishu, and the TFIs, based in the provincial city of Baidoa,

to cease hostilities immediately and resume peace talks in the Sudanese

capital, Khartoum.

The third round of peace talks, to focus on security and power-sharing,

were slated to begin in October but then postponed after both sides came

with preconditions. They were then scheduled to resume this month.

Today’s statement added that Mr. Annan was particularly concerned about

“continuous reports of the involvement of foreign forces in the current

conflict,” and he called on all nations to respect Somalia’s sovereignty

and territorial integrity.

In a presidential statement issued today, the Council also voiced its

concern about the situation, and urged both the UIC and the TFIs to

“refrain from any actions that could provoke or perpetuate violence and

violations of human rights, contribute to unnecessary tension and mistrust,

endanger the ceasefire and political process, or further damage the

humanitarian situation.”

The 15-member body stressed that the Transitional Federal Charter offers

“the only route to achieving peace and stability in Somalia,” an

impoverished nation in the Horn of Africa region. The charter emphasizes

the need for institutions to be broad-based and widely representative and

for any political process to be inclusive.

* * *

DARFUR: ANNAN HOPEFUL OF SUDANESE GREEN LIGHT TO DEPLOYMENT OF HYBRID UN FORCE

Secretary-General Kofi Annan said today he was hopeful Sudanese President

Omar el-Bashir would indicate as early as tomorrow that he has agreed to a

full ceasefire in the war-torn Darfur region and to the eventual deployment

of a hybrid force of United Nations and African Union (AU) peacekeepers.

In his farewell speech to the Security Council before he leaves office at

the end of the month, Mr. Annan said he “fervently hope[s] that we are now

at last close to rescuing the people of Darfur from their agony.”

Earlier this week he dispatched a senior envoy, Ahmedou Ould-Abdallah, to

Khartoum for talks with Mr. el-Bashir and other senior Sudanese Government

ministers to clarify details of two recent agreements on how to end the

widespread suffering in Darfur.

Since 2003, more than 200,000 people have been killed and 2 million others

forced to flee their homes to escape fighting between Government forces,

allied militias and rebel groups seeking greater autonomy. An estimated 4

million people now depend on outside humanitarian aid.

Mr. Annan told the Council that the reports he has received from Mr.

Ould-Abdallah “encourage me to think we may tomorrow receive a green light

from President Bashir for a full ceasefire, a renewed effort to bring all

parties into the political process, and deployment of the proposed hybrid

African Union-United Nations force to protect the population.”

But the Secretary-General cautioned that it was important to wait to see

the letter from Mr. el-Bashir that Mr. Ould-Abdallah will bring with him

when he returns to New York.

“After so many disappointments I take nothing for granted. What I do know

is that the Council will work, ably helped by my successor [Ban Ki-moon],

on these and many other crises.”

At last month’s High-Level meeting on Darfur, held in the Ethiopian

capital, Addis Ababa, the UN, the AU and Sudan agreed that the UN would

provide extra support to the current AU peacekeeping mission – known as

AMIS – as part of a three-phase process culminating in AMIS becoming a

hybrid UN-AU mission.

The hybrid force is expected to have about 17,000 troops and 3,000 police

officers, compared to the current AMIS strength of around 7,000.

Mr. Ould-Abdallah and Mr. el-Bashir also discussed the outcome of a

subsequent AU Peace and Security Council meeting in Abuja, Nigeria, which

endorsed the conclusions reached in Addis Ababa.

* * *

ANNAN ‘DEEPLY CONCERNED’ AT LIBYAN DEATH SENTENCES FOR FOREIGN HEALTH WORKERS

United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today voiced his deep concern

at the death sentence imposed by a Libyan court on five Bulgarian nurses

and a Palestinian doctor for the alleged intentional transmission of

HIV/AIDS to hundreds of children.

“I was greatly encouraged by the glimpse of hope offered by the appeals

process and by the way the international community had recently come

together to provide treatment and medicines to the infected children,” he

said in a statement, referring to a Libyan Supreme Court’s order for a

retrial after an earlier death sentence.

“I am deeply concerned by confirmation of a guilty verdict and a death

sentence and, therefore, appeal to the Libyan and the international

community to continue working together in a spirit of reconciliation. Once

again, I offer the support of the United Nations in all efforts to address

the needs of the infected children and to find a humane solution for the

fate of the medics,” he added.

The Joint UN Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS) earlier this week called on the

Libyan courts to review the death sentence in light of evidence showing

that the virus circulated before the health workers’ arrival.

“UNAIDS is concerned that certain scientific evidence appears to have not

been taken into consideration and that this raises serious doubts regarding

the conclusion reached by the court,” it said.

“As published in the scientific journal Nature, an analysis of HIV and

hepatitis virus samples taken from some of the children concluded that the

HIV viral strains were circulating in the hospital where the children were

treated before the nurses and doctor arrived in March 1998,” it added.

The six health care workers, imprisoned since 1999, are accused of

deliberately infecting 426 children whilst working at a hospital in

Benghazi. Since 1999, 52 of the children have died.

* * *

DEPARTING ANNAN LAUDS SECURITY COUNCIL FOR EFFORTS TO RESOLVE OR PREVENT CRISES

Although some international crises continue to rage, many others have been

peacefully resolved, show signs of ending or were prevented from even

taking place thanks to the efforts of the Security Council, departing

Secretary-General Kofi Annan told the 15-member body today.

In his final address to the Council ahead of his retirement on 31 December

after 10 years as Secretary-General, Mr. Annan said it had been his

privilege to work with its members, “both in success and in failure,” to

try to fulfil the UN’s stated duty to “save succeeding generations from the

scourge of war.”

Mr. Annan said the Council’s work has strengthened over the past decade,

giving the Secretariat more coherent and more robust mandates, following up

their decisions with greater vigilance, and more often matching the

enhanced mandates with close to the necessary resources.

“While change for the worse is often dramatic, change for the better is

generally incremental,” he said. “Many conflicts have been peacefully

resolved. Many have been at least brought under control, with hope of

better times on the horizon. And I believe – though this is much harder to

prove – that many have been prevented.”

Noting the ongoing fragility of the Middle East and the humanitarian

suffering in Darfur as two examples of continuing crises, he warned that

there was no room for complacency.

“We have all learned, from some bitter experiences, that we cannot afford

to take governments’ word for it when they assure us that all is well in

their country, or that they have the situation under control.

“We have also learned that the Council needs to be fully briefed on issues

of human rights, since gross violations of these not only occur during

conflict but are often harbingers of it.”

Later, Council members paid tribute to Mr. Annan by adopting by acclamation

a resolution acknowledging his contribution to international peace,

security and development.

Ambassador Nassir Abdulaziz al-Nasser of Qatar, which holds the rotating

Council presidency, then read a statement on behalf of members expressing

their appreciation for Mr. Annan.

* * *

UN RELEASES RULES ON OIL-FOR-FOOD INQUIRY DOCUMENTS TO HELP STATES STILL INVESTIGATING

To facilitate continuing investigations by Member States into the findings

of the Independent Inquiry Committee (IIC) that examined the scandal-ridden

Iraq Oil-for-Food Programme, the United Nations today released rules

regarding the management, preservation and use of the myriad documents and

files produced by the Committee.

The 27 October final report of the Committee, under its former head Paul

Volcker, revealed a network of kickbacks and surcharges involving companies

registered in a large number of countries and Secretary-General Kofi Annan

called on Member States to take action against illegal practices by

companies under their jurisdiction.

Also in response to the report, the Secretary-General instituted a number

of reforms aimed at promoting greater transparency and accountability

across the UN system.

* * *

ANNAN PUTS IN PLACE ‘UNPRECEDENTED’ EMPLOYMENT RESTRICTIONS FOR UN PROCUREMENT STAFF

In an effort to avoid any repeat of scandals involving United Nations staff

working in procurement, outgoing Secretary-General Kofi Annan today put in

place restrictions on current and former employees working in its

purchasing department, his spokesman announced, describing the measures as

“unprecedented.”

The restrictions, which will enter into force on 1 January 2007, outline

clear limitations on UN staff currently or formerly involved in the

“procurement process” in the broadest sense, including signing or managing

contracts, handling bids, reviewing contractor or vendor performance to

auditing the process.

“There are two lengths of ‘restriction:’ one year and two years – one year

of no employment with a company with which a staff member has had

procurement dealings, and two years of no retroactive contact with the UN

if the new job relates to his/her former responsibilities,” spokesman

Stephane Dujarric told reporters in New York.

“It also sets out sanctions, such as blacklisting of vendors who have hired

former staff with procurement dealings within these timeframes, and placing

a note in the personnel file to prevent future re-employment of the

individuals,” he said.

