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Other Environment News
· U.N. Meeting to Try to Slow Species Loss (Reuters)
· Les écologues s'imposent dans le paysage (Les Echos)
· Country To Present Biodiversity Experience In Brazil (Angola Press)

· Tower of London on climate list (BBC)

· L'accès à l'eau douce, une priorité pour l'ONU... et la planète (Libération)



Environmental News from the UNEP Regions

· ROAP
· ROA
· ROWA


Other UN News

· UN Daily News of  15 March 2006
· S.G.’s Spokesman Daily Press Briefing of  15 March  2006
Reuters: German named to head UN environment agency

[appears in around 15 news outlets in the USA, Canada and Australia]

15.3.2006

UNITED NATIONS (Reuters) - Secretary-General Kofi Annan chose a German conservationist to head the U.N. Environment Program for a four-year term, a U.N. spokesman announced on Wednesday.
Achim Steiner, now director-general of the World Conservation Union, will replace another German, Klaus Toepfer, as head of UNEP, based in the Kenyan capital, Nairobi.

Steiner, 44, is expected to assume his post on June 15 after ratification by the U.N. General Assembly, U.N. spokesman Stephane Dujarric said.

UNEP was established in 1972 to guide environmental activities at the United Nations, especially among developing nations, through its scientific advisory groups.

Its widely recognized activity is Earthwatch, an international monitoring system designed to facilitate the exchange of information on significant environmental risks among governments.

The World Conservation Union that Steiner heads is the world's largest environmental network with over 1,000 members in 140 countries, including governments and advocacy groups.

Dujarric said Steiner had "worked both at the grass-roots level and at the highest levels of international policy-making to address the connections between environmental sustainability, social equity, and economic development."

Steiner was born in Brazil and received degrees from Oxford University and the University of London and studied at the German Development Institute in Berlin as well as Harvard Business School.

____________________________________________________________________________

Xinhua: Annan names German expert as UN environment agency chief

16.3.2006

Achim Steiner, the head of the world's largest environmental network, was nominated Wednesday by UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan to be the next executive director of the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP). 

Steiner, whose nomination is expected to be approved soon by the UN General Assembly, will succeed his countryman Klaus Toepfer on June 15 for a four-year term, a UN spokesman told reporters. 

Steiner is director-general of the World Conservation Union ( IUCN) which has over 1,000 members that include states, government agencies, and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in 140 countries. 

"He has worked both at grassroots level and at the highest levels of international policy-making to address the connections between environmental sustainability, social equity, and economic development," the spokesman said. 

Prior to his assumption of the directorship of the Conservation Union in 2001, Steiner served as head of the World Commission on Dams. 

Toepfer, who has decided not to seek a third four-year term, began working as UNEP chief in February 1998. Previously, Toepfer was Germany's environmental minister. 

____________________________________________________________________________

Deutsche Presse Agentur: Achim Steiner neuer Direktor des UN-Umweltprogramms
[appears in approx. 25 regional and local German publications]

16.3.2006

New York (dpa) - Der scheidende Direktor des Umweltprogramms der Vereinten Nationen (UNEP), Klaus Töpfer, wird von einem Landsmann abgelöst. UN-Generalsekretär Kofi Annan ernannte den Deutschen Achim Steiner zu Töpfers Nachfolger. 
Der 44-jährige Steiner ist seit 2001 Generaldirektor der Weltnaturschutzunion (IUCN) im schweizerischen Gland. Er wird das Amt im kenianischen Nairobi am 15. Juni antreten, teilte Annans Sprecher Stéphane Dujarric am Mittwoch in New York mit.

Töpfer hatte die Leitung der UN-Agentur 1998 übernommen. Er wollte nach UN-Angaben keine dritte Amtsperiode von vier Jahren mehr antreten. Vor seinem Posten bei den Vereinten Nationen in Kenia war Töpfer deutscher Bundesbauminister. Sein Nachfolger Steiner wuchs in Brasilien auf und studierte Wirtschaft und Politik in Oxford, London, Harvard und Berlin.

_____________________________________________________________________________

ARD Tagesschau:  Der globalisierte Naturschützer - Achim Steiner wird Chef des UN-Umweltprogramms 

16.3.2006
Der Nachfolger von Klaus Töpfer als Chef des UN-Umweltprogramms (Unep) ist erneut ein Deutscher: Achim Steiner, derzeit noch Generaldirektor der Weltnaturschutzunion (IUCN) mit Sitz in der Schweiz, soll im April nach Nairobi wechseln. Ein Sprecher von UN-Generalsekretär Kofi Annan gab die Ernennung des 44-Jährigen bekannt.
Ein Porträt von Marc Engelhardt, Nairobi

Achim Steiner hat Philosophie, Politologie und Ökonomie studiert. Dass er dennoch seit Jahrzehnten dem Naturschutz verhaftet ist, beschreibt er selbst als reinen Zufall. "Ich saß mitten im Himalaya auf einem Flughafen und kam dort mit einem Naturschützer ins Gespräch, der fieberhaft an einem Bericht über die Umweltsituation vor Ort arbeitete.” Seitdem ließen ihn Natur und Umwelt nicht mehr los.

Naturschützer im Einsatz

Nach seinem Studium zog es den in Brasilien geborenen und aufgewachsenen Steiner zunächst an die "Graswurzeln”. Für die Gesellschaft für technische Zusammenarbeit (GTZ) arbeitete er in einem pakistanischen Dorf, später betreute er ein Naturschutzprojekt in Südafrika. Als Berater für nachhaltige Entwicklung zog es ihn nach Oman, Vietnam, die USA, Südamerika und Ozeanien. Schließlich übernahm er die Leitung des Internationalen Sekretariats der "Weltkommission für Dämme”.

Mit gerade einmal 39 Jahren wurde Steiner Generalsekretär der Weltnaturschutzunion (IUCN), des größten Naturschutzbündnisses der Welt mit Sitz im schweizerischen Gland. Mitglied dort sind nicht nur mehr als 800 Nichtregierungsorganisationen, sondern auch staatliche Naturschutzämter, Regierungen und mehr als 10.000 Wissenschaftler.

Ziel: Mit der Industrie die Umwelt schützen

Manch deutschem Umweltschützer gilt das Bündnis als zu konservativ. Steiners Strategie jedoch, Naturschützer und UN-Organisationen näher zusammenzubringen, ging auf. Dabei sparte Steiner nie mit Kritik. So forderte er die Industrienationen immer wieder auf, die Entwicklungshilfe deutlich zu erhöhen. Auch internationale Finanzinstitutionen kritisierte er mit deutlichen Worten.

"Die Weltbank finanziert immer noch Großprojekte, deren wirtschaftlicher Nutzen in keinem Verhältnis zu den Umweltfolgen steht”, sagte Steiner erst im September vergangenen Jahres. Als Lösung setzt er auf die Ökonomisierung der Natur, etwa durch die Inwertsetzung von "Naturdienstleistungen”. Steiner möchte nicht gegen, sondern mit der Industrie die Umwelt schützen. Das verbindet ihn mit Klaus Töpfer, der Ende März nach acht Jahren das Unep-Hauptquartier in Nairobi verlässt.

Zuerst Umweltschützer, dann Deutscher

Töpfer und Steiner kennen sich gut. Sie trafen sich oft auf Konferenzen, mal hielten sie sogar eine gemeinsame Vorlesung an der Universität Mainz unter der Überschrift "Biodiversität - Hat die Zukunft ein Ende?”. Wenn Töpfer über Steiner spricht, streicht er "die Qualitäten Steiners” hervor: "Da ist auch seine Nationalität kein Ausschlussgrund”, sagte Töpfer kürzlich in einem Zeitungsinterview. Die Bundesregierung hingegen soll von der Kandidatur Steiners, der den meisten zuerst als Naturschützer und erst dann als Deutscher gilt, zunächst überrascht gewesen sein.

Vielleicht auch wegen seiner Unabhängigkeit hat Steiner sich gegen viele "politische” Kandidaten aus Costa Rica, Norwegen und Pakistan durchgesetzt. Unter Töpfer hat sich Unep im UN-System klar etabliert. Vom jungen Chef, der noch nie im UN-System gearbeitet hat, erwarten viele jetzt weitere frische Impulse. Gefragt, was er mit zehn Millionen Dollar machen würde, sagte Steiner erst kürzlich: "Ein Drittel würde ich für den Austausch zwischen Leuten spenden, die nichts miteinander anfangen können - nur so können wir neue Wahrnehmungen schaffen und wirklich etwas verändern.”