Responding to a question, Mr. Dujarric said the scope of these measures is

“unprecedented” for the UN Secretariat and on par with best practices in

the public sector.

UN procurement has been plagued by scandal in recent months. Most recently,

the Secretary-General waived the immunity of Sanjaya Bahel, a UN

procurement officer who has been the subject of an internal fact-finding

investigation into allegations of misconduct conducted by the

Organization’s Office of Internal Oversight Services (OIOS).

The November waiver came in response to a request from United States

authorities.

In January, then-UN Under-Secretary-General for Management Christopher

Burnham said OIOS was conducting some 200 investigations into UN

procurement activities, estimating that the funds involved could top the

tens of millions of dollars.

* * *

UN AND OTHER MEMBERS OF DIPLOMATIC ‘QUARTET’ BACK CONTINUED AID TO PALESTINIANS

Members of the diplomatic ‘Quartet’ on the Middle East – the United

Nations, the United States, the Russian Federation and the European Union

(EU) – today endorsed the continuation of a stop-gap measure for providing

aid directly to the Palestinian people.

In a statement, the Quartet backed the continuation for three months of the

Temporary International Mechanism, the means devised by the EU and the

World Bank to provide aid directly to the Palestinian people by bypassing

the Hamas-led Government, which has been isolated internationally because

it has not renounced violence and does not recognize Israel.

After the three-month period, the Quartet said it would “again review the

need for such a mechanism.”

Commending the World Bank and EU efforts to facilitate needs-based

assistance directly to the Palestinian people through the Mechanism, the

Quartet encouraged donors to “respond to humanitarian and other assistance

requests by international organizations, especially UN agencies, active in

the West Bank and Gaza.”

* * *

UN RIGHTS CHIEF URGES THAILAND NOT TO FORCIBLY RETURN LAO HMONG, OVER HALF ARE CHILDREN

Expressing concern that around 150 Hmong tribes-people, over half of whom

are children, may be subjected to “serious human rights violations” if

forced to return home to the Lao People’s Democratic Republic, the top

United Nations rights official today urged Thailand to halt their imminent

deportation.

UN High Commissioner for Human Rights Louise Arbour called upon Thai

authorities to “fully respect” their international rights obligations,

pointing out that the whereabouts of 53 Lao Hmong deported from Thailand

last month, along with 26 Lao Hmong children deported last December,

remains unknown.

“The High Commissioner said it is believed the 152 Lao Hmong, including 85

children, may be subjected to serious human rights violations if returned

to their country of origin,” Ms. Arbour’s office said in a press release.

“The High Commissioner urged the Royal Thai Government to fully respect the

principle of non-refoulement prohibiting the return of a person to a

country where he or she faces persecution or the risk of serious human

rights violations.”

“The High Commissioner recalled that Thailand is party to a number of

international human rights instruments – including the International

Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and the Convention on the Rights of

the Child – that contain the obligation of non-refoulement,” the statement

concluded.

Last month, the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) expressed its

concern over the fate of the 53 Hmong who were deported in November, and

has offered to help the Thai Government find viable solutions for the

roughly 6,000 Hmong living in makeshift camps.

* * *

WORSENING FOOD SHORTAGES IN DPR KOREA SPARK WARNING FROM UN AGENCIES

United Nations humanitarian agencies today expressed concern about

worsening food shortages in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea

(DPRK), where so many millions of people are already undernourished that at

least one in three children are stunted as a result.

The UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and the World Food Programme (WFP) say they

are each facing serious funding shortfalls that could affect the level of

services they can provide to the DPRK’s inhabitants.

UNICEF spokesman Michael Bociurkiw told journalists in Geneva that

Pyongyang’s decision to not accept humanitarian aid, combined with severe

flooding in four provinces that are considered key to food production,

meant there could be severe food shortages by the northern spring. Food

production is already down 20 per cent because of the floods.

Mr. Bociurkiw added that UNICEF has received only half of the $11.2 million

it requested for services in the DPRK this year, which means an urgent

injection of funds is needed to ensure the provision of basic services,

especially for women and children, next year.

WFP spokesman Simon Pluess said the agency only had enough funds to feed

700,000 people, even though it had identified at least 1.9 million in need

of help. So far it has only received about 15 per cent of the $102 million

it requested for an assistance programme.

Mr. Pluess said about a third of the population is considered to be

chronically undernourished and 37 per cent of children were stunted because

of malnutrition.

The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) has also estimated that there

will be a cereal deficit of 1 million tons next year.

Meanwhile, Vitit Muntarbhorn, the UN Special Rapporteur on the Situation on

Human Rights in the DPRK, is visiting Mongolia to talk with Government

officials, local UN agencies, civil society groups and refugees who have

fled the DPRK. This follows a similar visit last week to the Republic of

Korea.

In a statement issued near the end of his five-day visit, Mr. Muntarbhorn

praised Mongolia for its treatment of those people fleeing the DPRK as

humanitarian cases, noting that it meets the international principle of

non-refoulement, which bans the return of refugees to their country of

origin when there is a threat of persecution there.

Mr. Muntarbhorn said most of the people arriving in Mongolia from the DPRK

are in transit, aiming to move to a third country for long-term settlement.

Special Rapporteurs are unpaid experts serving in an independent personal

capacity that received their mandate from the defunct UN Commission on

Human Rights and now report to the recently established and enhanced Human

Rights Council.

* * *

AZERBAIJAN: UN HELPS TREAT THOUSANDS OF CHILDREN FOR PARASITES, WORMS

Some 16,000 Azerbaijani children from 6 to 11 years old are being treated

for intestinal parasites and worms that can cause a wide range of problems,

including reduced growth rate, learning problems and illnesses such as

malnutrition, dysentery and anaemia, under a United Nations-backed campaign

now underway.

“De-worming children will not only improve their general health, but it

will also enable them to study better at school,” UN World Food Programme

(WFP) Country Director Lynne Miller said.

Azerbaijan’s Ministry of Health has launched the de-worming operation with

the support of WFP and the Vishnevskaya-Rostropovich Foundation, targeting

the country’s most impoverished children, many of them internally displaced

as a result of the armed conflict over the disputed region of

Nagorno-Karabakh.

The worms can be eradicated with only one 500-milligramme tablet of

Mebendazol which has no side effects.

The Vishnevskaya-Rostropovich Foundation provided 32,000 tablets for this

year’s campaign. It was founded in 1991 by renowned cellist Mstislav

Rostropovich and his wife Galina Vishnevskaya, an acclaimed soprano.

* * *

SITUATION IN BURUNDI ‘FRAGILE,’ ANNAN WARNS AS UN TROOPS PREPARE TO LEAVE

As the United Nations prepares to wind down its peacekeeping operation in

Burundi and replace it with an integrated office, Secretary-General Kofi

Annan is warning that human rights abuses, political tensions and other

“troubling developments” could cause the hard-won peace process there to

unravel.

“Despite the progress that has been made during the ONUB (UN peacekeeping

operation) mandate, the situation in Burundi is still fragile and major

peace consolidation challenges remain,” Mr. Annan writes in a report to the

Security Council.

“It is regrettable that the positive momentum created by the signing of the

comprehensive ceasefire agreement in September has not been maintained;

prolonged delays in the agreement’s implementation could pose risks for

long-term stability in the country,” he warns.

While welcoming some progress in the political realm, the report points out

that the former transitional President, Domitien Ndayizeye, and

Vice-President, Alphonse-Marie Kadege, were still in detention following

their arrest in connection with an alleged coup plot.

“While ensuring due process and a fair and transparent trial for those

detained in connection with the alleged coup plot, including the former

President and Vice-President, the Government should also make every effort

to resolve this delicate issue in a genuine spirit of national

reconciliation.”

The Secretary-General welcomes recent steps taken by the Government to

address some of the concerns of Palipehutu-Forces nationales de liberation

(FNL) and urges both parties, but in particular FNL, “to demonstrate the

good will needed to ensure that outstanding issues are resolved.” They are

also urged to ensure that implementation of the agreement proceeds without

delay.

The report warns that “troubling developments over the past several months…

if not rectified by the Government could cause the peace process to

unravel.”

Mr. Annan voices serious concern about rising tensions between the

Government and the media, as well as the continued allegations of serious

and widespread human rights abuses committed by the national security

forces.

Impunity continued to prevail in Burundi and, despite some arrests, the

Government has yet to prosecute the national security forces’ personnel

implicated in serious human rights violations, according to the report.

The Secretary-General describes deadly violence with cross-border

implications. “Between 19 October and 13 November, the bodies of nine

unidentified adult men were found in Lake Tanganyika at the mouth of the

Rusizi River. Some of the bodies showed signs of bullet or machete wounds,

as well as mutilation. ONUB is seeking to verify the information reportedly

provided to the police by an alleged witness, to the effect that the nine

victims were killed by FNL combatants based in the Democratic Republic of

the Congo.”

In addition, he says sexual violence continued to be widespread and minors,

including very young children, constituted some 60 per cent of reported

rape cases.

“The Government needs to address these issues urgently in a comprehensive,

determined and unequivocal manner, including through demonstrating its

commitment to ensuring an inclusive political environment and guaranteeing

basic democratic principles, including the right to free speech,” Mr. Annan

writes.

“With the departure of ONUB, the Organization intends to continue to help

the people of Burundi to address the root causes and immediate consequences

of conflict, develop the capacity to sustain peace and create a propitious

environment for economic recovery and development,” he says.

The report warns that the success of the follow-on UN Integrated Office in

Burundi (BINUB) “will ultimately depend on the Government and people of

Burundi taking the lead in pressing ahead to consolidate Burundi’s hard-won

but fragile peace.”

Like neighbouring Rwanda, Burundi had been ravaged by an ethnic conflict

between its Hutu and Tutsi population. Since gaining independence in 1962,

the small Central African country had been the victim of violent coups and

political instability. The death of some 300,000 people after the first

free elections took place in 1993 led to increased international

involvement and the establishment of the first UN mission in Burundi three

years later.

* * *

UN MISSION IN GEORGIA RESUMES JOINT PATROLS OF KODORI VALLEY AFTER BREAK OF 3 YEARS

After a break of three years, the United Nations Observer Mission in

Georgia (UNOMIG) has resumed patrols of the Kodori Valley in the north-west

of the country, where fighting between the Government and Abkhaz

separatists 14 years ago forced nearly 300,000 refugees to flee their

homes.

UNOMIG patrolled the lower and upper parts of the valley from 13-16

December with members of the Commonwealth of Independent States

Peacekeeping Forces (CIS PKF), after breaking off its patrols in June 2003

when UN military observers were taken hostage. The Mission says the

resumption should de-escalate the current tensions.

“The joint patrol enjoyed freedom of movement throughout the Kodori Valley

with security guarantees and full cooperation from both sides. UNOMIG

thanks them for the comprehensive arrangements that made the successful

completion of the patrol possible,” it said.

“UNOMIG appreciates the arrangements made by both the Georgian and Abkhaz

sides and the cooperation of the CIS PKF. It will discuss the findings of

the joint patrol with the two sides and the CIS PKF,” the Mission added,

saying it will also encourage dialogue between the two sides as well as

propose further joint patrols.

Among several checks conducted by the patrols, on 14 December UNOMIG said

it monitored the de-commissioning and destruction of an array of small arms

ammunition, rockets, shells and grenades, which were part of the weaponry

reported by the Georgian Ministry of Internal Affairs to have been seized

during operations earlier this year.

UNOMIG, set up in 1993 and expanded following the signing by the parties of

the 1994 Agreement on a Ceasefire and Separation of Forces to verify

compliance, currently has 135 uniformed personnel, including 123 military

observers and 12 police, supported by 101 international civilian personnel,

182 local civilian staff and 1 UN Volunteer.

* * *

UN AGENCY UPGRADES COMMUNICATIONS TO KICK-START AID RESPONSE TO DISASTERS

In a fast moving world that is increasingly struck by disasters, where

speedy communications can make the difference between life and death, the

United Nations World Food Programme (WFP) has teamed up with The Vodafone

Group Foundation (VGF) to enhance the humanitarian response to global

emergencies.

“When an emergency hits, technological support is critical in kick-starting

the disaster response initiative because being able to communicate not only

enables us to plan, prepare and provide humanitarian relief as quickly as

possible, but mostly saves lives,” WFP Director of Information and

Communications Technologies Ernesto Baca said.

Under the partnership a joint donation of $832,000 from VGF and the UN

Foundation is being used to train information and communications technology

(ICT) team leaders and technicians, develop new WFP technology and best

practices, and update the agency’s deployment technologies and technical

standards.

This funding will support UN emergency response teams around the world and

significantly affect the way the entire humanitarian community copes with

disasters.

“Communications technologies have become critical to every phase of

emergency response for the UN and we’re pleased to partner with the World

Food Programme as it continues to use these technologies to save lives

around the world,” UN Foundation President Timothy E. Wirth said.

“We’re proud that our partnership with The Vodafone Group Foundation can

foster public-private partnerships that pair valuable corporate resources,

knowledge, and experience with the lifesaving work of the UN.”

VFG Director Andrew Dunnett noted that strengthening communications

resources for emergency response teams are essential in enhancing relief

operations.

“Vodafone Group Foundation has a long term commitment to this work and we

are pleased to be scaling this up with WFP,” he said.

WFP takes the lead role for the UN in emergencies for food, security,

communications and logistics. Amid devastation in almost every corner of

the globe – from the massive Indian Ocean tsunami to the drought and locust

infestation in Africa, the earthquake in Kashmir, the hurricanes that have

battered Central America, and the floods across Europe and Asia, WFP is

pivotal in ensuring rapid communications that save lives and livelihoods.

* * *

UN ISSUES GUIDELINES FOR FIRST RESPONDERS IN CASE OF NUCLEAR ACCIDENTS, TERRORIST ATTACK

The first people on the scene of a nuclear or radiological emergency,

whether from a terrorist attack, an accident or theft, the so-called ‘First

Responders’ who are usually local medical, police and fire brigades, now

have a detailed list of “do’s and don’ts” under key United Nations

guidelines issued today.

“Responders generally have no experience with radiation emergencies as they

are very rare,” UN International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) Incident &

Emergency head Warren Stern said. “They can benefit a lot from practical

guidance about what’s known about radiation, and how to deal with accidents

and incidents involving nuclear or radioactive materials.”

Through new web pages and a series of publications, the IAEA is now filling

that gap for these first responders, the emergency teams that could be

called to the front lines of a nuclear or radiological incident or

accident, as well as for national officials backing up the early response.

The guidelines range from setting up safety perimeters, evacuating the

public and assuming people are contaminated, to ensuring there are no armed

people or explosives in the area and avoiding recovery until a radiological

expert has prepared a plan.

The new web pages and reports cover different types of emergencies

including: uncontrolled dangerous radioactive sources; misuse of dangerous

industrial and medical sources; public exposures and contamination from

unknown origins; serious overexposures; malicious threats or acts; and

transport emergencies.

On a potential terrorist blast, the guidelines note that the greatest

threat comes from the direct effects of an explosion rather than from

radiation exposure or contamination. The greatest radiological hazard comes

from inadvertent inhalation or inadvertent ingestion of the material

dispersed by an explosion or fire or from handling radioactive debris or

material in an unexploded device.

Limited stays near the source in an unexploded so-called radiological

dispersal device or large pieces of debris by response personnel should not

be hazardous but holding such material could produce injuries in minutes,

according to the guidelines. Fire fighters are generally equipped with

respiratory apparatus that provides good protection against the inhalation

hazard.

“There can be significant adverse and inappropriate public reaction and

economic consequences if public and financial institution concerns are not

promptly addressed,” the guidelines sate. “Excess radiation induced cancers

should not be detected following this type of emergency, even for

emergencies involving large amounts of radioactive material.”

On transportation accidents, three hazards are cited: a small possibility

of a release resulting in inhalation near the source; contamination if

ingested; dangerous levels of external exposure from being near the

accident for an extended time. Being in the vicinity for a short period,

for example to conduct life-saving action, should not be hazardous.

Loss or theft of a source containing sufficient radioactive material to

qualify as a dangerous can lead to unknowing handling and permanent

injuries from external exposure or inadvertent ingestion as well as to

localized contamination, requiring clean-up. Unknowingly handling

quantities from 10 to 100 times the quantity criteria for a dangerous

source could be immediately life threatening.

* * *

SECURITY COUNCIL EXTENDS TERM OF UN OFFICE IN SIERRA LEONE AS ELECTIONS APPROACH

The Security Council today extended the mandate of the United Nations

Integrated Office in Sierra Leone (UNIOSIL) by another year and agreed to

temporarily increase its staff numbers to help with presidential and

parliamentary elections scheduled for next July.

In a unanimous resolution, Council members said the “elections and the wide

acceptance of their outcome will be a major milestone indicating the

sustainability of peace and security in Sierra Leone” and will help shape

plans for the eventual winding down of UNIOSIL.

Following the recommendation of Secretary-General Kofi Annan in his most

recent report, the resolution extended the Office’s mandate through 31

December next year and endorsed a staff increase from 1 January to 31

October next year to help with the organization of the elections.