Zustimmung bei Umweltschützern

Umweltschützer begrüßten in einer ersten Reaktion die Wahl Steiners. "Seine Aufgabe wird es sein, Umwelt und Entwicklung innerhalb der UN weiter zusammenzuführen und der Umwelt die globale Stimme zu geben, die sie verdient”, so Daniel Mittler von Greenpeace. Steiners Erfahrung werde ihm dabei sicherlich zu Gute kommen.

_____________________________________________________________________________

Radio Chine International: Annan nomme un expert allemand à la tête du PNUE

16.3.2006

Le secrétaire général de l'ONU Kofi Annan a nommé mercredi Achim Steiner, un expert allemand, directeur du Programme des Nations unies pour l'environnement (PNUE). 
La nomination doit être approuvée par l'Assemblée générale de l'ONU. M. Steiner doit succéder à son compatriote Klaus Toepfer le 15 juin pour un mandat de quatre ans, a affirmé un porte-parole de l'ONU. 

M. Steiner est directeur général de l'Union mondiale de la Conservation, qui regroupe plus 1000 membres, dont des Etats membres, des agences nationales et des ONG de 140 pays. 

"Il a travaillé au niveau de la racine et au niveau le plus haut de la prise de décision sur le plan international, pour traiter des sujets liés à la durabilité environnementale, à l'équité sociale et au développement économique", a indiqué le porte-parole. 

M. Toepfer a décidé de ne pas poursuivre un troisième mandat à la tête de l'agence onusienne dans la protection de l'environnement. Il a été ministre allemand de l'Environnement avant d'assumer les fonctions onusiennes.

____________________________________________________________________________

Deccan Herald (India): Achim Steiner to be next Executive Director of UNEP

[also on Zee News, New Kerala]

16.3.2006

Steiner, who has been nominated by Secretary-General Kofi Annan, is expected to be elected to a four-year term by the General Assembly.
The head of the world's largest environmental network Achim Steiner will succeed Klaus Toepfer as the next Executive Director of the United Nations Environment Programme. 

Steiner, who has been nominated by Secretary-General Kofi Annan, is expected to be elected to a four-year term by the General Assembly. 
Steiner, a German national, is the Director-General of the World Conservation Union (IUCN) which has over 1,000 members that include states, government agencies and non-governmental organizations in 140 countries. 

He has worked both at grassroots and at the highest levels of international policy-making to address the connections between environmental sustainability, social equity and economic development, a spokesman for Annan said. 

Prior to his assumption of the directorship of the Conservation Union in 2001, Steiner served as head of the World Commission on Dams, the chief technical advisor of a programme for sustainable management of Mekong River watersheds and as Senior Policy Advisor of IUCN's Global Policy Unit, where he developed partnerships between the environmental community, the World Bank and the UN system. 

Toepfer, who has decided not to seek a third four-year term, began work as UNEP chief in February 1998. During his tenure the Programme was restructured into five priority areas: environmental assessment and early warning, development of policy instruments, enhanced coordination with environmental conventions, technology transfer and support to Africa. 
_____________________________________________________________________________

ARD: Töpfer verabschiedet sich von UN-Umweltprogramm
16.3.2006
Rückschau auf acht Jahre 
Von Wim Dohrenbusch, ARD-Hörfunkstudio Nairobi

Nach acht Jahren an der Spitze des UN-Umweltprogramms und als Chef am Standort Nairobi hat Klaus Töpfer Abschied genommen. Als er im Februar 1998 nach Nairobi kam, lag die afrikanische UN-Zweigstelle im Dornröschenschlaf. In New York gab es Pläne zur Schließung, doch Töpfer räumte auf und baute die Unep zu einer schlagkräftigen und weltweit anerkannten Organisation um. "Das zeigen mir die Reaktionen von Regierungen, auch die Verbindungen zu den nicht Regierungsorganisationen, auch zur privaten Wirtschaft, dass wir wieder ernst genommen werden", sagt Töpfer. "Dass man heute bewusst sagen kann, ohne ins Schwärmen zu kommen: Wir stehen am Beginn einer Renaissance der Umweltpolitik."