Council members called on Sierra Leone’s parties to play their part to

ensure that the polls are peaceful, transparent, free and fair, and asked

the Secretary-General to conduct a full assessment of the role of UNIOSIL

closer to the election date to help decide when to withdraw the Office.

UNIOSIL was established on 1 January this year, succeeding a UN

peacekeeping force known as UNAMSIL that from 1999 to 2005 helped stabilize

the country, which had suffered from years of brutal civil war.

In his farewell address today to the Council, Mr. Annan, who finishes his

term at the end of this month, described Sierra Leone as one of the UN’s

success stories and an example of what can be achieved when the UN and

Member States work together.

“The country is stable but still fragile,” he said. “It needs our continued

help in building effective State institutions, especially those dealing

with security, human rights, justice, and the preparation of next year’s

elections, which will be a critical moment in the consolidation of peace.”

Today’s Council resolution also called on the Sierra Leonean Government to

work closely with the Peacebuilding Commission, which has designated the

West African country – along with Burundi – as one of the first two nations

it is helping avoid a relapse back into conflict.

In a separate resolution today, the Council authorized an extension, until

15 February next year, of the temporary redeployment of troops, military

observers and a military hospital from the UN Operation in Burundi (known

by its French acronym, ONUB) to support the work of the UN Organization

Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (MONUC).

Further, the Council also met to adopt a resolution extending the mandate

of the independent team that assists their sanctions committee to monitor

implementation of measures by States against Al Qaida and the Taliban and

their associates.

* * *

ASIA-PACIFIC ENVIRONMENT AT BOILING POINT; GREEN GROWTH CRUCIAL, UN REPORT WARNS

Asian and Pacific societies are already living beyond their ecological

means, and if they are to continue their much-needed economic expansion,

they will have to shift towards efficient ‘green growth’ patterns,

according to a new United Nations report released today.

Meeting human development needs based on current ‘grow first, clean up

later’ economic growth patterns is likely to result in mounting ecological

problems, according to the latest regional State of the Environment report

published by the UN Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific

(UNESCAP).

Problems cited include a population density 1.5 times the global average,

the lowest freshwater availability per capita of all global regions, a

biologically productive area per capita that is less than 60 per cent of

the global average, and arable and permanent crop land per capita that is

less than 80 per cent the global average.

Meanwhile several highly polluting industries are growing more rapidly in

regional developing countries than in regional developed countries,

agro-industry is highly chemical-, energy- and water-intensive and, as

incomes increase, lifestyles are becoming increasingly waste- and energy-

intensive.

While plantation forests advance, natural forests are retreating,

especially in South-East Asia, water extraction rates are already

unsustainably high in at least 16 countries and irrigation systems, the

biggest user of water, are highly inefficient and poorly maintained in most

countries.

The long term sustainability of the water supply is further threatened by

climate change, which may increase the severity and incidence of drought

and cause long-term reductions in water flows in freshwater systems

dependent on glacier melt.

The report stresses that more economic growth is needed and inevitable, as

nearly 670 million people are living on less than $1 a day, 665 million

have no access to improved drinking water but countries must meet the

series of looming development challenges.

Countries in South Asia, over 40 per cent of the region’s population, will

face some of the toughest issues in coming decades as population growth,

changing water regimes and climates, and rising demand for energy, water

and other necessities all come to a head.

The report finds that, on the one hand, pollution control in production is

becoming more effective and market forces are pushing firms towards greater

resource efficiency as the prices of natural resources spiral upwards. On

the other hand, as incomes increase and as globalization spreads,

consumption patterns become less environmentally sustainable, making more

eco-efficient consumption crucial.

* * *

ABSENCE OF FUNDS THREATENS UN EFFORTS TO FEED 106,000 BHUTANESE REFUGEES IN NEPAL

The United Nations World Food Programme (WFP) warned today that it will no

longer be able to provide full rations to more than 106,000 Bhutanese

refugees living in camps in eastern Nepal as of January unless there is an

immediate infusion of international donations.

“Despite recent international media and donor attention on the Bhutanese

refugee issue, it has not yet translated into the kind of financial support

that WFP has received in previous years, putting the health and safety of

the refugees at serious risk,” WFP country representative Richard Ragan

said.

“I appeal to the international community to respond quickly,” he added,

noting that lack of funds for the two-year $23.6 million dollar programme

would not only cut rations to the refugees.

The threat of over 100,000 people losing access to food could also have

serious implications for overall security in Nepal at a critical time when

the Government and Maoist rebels are implementing a peace process.

Since 1992, the donor community has always provided crucial aid to the

refugees, who began arriving in Nepal in 1991 after the introduction of

strict citizenship laws in Bhutan. But no funds at all have been

forthcoming for the next two-year programme, which starts on 1 January.

Under their current status, refugees are restricted from engaging in

economic activities outside the camps and from owning land, making

humanitarian aid like food critical to fulfilling their basic needs.

* * *

UN VOICES FRESH ALARM AT ATTACKS ON PALESTINIANS IN IRAQ

The United Nations refugee agency today voiced growing concern for 15,000

Palestinians remaining in Iraq “living in a climate of constant fear,”

after a group of 41 of them fleeing Baghdad to escape increasing violence,

harassment and targeted killings was blocked at the border with Syria.

“We now have 41 traumatized Palestinians who have spent the past week 250

metres from the Iraqi checkpoint,” UN High Commissioner for Refugees

(UNHCR) spokesman Ron Redmond told a news briefing in Geneva. Some do not

have travel documents while those of others have expired due to the

suspension of renewals or issuance of residence permits.

It was the latest in a long series of alarms raised by the agency for the

Palestinians, who fled to Iraq from their homes in newly created Israel in

1948. Some received preferential treatment under ousted President Saddam

Hussein, and they have become targets since his overthrow in 2003. There

are still an estimated 15,000 in Iraq out of 34,000 in 2003.

“We have spoken out repeatedly over the increasingly dire situation in

Iraq, particularly for those who have no possibility of leaving the

country, nor any safe haven or support network inside Iraq,” Mr. Redmond

said. “The Palestinians are such a group. We call on the Iraqi and Syrian

authorities to allow them to leave the country. We also reiterate our plea

to neighbouring and resettlement countries and Israel to offer a solution.”

In the latest case, Iraqi border authorities initially refused to allow the

group to leave Iraq, citing a lack of proper documentation. The

Palestinians have also been told by Iraqi border officials that Syrian

authorities should first approve their entry. Only then will the Iraqi side

allow them to exit and at least enter the no-man’s land between Iraq and

Syria to join an earlier group of 350 Palestinians who have been stuck

there since May.

A local tribal leader has provided accommodation, food and water, Iraqi

border officials have given some food and water, and the International

Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) is supplying tents, blankets, stoves and

jerry cans.

UNHCR has contacted the respective authorities but so far without success.

According to Iraqi officials, a recent agreement between Iraq and Syria

calls for tight control on the movement of people. Exit and entry permits

can reportedly only be granted if authorities in both capitals agree. Both

border authorities have told UNHCR that they are not in a position to make

an exception and allow the Palestinians in, not even into no-man's land.

In another development, the agency voiced “extreme concern” at Syria’s

extradition to Iran of four Iranians of Arab descent who had earlier been

recognized as refugees, at least one of whom is reportedly facing

execution.

“Recent human rights reports have expressed concerns about the

deteriorating human rights situation in Khuzestan province in Iran, home to

nearly 2 million Iranians of Arab descent,” Mr. Redmond said.

Two of the four had managed to call their family members and tell them they

had been detained immediately on arrival and were now awaiting their

sentence. One reportedly told a relative that he was “about to be

executed.”

“UNHCR is extremely worried about the four refugees,” Mr. Redmond said.

“Extradition does not mean that a refugee or asylum seeker loses his or her

international protection status. UNHCR has a mandate to intervene in these

cases and therefore strongly appeals to Iranian authorities to ensure the

well-being of the four and allow for a fair trial and the right to due

process.

“UNHCR also appeals for access to the four refugees and we are prepared to

find alternative solutions for them,” he added, also calling on Syria to

abide by its obligations under international law in line with the principle

of non-refoulement under which no refugees or asylum seekers whose cases

have not yet been properly assessed can be forcibly returned to a country

where their life or liberty could be in danger.

* * *

CHAD: UN REFUGEE CHIEF CALLS FOR INTERNATIONAL PRESENCE TO PROTECT HUNDREDS OF THOUSANDS

The head of the United Nations refugee agency today visited strife-torn eastern Chad, calling for a stronger international presence to protect hundreds of thousands of Sudanese fleeing war in their homeland, Chadians displaced by the spreading violence, and aid workers trying to maintain a vital lifeline to the victims of the conflict.

“This is a moment in which a very important decision is taking place... about the possibility of a presence of a multi-dimensional nature in Chad and the northern Central African Republic,” UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) António Guterres said before leaving N'Djamena, the Chadian capital, for the conflict zone.

“UNHCR has been clearly advocating in favour of that presence trying to create better security conditions for refugees, for displaced people and for the civilian population,” he added, noting that one plan involved moving the refugee camps hundreds of miles away from the border zone with Sudan’s war-torn Darfur region.

Chanting “security or relocation,” refugees lined both sides of a the dusty

road leading into the Goz Amer refugee camp near the south-eastern town of

Koukou Angarana as Mr. Guterres arrived. “Please remove us quickly from

here,” read a placard waved by one man outside the camp, which houses some

18,000 Darfur refugees.

The agency, struggling to ease the dire humanitarian situation facing

232,000 Darfur refugees, 90,000 Chadian internally displaced persons (IDPs)

and 48,000 Central African Republic (CAR) refugees in south Chad, has

recently been forced to relocate staff due to escalating violence.

Last weekend, more than 40 people died in brutal attacks on several

villages in the Koukou Angarana, including 10 Darfur refugees from Goz

Amer. “When we see these villages, burned last week with 40 people killed,

and now 90,000 Chadians displaced, one can understand the huge security

problem,” Mr. Guterres said. “The international community has a great

responsibility to create a humanitarian space so we can keep working. To do

nothing would be unacceptable.”

Since 2003, UNHCR has operated a dozen remote camps in eastern Chad

scattered along a vast, 600-kilometre stretch of the arid border with

Sudan. Since early November, 300 people have been killed in attacks on over

70 villages by armed marauders using tactics identical to those of the

notorious Sudanese Government-allied janjaweed militia just across the

border in Darfur.

In late November UNHCR lost more than S$1 million in vital supplies looted

from its warehouse in the town of Abeche during clashes between government

and rebel forces. The violence has forced it and other aid agencies to

relocate non-essential staff. Currently, UNHCR maintains only skeleton

crews in six of the 12 refugee camps in eastern Chad, affecting over

110,000 Sudanese.

“We don’t want to stay, we want to go to another area,” one refugee shouted

as Mr. Guterres went past. “We don’t want to stay in this prison. Every day

the janjaweed are killing us.”

UNHCR is studying a Chadian proposal to move the camps up to 600 kilometres

inland. Agency and government experts visited proposed sites last week and

are preparing a report on “what is possible and what is not possible,” Mr. Guterres said. “In any event, it will represent the possibility of major improvement in security, but also an economic challenge because we are talking about the relocation of some 220,000 people.”

He also met with Chadian IDPs at a sprawling, a makeshift camp for 9,000

people that was attacked last Saturday, leaving six IDPs dead and 83 huts burned.

“Today, we are still afraid; we can't go five kilometres from here,” a displaced village chief told Mr. Guterres. “The most crucial problem is security. Help us in every way you can to restore security. If you can’t give us security, you have to move us from here. We are poor people and we don’t have the means to defend ourselves,” the chief added.

* * *
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The following is a near-verbatim transcript of today’s noon briefing by Stéphane Dujarric, Spokesman for the Secretary-General, and Gail Bindley-Taylor Saint, Spokeswoman for the General Assembly President.

Tribute by Deputy Secretary-General Mark Malloch Brown
Let me just start and let me actually welcome all the Dujarrics to this press briefing, including little Dujarrics in the back there, its great to see the three of you with us because this is a very emotional day for quite a few of us here today.  It’s the last day the Secretary-General and I will be in the office unless events around the Darfur issue bring one or the other of us back in next week.  It’s also the last scheduled noon briefing of the year and, therefore, it means it Steph’s last briefing.

I have known and followed spokesmen intermittently over the last 30 years.  As a young intern, I’d sidle up to the first ones I knew at the bar in the delegates lounge, hoping I’d pick up some of their wisdom on how to become a good spokesman.  In latter years, I’ve worked with quite a few of the Spokesmen -– the outspoken like Sylvana, the more cautious like Fred and, for my mind, the very best, Steph.

He came to this job in the most difficult of circumstances, the real low point of “Oil-For-Food” when there was very little trust in this room towards anything that the UN Management had to say on almost any matter.  And he’s beguiled some of you, remained in intense hand-to-hand combat with others of you, but, has brought a clarity of communication, a speed of response to the incredibly difficult agenda that he has faced as Spokesman, dealing with both war and peace issues in Darfur and Lebanon, as well as all the typical ongoing conflicts, which every spokesman deals with -- while, at the same time, dealing with this extraordinarily difficult agenda for all of us, of Oil-For-Food, procurement and the other difficulties that we have faced inside our Organization over the last two years.  

Whatever the individual moments of high tension that some of you have had with him -- for which you can probably, in general, blame me, not him, as the one sort of calling the shots and working out with him every morning what we could and what we couldn’t say about issues -- I hope you will all agree that’s he brought tremendous wit, sharpness, speed, and nimbleness, but above all -- and this is what matters most in a Spokesman -- integrity to this job.  And, on behalf of the Secretary-General, as well as myself, and of the Chief of Staff, Alicia Barcena, and all of us who work with him every day, I just wanted to come down and share those words, not just with him but with all of you.  And, I hope before the proper briefing begins, you might join in a round of thanks with me for what he’s done.

(Applause)

Spokesman:  Thanks.  Leave us to work please.

Deputy Secretary-General:  I’ll leave you to the real job now.

Correspondent:  (Inaudible)

Spokesman:  I remember.  Thank you very much Mark.  I now have a statement.

Briefing by the Spokesman for the Secretary-General
**Statement by Secretary-General on Sentence of Bulgarian Nurses and Palestinian Doctor in Libya
“I have long been following the painful events taking place in Libya regarding the trial of the five Bulgarian nurses, the Palestinian doctor and the fate of the infected children.  I was greatly encouraged by the glimpse of hope offered by the appeals process and by the way the international community had recently come together to provide treatment and medicines for the infected children.

“I am deeply concerned by confirmation of a guilty verdict and a death sentence and, therefore, appeal to the Libyan and the international community to continue working together in a spirit of reconciliation.

“Once again, I offer the support of the United Nations in all efforts to address the needs of the infected children and to find a humane solution for the fate of the medics.”

And that statement is upstairs.

** Somalia Statement
“The Secretary-General strongly deplores the recent outbreak of fighting between the forces of the Transitional Federal Government (TFG) and the Union of Islamic Courts (UIC) near Baidoa.  He is deeply concerned that the escalation of conflict in Somalia will have disastrous consequences for civilians, who are already suffering from the effects of years of instability and deprivation, compounded by the severe flooding that has recently affected parts of Somalia.  He calls on the TFG and the UIC to cease the hostilities immediately and to resume the peace talks initiated in Khartoum without delay and without any precondition.  He further calls on the two parties to respect the commitments previously agreed upon at Khartoum.

“The Secretary-General expresses his grave concern about the continuous reports of the involvement of foreign forces in the current conflict, and he implores all involved to respect the sovereignty and territorial integrity of Somalia.  He urges all the countries of the region to do whatever they can to ensure that the parties return to the peace talks and pursue a negotiated settlement to the crisis”

And that is upstairs.

**Security Council
The Security Council just concluded consultations on Somalia.  A draft presidential statement was introduced and is about to be adopted in a formal meeting.

Prior to the consultations, they held four back-to-back meetings.

In the first, the Council today paid tribute to the outgoing Secretary-General Kofi Annan by adopting a resolution by acclamation that acknowledged his contribution to international peace, security and development.  The Council President then read a statement on behalf of members expressing their appreciation for him.

Council members then adopted a resolution extending the mandate of the UN Integrated Office in Sierra Leone.

And that was followed by a meeting that adopted a resolution that extends the mandate of the independent team that assists the Security Council Sanctions Committee to monitor the implementation of sanctions by States against Al-Qaida and the Taliban and their associates.

Members then adopted a resolution on the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) that authorizes an infantry battalion, on loan from the UN mission in Burundi, to continue to serve with the UN mission in the DRC until mid-February of next year.

**Secretary-General
The Secretary-General just spoke to the Council, just prior to the vote on Sierra Leone, which he described as one of the success stories as when we worked together.

In that farewell speech to the Security Council, the Secretary-General also spoke on Darfur.  He said he fervently hoped that “we are now, at last, close to rescuing the people of Darfur from their agony.”

He went on to say, “The reports I have received from my envoy in Khartoum, Mr. Ould Abdallah, encourage me to think we may tomorrow receive a green light from President Bashir for a full ceasefire, a renewed effort to bring all parties into the political process, and deployment of the proposed hybrid African Union force to protect the population.”