Heute beherbergt der UN-Komplex 3000 Mitarbeiter, die in fast zwei Dutzend Organisationen auf dem Kontinent im Einsatz sind. Beeindruckt zeigte sich auch Ex-Bundeskanzler Gerhard Schröder bei seinem Kenia-Besuch vor zwei Jahren: "Das gibt mir die Gelegenheit, die Arbeit von Klaus Töpfer wirklich von Herzen zu würdigen, und zwar als eine außerordentlich erfolgreiche Arbeit. Klaus Töpfer hat dafür gesorgt, dass dieser Standort der Vereinten Nationen dauerhaft gesichert ist, dass er wachsen kann."

Engagement für Kyoto-Protokoll

Nicht zuletzt Töpfer ist es zu verdanken, dass nach endlosem Tauziehen das Klimaschutz-Abkommen von Kyoto im letzten Jahr in Kraft treten konnte. Mit dem rasanten Wachstum von Entwicklungsländern wie China, Indien, Brasilien oder Südafrika nehme der Energie-Hunger dramatisch zu, warnt der ehemalige CDU-Bundesumweltminister. Umweltschutz werde deshalb immer mehr ein wirtschaftliches Thema, so Töpfer: "Also ist es auch ein Gebot ökonomischer Vernunft, alles daran zu setzen, um das Angebot an Energieträgern zu erweitern. Und genauso ist es auf der Nachfrageseite. Wir müssen alles daransetzen, um die Effizienz in der Nutzung von Energie deutlich zu erhöhen."

Auswirkungen des Klimawandels vor der Tür

Das gilt vor allem für Afrika. Die Folgen des Klimawandels und die Notwendigkeit vom Umweltschutz erlebte Töpfer praktisch vor seiner Haustür: "Wenn sie zwei Stunden mit dem Auto fahren, sind sie in der Mitte einer unglaublichen Trockenheit, einer Hungersnot. Menschen sterben. Wir sehen, dass das unglaublich viel zu tun hat mit der Übernutzung der Natur, mit der Abholzung, mit der Beseitigung von Feuchtgebieten, mit Erosion und vielem anderen."

Seinem Nachfolger hinterlässt der UN-Direktor ein geordnetes Haus, aber auch einen Berg an Arbeit. Töpfer selbst wird wahrscheinlich wissenschaftlich weiter arbeiten, vielleicht ein Buch schreiben. Dem Umweltschutz wird er auf jeden Fall als globale Instanz erhalten bleiben.

____________________________________________________________________________

Le Monde:Explosion démographique, pollution et agriculture intensive menacent la ressource
15.03.06 

Polluée, gaspillée, surexploitée : l'eau douce est traitée comme une ressource inépuisable. Elle est abondante, il est vrai. Mais, au moment où la communauté internationale se penche, à Mexico, sur la question de l'accès à l'eau potable et à l'assainissement dans les pays en voie de développement, les signes d'une crise de la ressource elle-même s'accumulent.

Toutes les régions du monde ne sont pas concernées : l'eau douce est très inégalement répartie sur terre. Le Canada, l'Amérique du Sud, l'Océanie, l'Europe du Nord, l'Afrique équatoriale sont copieusement arrosés. Au contraire un "triangle de la soif" relie Gibraltar, la Corne de l'Afrique et le Pakistan, selon l'expression de Loïc Fauchon, président du Conseil mondial de l'eau (CME).
C'est la relation entre le nombre d'habitants et les eaux s'écoulant dans les fleuves et les rivières, ou stockées dans les cavités souterraines, qui détermine le "stress hydrique" et les risques de pénurie.

Ainsi, 60 % des habitants de la planète vivent en Asie, qui ne détient que le tiers des réserves d'eau. Tandis que l'Amérique du Sud détient le quart des réserves mondiales d'eau et n'accueille que 6 % de la population.