However, he also cautioned, “after so many disappointments, I take nothing for granted.  What I do know, is that the Security Council will continue to work, ably helped by my successor, on these and many other crises.”

And that statement is upstairs.

** Chad
Meanwhile, from the ground, in the region, the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR), said that its Chief António Guterres was today visiting strife-torn eastern Chad, where UNHCR and its partners were struggling to maintain the humanitarian lifeline to hundreds of thousands of Darfur refugees and internally displaced persons.

Mr. Guterres had emphasized UNHCR’s commitment to carry on its work in Chad, even in the most difficult of security conditions, but had noted that a stronger international presence was needed to improve security for those affected by the violence and the aid workers trying to help them.

Currently, UNHCR was only able to maintain skeleton crews in half of the 12 refugee camps in the area in Chad.

** Georgia
The UN Mission in Georgia (UNOMIG) reports that, last week, it resumed its patrols of the Kodori Valley, together with the Commonwealth of Independent States Peacekeeping Forces.

The joint patrol enjoyed freedom of movement throughout the Valley with security guarantees and full cooperation from both the Georgian and Abkhaz sides.  You’ll recall that patrols in the upper Georgian-controlled part of the Kodori Valley stopped after June 2003, when UN military observers were taken hostage.

The UN Mission says that the resumption should de-escalate further tensions.

I think I need to get a new writer.

I’m told that the Security Council President just announced that the Iran vote is expected to be between 11 and 12 p.m. tomorrow, Saturday.

** Thailand
High Commissioner for Human Rights Louise Arbour today urged the Thai Government to fully respect its international human rights obligations in relation to some of the 150 members of the Lao Hmong ethnic minority facing imminent deportation to the Lao People's Democratic Republic.

Arbour said the group, which includes 85 children, may be subject to serious human rights violations if returned to their country of origin.  And we have a press release on that upstairs.

Meanwhile, from North Korea, UNICEF says it is afraid there will be severe food shortages in that country by springtime.  The Agency has only received about half of the $11 million it needs for humanitarian aid for North Korea for 2006 and says additional funding is immediately required to ensure basic services next year.

** Haiti
The UN Mission in Haiti conducted a joint operation with the Haitian National Police in Cité Soleil, which is part of the capital, Port-au-Prince.  The objective of this large scale mission, which started early this morning, is to address the current insecurity caused by the recent wave of kidnappings in the capital.

Throughout the week, [United Nations Stabilization Mission in Haiti] and the Government of Haiti have been working together to conduct security operations in high-risk areas aimed at arresting suspected kidnappers.  Such operations, so far, have resulted in the arrest of 24 kidnapped suspects and the liberation of 6 victims.  A number of weapons were also seized.

**Post Employment Policy
I had promised you two things before I left.  One is the post-employment policy.

Earlier today, the Secretary-General signed a bulletin putting into force regulations regarding post-employment restrictions.

In summary, it outlines clear limitations on UN staff who have been involved in various levels of “procurement activity”; in the broadest possible sense, this includes signing or managing a contract, handling bids, etc.

There are two different time periods of “restrictions” on post-employment:  1 and 2 years.  First, there is to be 1 year no employment with a company with which a staff member has had procurement dealings, and second, 2 years of no retroactive contact with the UN, if the new job relates to his/her former responsibilities relating to the procurement process in the UN.

The bulletin also sets out sanctions, such as blacklisting of vendors who have hired former staff members with procurement dealings within these time frames, and the placing a note in the personnel file to prevent the future re-employment of an individual who violates these regulations.  And the policy applies to all staff at all levels, in the Secretariat for the time being, but we do expect it to be expanded to the funds and programmes.  And the bulletin is available upstairs; we’ve just put it out for you.

**Oil-for-Food
I had also been promising you the rules regarding the handling of the files of the Volcker Committee.  The mandate of the Volcker Committee, you’ll recall, ends on 31 December.

These rules will ensure the safe keeping and access to the documents, both paper and electronic, so that investigations by national authorities can continue.

And for once, I will try to be honest with you, I just got these regulations before I came down here so I have not yet had a chance to read them fully, but, they are upstairs and we can answer your questions later.

**Secretary-General-Designate
Finally, the new Secretary-General, Ban Ki-moon, is, as of now, scheduled to arrive for his first day of work in the Office on 2 January.

Secretary-General Ban is expected to arrive at the Secretariat entrance at 9:30 a.m. on Tuesday.

**Farewell
As some of you may have heard from the Deputy Secretary-General, this is expected to be my last briefing as the Spokesman for the Secretary-General.

There may be unforeseen circumstances, which may force me to be here next week.  In which case, I will not be in a very, very bad mood.  So, I hope I don’t have to brief.

I know this is not the Academy Awards, but I do want to say thanks to a couple of people.  First, obviously, the Secretary-General and the Deputy for the confidence they’ve placed in me.  I’ll try to do this.  I want to thank Marie Okabe for her support and friendship.  Her attention to detail made my life a lot easier and I want to thank my amazing, amazing staff and my Ed McMahon here, who’s been my sidekick but very silent, thank you.  I want to thank all of you for the confidence you’ve placed in me and for giving us a hard time when we deserved it and for doing so when we didn’t deserve it.  And I probably enjoyed it, nonetheless.

I don’t have any announcements for you.  There will be continuity in the Office, there will be regular briefings starting 2 January, but, hopefully, I will not be here doing this on 2 January.  So with that, I’ll take your questions.

**Questions and Answers
Question:  Two questions.  First on Sudan.  The Secretary-General mentioned waiting for some communication from Mr. Ould Abdallah.  Can you tell us when this might arrive and when we might find out what it actually contains.

Spokesman:  Sure.  The communication is in fact a letter that we expect to receive from President Bashir that will be delivered to Mr. Ould Abdallah in Khartoum as a follow-up to the meetings he had earlier this week.  Mr. Ould Abdallah will then send it on to New York, we’ll take a look at it and hopefully have something to announce once we’ve received it.  But, we need to have the letter and hopefully it will contain all the details the Secretary-General is looking for in terms of Sudan’s agreement for the deployment of the force and the details involved in that.

Question:  Can’t there be some way of contacting the lid list or whatever…?

Spokesman:  If there are any statements or announcements, we will do that through the lid list.  And, if there is, as I fear for you, Council action tomorrow, our Office will be staffed.

Question:  The second thing.  I had asked quite a long time ago and I know what the Secretary-General’s plans are for New Year’s Eve -– where he’s going to be.  Are there going to be any photo opportunities, are there going to be any comments, is there going to be any kind of a formal shaking of hands, or anything else?

Spokesman:  Handing over of the nuclear codes?

Question:  Yes.

Spokesman:  No, I’m not aware of any special activity.  There may be work to be done here next week, especially if there is movement on Sudan, but I’m not aware of anything special for 31[December].

Question:  First of all, thank you for your service.  A lot of us appreciated what you’ve done.  Who will be replacing you?  Is there any word as to who the next spokesperson will be?

Spokesman:  No.  I think that will probably be unveiled on 2[January].  But, as I’ve said, I don’t know is the bottom line, which happens to be the truth.

Question:  I’ll second what Frank said.  On behalf of many of us, I’d like to say thank you.  And I have a question on the statement that you read on the Palestinian doctor and Bulgarian nurses.  Is there any sort of direct contact that the Secretary-General has had with the Libyan Government regarding this?

Spokesman:  He has sent a letter to the Government.  But, this is an issue he has been following over the past years and has had conversations with the Libyan leader and obviously conversations with Bulgarian authorities to try and find some solution to the situation.

Question:  But nothing, no direct contact?

Spokesman:  No phone contact recently.  Betsy?

Question:  In my personal capacity, I’d like to say thanks as well.  What’s going to happen to all the material on the websites about the Secretary-General?  Is there a place where it will be archived and available?

Spokesman:  The website will change on the 1[January] to reflect the new Administration.  But, my understanding is that all the previous speeches, press releases, statements by Kofi Annan will remain archived and available for you when you have nothing else to do and you want to read them.  Edie.

Question:  I was remiss in also not thanking you.  Especially for all of your help.  On the Volcker documents, are you going to put out what’s going to happen?

Spokesman:  We’ve have the four-page bulletin and it’s in the Office, yes.  But it’s detailed and complicated, so we can all read it together and we’ll try to answer your questions on it.  Bill?

Question:  Thank you very much for all the help you’ve been and good luck in the future.

Spokesman:  Thank you.  I can answer that.

Question:  It’s been a pleasure.

Spokesman:  It has Matthew.  It really has.