Pour tous, une certitude : l'explosion démographique en cours renforce la pression sur les ressources en eau de la planète. Dans vingt ans, 8 milliards d'habitants devront se partager les mêmes réserves. En polluant les eaux douces, les activités humaines augmentent encore les risques de raréfaction. Selon le Programme des Nations unies pour l'environnement (PNUE), "la première étude mondiale sur le débit des cours d'eau montre la fragmentation accrue des bassins hydrographiques, conséquence des barrages et autres moyens de retenue des courants. Les cascades, les rapides, la végétation riveraine et les zones humides sont tous menacés par cet endiguement".
CONCURRENCE ENTRE USAGERS
De plus, "les mesures sur la biodiversité et la pollution des eaux douces, telles que la demande biochimique en oxygène et la teneur en eau des nitrates" mettent en évidence "une détérioration continue de nombreux écosystèmes d'eau douce", selon le PNUE.

L'agriculture intensive est en cause, tout comme l'évacuation des eaux usées domestiques vers le milieu naturel sans aucun traitement. Selon le CME, le pourcentage d'eaux usées réellement traitées avant le retour au milieu naturel s'élève à moins de 10 % en Afrique, 14 % en Amérique latine et dans les Caraïbes, 25 % en Asie, 66 % en Europe et 90 % en Amérique du Nord.

Cette raréfaction de la ressource implique une augmentation des coûts d'exploitation et de traitement pour l'approvisionnement en eau potable. Elle entraîne aussi une dépendance accrue vis-à-vis de l'eau souterraine, exploitée sans tenir compte de son rythme de renouvellement, extrêmement lent. Des techniques d'approvisionnement alternatives, comme la désalinisation des eaux salées, la réutilisation des eaux usées, la récupération des eaux de pluie, se développent.

Dans ce contexte, la concurrence entre les différents usagers - ménages, industriels, agriculteurs - et le débat sur une meilleure utilisation et une juste tarification de l'eau iront croissant. Pour l'heure, le gaspillage se poursuit. La moyenne des pertes enregistrées dans le monde à cause de fuites dans les réseaux de distribution s'élève à 50 %.

L'agriculture dépense également sans compter. Il faut environ 3 000 litres d'eau par personne pour produire une ration alimentaire quotidienne. 40 % de l'alimentation mondiale est produite par des systèmes d'agriculture irriguée. Or 20 % à 60 % de l'eau prélevée s'évaporent pendant l'opération.

Pourtant, l'irrigation doit encore se développer, car, selon les Nations unies, la population mondiale aura besoin de 55 % de nourriture en plus en 2030. Déjà 13 % de la population mondiale, soit 850 millions de personnes qui vivent essentiellement en milieu rural, ne mangent pas à leur faim. Or la maîtrise de l'eau pour les cultures constitue la meilleure réponse à cette situation. 

____________________________________________________________________________

Kenya Times: Now task force appointed to phase out leaded fuel 
By MARK OLOO 

16.3.2006


A TASK force has been set up to hasten the phasing out of leaded fuel in the market, acting Energy minister Henry Obwocha has said. 

Through the committee, the minister said, the government expects to completely phase out the product by June this year. 

Addressing journalists at the end of a petroleum seminar in Nairobi yesterday, Obwocha said the committed was operating under the Kenya Pipe Corporation. 

The minister noted that his ministry was committed to putting the country on track for a full phase-out of the product as soon as practically possible. 

Currently, only four per cent of the motor fuels sold in Kenya are unleaded. 

He said the government had so far achieved substantial progress on this front and that the change over was almost done. 

Kenya Shell was the first company to launch the new differentiated fuel product, dubbed the Unleaded Extra Fuel Product. 

Kenya’s resolve will have impacts beyond its borders as the country is an exporter of fuel in East Africa. 

Currently just four per cent of the motor fuels sold in Kenya are unleaded. 

Kenya’s announcement will have impacts beyond its borders as the country is an exporter of fuel in East Africa. 

The country’s resolve to get rid of the leaded fuel is expected to have impacts in the region as Kenya is an exporter of fuel in East Africa. 

Over half of all petrol sold in Sub-Saharan Africa is now unleaded. 

According to United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP), over 12 countries with refineries have committed to lead phase-out. 

Nine countries including Cape Verde, Ethiopia, Eritrea, Ghana (refiner), Mauritania, Mauritius, Nigeria (refiner), Rwanda, and Sudan (refiner) have already switched entirely to unleaded fuel. 

_____________________________________________________________________________

China Business News Online Develop and be dammed - China to build on virgin river

By David Stanway 

15.3.2006
 
The International Day of Action Against Dams fell on Tuesday. Interfax marks the occasion with a special report on the current state of play in China's hydropower industry.

 Most experts agree that the construction of 13 dams on the Salween, one of China's last untouched rivers, will begin soon. The river, which emerges from the Himalayas and wriggles its way through more than a hundred kilometers of spectacular canyons, several struggling conurbations and dozens of remote rural settlements before leaving China via Yunnan Province, is regarded as a "test case" for the future development of hydropower in China, and for the much-vaunted new regulatory structure for large dams and reservoirs in the country. 

Although the project was suspended in 2004, powerful voices in the Chinese power industry are pushing for the go-ahead to be given. Former Three Gorges chief Lu Youmei said earlier this year that construction should start as soon as possible. Meanwhile, China's Minister of Water Resources, Wang Shucheng, told reporters last week that four less controversial dams could be launched first, while the more contentious ones could be postponed pending further research.

"All the indications we are getting suggest that permission will be given for the first four projects," Aviva Imhof, Campaigns Director of the International Rivers Network, told Interfax. "And the other projects will get built eventually." The Salween, known in China as the Nu (meaning "Angry") River, has become a cause celebre for a number of NGOs and pressure groups in China and overseas. The fate of the region's fragile ecology, as well as a number of isolated ethnic minority communities, is thought to hang in the balance. As required by law, an environmental impact assessment was conducted in the area, but it has been designated a "state secret" because of the implications for downstream countries.

The expansion of hydropower capacity has been an emotive subject in China for some time. In 1992, the proposal to construct the world's highest dam at the Three Gorges on the Yangtze River was greeted with unprecedented levels of opposition at the National People's Congress (NPC), with many of the normally quiescent delegates roused by a decade of fierce popular opposition to a project that many believed would cost the earth, lead to catastrophic environmental changes and force over a million rural people from their homes.

Eventually, the project's chief backer, Premier Li Peng, pushed the project through with 1,767 NPC delegates in favor and 177 voting against and 644 abstaining. Since construction got underway in 1994, legions of seismological, engineering, environmental, biological, meteorological, archaeological and even military experts have been employed by the project to ensure that the construction of the dam went smoothly and the direst predictions of disaster did not come to pass. By May this year, the main construction on the 185-m dam will have been completed, and all 26 turbines will be generating power by 2008, a year ahead of schedule.

The occasional embezzlement of funds, the fate of over a million migrants, the costs of pollution in the Yangtze and the erosion of the river's frail banks have been among some of the major challenges faced by the constructors. By now, they say that despite one or two setbacks, the challenges have all been overcome.

But it has not just been the Three Gorges and the Yangtze River. One expert, Chen Guojie of the China Academy of Sciences, has compared China's "hydropower fever" to the rampant construction of ramshackle iron smelters during the Great Leap Forward, and he told Interfax that the problem is not merely confined to the damp and fertile southwest.

Developers have been racing to take over the rivers of Guizhou, Guangxi, Sichuan and Yunnan in what has been described by critics as a new "enclosure" movement, but even in the achingly arid northwest, where the trickle of the Yellow River provides the only life support for thousands of poor villages, the local authorities are still approving plans to construct several massive hydroelectric plants, including what will become the river's largest at the Laxiwa Gorge in Qinghai Province.

Remote Tibet is next on the list, with the virgin Brahmaputra thought to be capable of supporting as much as 100,000 MW in capacity.

Reservoirs have been impounded on the Yangtze River and most of its tributaries, on the Mekong in the semi-tropical border areas of Yunnan, and as well as the Salween, controversial plans are also underway to construct a hydropower project at the Tiger Leaping Gorge in northern Yunnan.