Question:  Two last questions I guess -- Zimbabwe and this revolving door.  On Zimbabwe, there are calls in the country for Robert Mugabe to extradite Mengistu back to Ethiopia.  He was convicted there.  I don’t know if the UN has any guidance on whether people convicted in national courts of genocide should be returned to their own countries.  Any guidance from the Secretariat on this issue, your last day as his Spokesman, on the ongoing human rights situation in Zimbabwe?

Spokesman:  On this, I don’t have anything specific on this case, but it is clear that the Secretary-General has always maintained that there should be no impunity for leaders who violate the rights of their people.  I don’t know the details on this specific legal case but it is clear that people should face justice.

Question:  On the post-employment policy, is it possible, we’ve heard that there was an earlier draft in which not just procurement officials but senior officials, [Assistant Secretaries-General] and up would have been precluded from lobbying or seeking to influence decision-making at the UN and that was taken out.  Can you confirm that?

Spokesman:  I can’t comment on drafts of documents, as everything is a work in progress until it gets approved.  People have different ideas.  The policy as it stands, if you compare it to policies in other Governments, is up there.  It’s a very strong and sound policy and it applies to all staff, at all levels.  And, it is again fairly detailed.  We’ve put it out upstairs, and I would encourage you to read it in full.  Yes.

Question:  Thank you for helping us and good luck to you.

Spokesman:  Irwin?

Question:  I realize Reuters is running a distant third now behind [Associated Press] and Bloomberg…

Correspondent:  As usual.  (Laughter)

Question:  But, I’d also like to thank you and wish you all the best.

Spokesman:  Thank you.  Yes, Jonathan.

Question:  Thanks a lot and look forward to bumping into you in your next incarnation.

Spokesman:  On a personal level.

Question:  Our careers have had a little bit of a parallel, in a strange way, different orbits.  One question on Darfur, because there is so much activity now going on with Darfur, and there is some traction now.  The Secretary-General’s calls, it seems, are now being heard.  Is the Secretary-General still going to go underground, or do you anticipate perhaps…?

Spokesman:  He will continue until next week to follow this very closely.  And if he needs to, he will come in if there is Council action.  So, he’s continuing to follow this until the 31 [December].  But there is a clear change of Administration.  The helm of the UN will switch to Mr. Ban Ki-moon and, in that capacity, he will lead the UN’s effort on Darfur.  As for the Secretary-General’s personal involvement, he will obviously continue to follow it, but I think his plans remain the same -– to take some time off and decide on what his priorities will be, and then we’ll see what he does.  Yes, Linda?

Question:  Steph, I too would like to express best wishes for the future to you and also ask do you expect that the Secretary-General will be present at the Security Council, if sanctions are imposed?

Spokesman:  On the vote tomorrow? 

Question:  Yes.

Spokesman:  No.  I do not expect him to be in.

Question:  Thank you.

Spokesman:  Yes, Elissa?

Question:  How unprecedented is the revolving door policy?  Is this the first revolving door policy of any kind to be adopted by the UN?

Spokesman:  Unprecedented.  Unprecedented in terms of the restrictions of post-employment having to do with staff members who’ve worked in procurement.  This is something that has been a problem for us in the past, and it is an issue we’ve tried to address.  Yes, Betsy?

Question:  So, up till now, there has not been any kind of regulation?

Spokesman:  Not with these types of very clear restrictions.

Question:  So, there had been something?

Spokesman:  I’d have to check, but if there was something, it was something that really wasn’t being followed.

Question:  And one last question on that.  Is the Secretary-General of the United Nations, who’s not technically a staff member, also subject to those restrictions?

Spokesman:  No, he’s not, as you say, not technically a staff member, but he will abide by the high ethics that he’s abided by in his 10 years in the office.

Question:  Doesn’t really answer it.

Spokesman:  Well, it applies to all staff members.  He legally is not a staff member so legally, it does not apply to him, but he will follow the spirit of these regulations.

Question:  Also Chris Burnham, when he left, said even though it was going to be enacted after he left, that he would abide by them.  Has your Office heard anything, has anyone that’s left recently also sort of pledged to you to abide by this rule despite its being done on the last day?

Spokesman:  Not that I’m aware of.  But, we would obviously expect people to follow those regulations.  George.

Question:  Do I understand this correctly that there has been a clear undertaking on the part of Mr. Ban Ki-moon that he will abide by these staff regulations even though they…

Spokesman:  No, no, no, I was answering for Kofi Annan.

Question:  In other words, you cannot tell us anything because you don’t speak for one.

Spokesman:  Exactly.

Question:  Also, on my own personal behalf, I’d like to congratulate you and give you the very best wishes and say specifically how much I admire your grace under pressure and your admirable cool in the face of all manner of heat.

Spokesman:  Thank you.  On that note, I will leave you.  Thank you very much.

(Applause)

Briefing by the Spokeswoman for the General Assembly President
The General Assembly will meet this afternoon at 3 p.m., in what it hopes will be the final meeting of the main session, to consider the report and recommendations of the Fifth Committee.  On Wednesday, the Fifth Committee approved a number of key resolutions, among them a 17-part draft resolution on human resources that addresses a number of issues of human resources management reform, including recruitment and staffing; the national competitive examinations; mobility; career development; contractual arrangements; harmonization of conditions of service; reform of the field service; building leadership and management capacity; measures to improve equitable geographic distribution and gender representation; accountability; human resources information technology; staff buyout; consultants and individual contractors; employment of retired staff; and other matters.

The Committee, among other things, recommended a review of the staff selection system, with particular emphasis on performance, and suggested a report to verify that the highest standards of efficiency, competence and integrity are applied in employment of staff, with due regard to achieving as wide a geographical base as possible.  The Secretary-General would also be asked to reduce the period required to fill vacancies, by addressing the factors that contribute to delays.  The Committee recommends not pursuing the Secretary-General’s proposal on a staff buyout, and requests several reports, including one on the implementation of mobility policies and results.

Other highlights of resolutions passed yesterday include the recommendations to approve the Capital Master Plan for reconstruction of the UN Headquarters building, to be completed by 2014, at a cost of 1.88 billion dollars, with working capital of $45 million.  The Plan would be funded on the basis of the regular budget scale of assessments for 2007.

The Committee also provided recommendations to the Assembly on a proposed strategic framework for 2008-2009, which would constitute the Organization’s principal policy directive for the biennium.  Further it approved just over $1 million for the strengthening of the Procurement Division as part of the ongoing procurement reform process.  It also stressed the importance of developing an ethics and integrity programme for procurement staff and the establishment of an independent bid protest system outside of the reporting hierarchy of the Procurement Division to allow vendors to dispute procurement decisions.  The Committee approved all texts without a vote except for a draft resolution on the financing of the United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL), which was approved by a vote of 142 in favour to 4 against (Côte d’Ivoire, Israel, Palau, United States), with 1 abstention.  Details of the voting and the results of the resolutions are contained in Press Release GA/AB/3786.

Also yesterday, the Fifth Committee, in informal consultations reached agreement on the scale of assessments and the apportionment of the expenses of the United Nations.  The Committee is scheduled to formally adopt a resolution on the subject later today (A/C.5/61/L.28). 

The President of the Assembly, Sheikha Haya Rashed Al Khalifa, will officially close the main part of the sixty-first session of the General Assembly once the Fifth Committee resolutions are approved.  Among the achievements she is expected to highlight is the adoption of the resolution on the strengthening of the [Economic and Social Council], which she says is due to the fact that the Assembly was “united in partnership and overcame mistrust”.  She points to progress made in many other areas on the [General Assembly’s] agenda, including the debate on Security Council reform and General Assembly revitalization, Secretariat and management reform and a new scale of assessment, as well as the adoption of two important international Conventions to protect and promote the rights and dignity of persons with disabilities and to protect all persons from enforced disappearances.  She expresses the hope that there would be movement on Security Council reform in the New Year; and that “we would be able to look at this matter in a fresh and innovative manner”, despite the fact that differences remain among Member States.

She also highlights the successful debate on revitalization of the General Assembly and the informal thematic debate on development [which she cites] as an example of the increasing visibility of the Assembly.  The President also expresses the hope that consensus will be reached on a comprehensive convention on international terrorism.  She previews the two thematic debates she will hold in March, on gender equality and empowerment of women; and, in the summer of 2007, on dialogue and tolerance among civilizations and cultures.  She expresses the hope that “we can begin the new year by working even more closely together in the spirit of cooperation, mutual trust and collective responsibility”.

And that’s my report for today. 

**Questions and Answers
Question:  Gail, what were some of the reasons, the arguments given in the Committee over the buyout issue?  Kofi Annan’s desire to, I guess, for lack of a better word, to get rid of dead wood within the Organization.  What happened there?

Spokeswoman:  That, I don’t have the details on, but I can certainly get them for you and let you know as to what were the arguments.  I think we were so centred on the scale of assessments that we missed that one.

[The Spokeswoman has ascertained that there was no support for the proposal among Member States.  This is in keeping with the recommendation of the Advisory Committee on Administrative and Budgetary Questions, which recommended the following to the Fifth Committee:

“It is the opinion of the Advisory Committee that there is ample room “to improve personnel structure and quality”, as requested by the General Assembly, in paragraph 163 (c) of its resolution 60/1, through the filling of current vacancies, as well as those resulting from attrition owing to retirement.  In this connection, the Committee stresses that the buy out mechanism should not be used to address issues of non- or underperformance, since the course of action to take in these circumstances is already set forth in article 9 of the Staff Regulations and Rules.  The Committee therefore recommends against approval of the resources requested in paragraphs 366 (a) to (c) for the voluntary phase of the staff buyout.   The Secretary-General may wish to make proposals on the targeted phase of the buyout programme consequent to the review of alternate means of service delivery and the relevant outcomes of the mandate review.”]

Question:  Could you give us a rough outline on what the deal is on the scale of assessments?  The dues?

Spokeswoman:  I know that they have agreed on the methodology, that is, on keeping the methodology as it was.  That’s basically the main thrust of what was agreed to, that there will be no major changes.  And the feeling is that the agreement by itself is an achievement, because they were very far apart and, at least, they now have this agreement.

Question:  So, no changes in the base line, no changes in Russia, China…?

Spokeswoman:  No everything, more or less, remains the same.

[The Spokeswoman would like to further clarify this statement.  Though the method remains the same, the results based on the period of an average of the national income data of a period of three or six years has resulted in a change of contribution figures for a number of countries, including the Russian Federation, which voluntarily raised its contribution, and China.]

Question:  So on the buyout, was that a consensus decision, or was there any voting on that?

Spokeswoman:  No, [it was a consensus resolution] the only thing they voted on was UNIFIL -- that was the only resolution.

Question:  Well, I’d also like to get information on…

Spokeswoman:  What was the reason that the buyout…

Question:  …how basically the buyout got rejected.  But, basically every country agreed to this.  Did the US agree to reject the buyout, [did] the EU agree to reject the buy-out, etcetera?

Spokeswoman:  Well, the Fifth Committee resolutions -- I don’t know whether you were here for that discussion -- but there’s been a decision, in general, that Fifth Committee resolutions [are taken by consensus].

Question:  Right, but sometimes people, let’s say, go along with the consensus, but then give a statement to disassociate [themselves] with the consensus or some such.  Was there any of that in this case? 

Spokeswoman:  No, I didn’t see any, at least not in the report that I read.  There was no disagreement as far as I understand.  The only [issue] was UNIFIL, as I say, on which they voted.

Question:  On the scale of assessments, is there a ceiling or a new ceiling? 

Spokeswoman:  No not as far as I know, I will double-check on that for you, but, what I was told by an expert in the Committee was that they have agreed to the methodology remaining the same. 

Question:  So everything on the scale of assessments remains the same?

Spokeswoman: That was my understanding.  George.

[Please see explanation above regarding changes to the base.]

Question:  With reference to the Capital Master Plan: Gail, you said that the total projected budget was $1.88 billion, and it was going to be started with a working capital of $45 million dollars.  As I recall, please correct me if I’m wrong, construction was going to commence sometime during the middle of the coming year, during 2007, and there going to commence construction on a project of that magnitude with, if my math is correct, 2.5 per cent of the total budget in upfront working capital -- is that correct?  

Spokeswoman:  Yes, because Member States have agreed that they will give this amount as [a reserve fund] which they can use for start-up costs [until assessed contributions from Member States] begin to come in.  But you have a long period [of construction], you have until 2014.

[The $45 million dollars is a working capital reserve fund that is over and above the budget allocation of 1.88 billion, and is basically to be used to compensate the funding of the Capital Master Plan until assessments begin to come in from Member States.]

Question:  I understand that.  You’ve got seven or eight years roughly.  Has there been established a clear schedule as to who is going to contribute how much and exactly by what date the Members in question must contribute the amount?

Spokeswoman:  The rest of the money?

Question:  The rest of the money, that’s correct.

Spokeswoman:  That I will have to double-check for you.

Correspondent:  The draft resolution spells it all out.

Spokeswoman:  Thank you. I had forgotten that. 

[The Spokeswoman can confirm that, though the resolution [A/C.5/61/l.19] does have certain details, it does not yet establish a clear schedule of who will pay what.  Letters of assessment are expected to be sent out at the beginning of the new year, at which point Member States will be aware of what their exact contribution will be.] 

Question:  You’re probably not the one to pose this question to, but would it be possible to have someone from the Capital Master Plan speak to us at one of the briefings soon, just to answer some of the questions that we may have?

Spokeswoman:  We can ask.  I mean are you talking about someone from the Fifth Committee or the Secretariat?  We can convey, as we’ve done before, that there is a request [from journalists for a briefing].

Question:  (Inaudible)

Spokeswoman:  Good question.  That I will also have to check on, whether there’s been a new head named to replace him.

[The Officer-in-Charge of the Capital Master Plan is John Clarkson.]

Question:  After yesterday’s briefing by the President of the General Assembly, her staff said that there were going to prepare, like a comparison, even though now it sounds like the [methodology] stayed the same.  But, a comparison of how the six year or three year periods -- how it would impact the payments of major countries…

Spokeswoman:  You’re talking about the base.

Question:  Yes, if they did it, I’d still like to see it, even if it remained the same.  But, I don’t know, did they do it or not?  Remember him saying it?

Spokeswoman:  He has been in the Committee the whole time.  I will have to check with him and ask him to get back to you on the comparison; on what was agreed to and what the other proposals suggested.

Question:  And on UNIFIL, you’ve heard that some of the troop- and material-contributing countries, like Germany, its not yet established how much they’re charging for the ships they’re giving to UNIFIL.  Did they just sort of pass the resolution saying you can spend up to a certain amount or did they get a briefing on what the actual costs are from countries that are providing equipment?

Spokeswoman:  There wasn’t that level of detail; that I will have to check on as well, specifically, on the costs of the ships, okay.

Question:  On human rights, you’ve mentioned about a dozen different related resolutions.

Spokeswoman:  Human rights or human resources?

Questions:  I’m sorry, human resources.  My mistake.  They are all rolled into that one or is there a document or a way to find out what each one of these spells out?  You’d mentioned a document -- is that the one that relates to human resources?

Spokeswoman:  What I mentioned is the press release.  And yes, they do go into some detail, not on every single one, but most of them.  They do give you a sense of at least what was looked at.

Question:  Has any of that been carried forward into another session or a resumed session or next year?

Spokeswoman:  There are one or two issues, yes, that will go over.  [The Secretary-General has been asked to present a detailed road map on the implementation of proposed contractual arrangements at the second part of the Fifth Committee’s resumed session.  It has also asked for a report from the International Civil service Commission [ICSC] on the proposal to introduce “one staff contract under one set of staff rules”.  The Assembly would take up the harmonization of the conditions of service at its resumed session, pending submission of a relevant ICSC report.]  But the bulk of resolutions, at least on human resources, were agreed to; they were just one or two that I can point out to you afterwards.

Question:  In the spirit of the whole revolving door policy and this sort of stuff, has there been any discussion in the General Assembly, at any stage, as to the appropriateness of Members of the Fifth Committee trying to get jobs through the Secretariat, to whom they give the money for jobs?

Spokeswoman:  As a discussion in the Assembly?

Question:  Yeah.

Spokeswoman:  Well the Assembly hasn’t actually had a chance to look at the Fifth Committee resolutions as yet.

Question:  Okay, just a very simple question.  Does the President of the General Assembly think it might be time to have discussion about appropriateness of Fifth Committee members, or in fact, other Committee members, lobbying to get jobs with the Secretariat?

Spokeswoman:  Well, I’m sure if it is brought up to her, it is something…

Question:  (Inaudible) it would be interesting to see if she would take a position on that.

Spokeswoman:  I will simply put the question to her.  I don’t think that it has been raised before, but I will certainly let her know that it has been raised.

Question:  Thank you.

Spokeswoman:  If there is nothing else, then I’d like to just express my thanks to all of you for your support during my tenure here, and I wish you happy holidays and all the very best for the new year.  

Question:  We’ll see you 2 January?

Spokeswoman:  No, you won’t see me 2 January.  For one thing, I will be on vacation.

Question:  (Inaudible)

Spokeswoman:  Well.  I think that, in the new year, you may have a change.  Yes, because I do have a full-time job.
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