Despite the opposition, Beijing insists that the "trade-offs" are necessary, and that a system is already in place to protect the rights of the thousands who have found themselves dispossessed and impoverished during the course of development. Senior officials say that they are learning how to better ensure the interests of local people and how to protect the fragile ecosystems in the region. They point to groundbreaking legislation by the State Environmental Protection Administration (SEPA) to guarantee that those interests are taken into account.

Indeed, fourteen years after the Three Gorges Project was first approved, China's leadership used the latest NPC session to insist that a sea-change had taken place in China's economic development model. The latest Five-Year Plan was said to mark the switch from the "first get rich" era to a more sustainable, measured and environmentally-friendly age. Meanwhile, in his opening speech, Li Peng's successor as Premier, Wen Jiabao, called for "a new road to industrialization".

China's potential hydropower capacity is the biggest in the world. A recent government survey put the figure at around 700,000 MW, 400,000 MW of which was deemed commercially viable. The government, still desperate to find the energy to fuel its growth and keen, at the same time, to avoid pumping even more greenhouse emissions into its already polluted atmosphere, has approved a massive new batch of dams and reservoirs along all of its major rivers.

According to the United Nations Environment Program, China already contains 46% of the world's total dams. China, however, hints at western hypocrisy by saying that hydropower in Europe has already reached around 80% of total potential capacity. "Only 20% of China's hydropower has been developed," said Wang Yuan, the head of the Sichuan Energy Bureau, "compared to 60-70% in the US. In Sichuan, only about 10% [of potential capacity] had been developed by the end of 2004." Officials also point to power shortages, with the problems in Sichuan itself being particularly severe. Developing energy capacity was one of the major elements of the strategy to boost economic growth in western regions. The West-East Power Transmission Project, for instance, concentrated in its first phase on boosting hydropower capacity in the southwest in order to guarantee electricity consumption in the prosperous southeastern coast.

The human impact Twenty-three million rural people in China have been moved from their land as a result of dam construction and reservoir impoundment, according to official figures released in the middle of last year by the Ministry of Water Resources. Furthermore, said Tang Chuanli of the MWR's Resettlement Bureau, a third of them still had not reached a basic standard of living.

"The global experience with dam construction is that it does not bring development to local communities," said Aviva Imhof, Campaigns Director at the International Rivers Network. Citing experiences at the Three Gorges Dam and the Manwan hydropower station in Yunnan Province, she said that it was "naive to believe that these dams will bring benefits to local people." It has been widely acknowledged, even by senior government figures, that the "trade-off" involved in the construction of dams and reservoirs has been less than balanced. State Council secretary Hua Jianmin even suggested last year that the price of hydroelectricity be raised in order to better compensate evicted farmers. Meanwhile, in a recent report by academics attached to the Chinese Communist Party, it was shown that in northwestern China, the communities forced to make way for reservoirs on the upstream of the Yellow River were considerably worse off than before. The report made familiar reading. Thousands of people had been forced to abandon their relatively fertile riverside farms and resettle on lower quality land.

At the Three Gorges, government figures state that more than a million people have been shifted from the banks of the Yangtze to face uncertain prospects in less fertile land further upstream, or, at best, to take up menial jobs in urban regions as far afield as Shanghai. Some experts say that the real figure is much higher than that, and could reach as many as 2 mln once the project is completed and the depth of the reservoir water reaches 175 m in 2008.

Meanwhile, at the Manwan hydropower station in Yunnan Province, thousands of uneducated farmers were left landless and impoverished, forced to try their luck in tenement slums in nearby urban centers with only a lump-sum payment of RMB 3,000 (USD 373) and an annual gratuity of RMB 400 (USD 49.69) to sustain them, according to Chinese media reports.

In 2004, at Pubugou in Sichuan, almost the whole population of Hanyuan County rose against the local government, which stood accused of colluding with a national hydropower giant to minimize compensation payments. It is a common phenomenon, experts say. Chen Guojie of the China Academy of Sciences pointed out that "some officials just work for their own benefit while making the support of poor people an excuse for the construction." All in all, however, the government says that the majority actually benefit from construction. Without hydropower, say officials, it would be significantly more difficult to develop industry in areas like Xishuangbanna or the Nu River Prefecture in Yunnan Province.

Chen Guojie is skeptical. "Farmlands are flooded by hydropower construction, and farmers get very small amounts of compensation," he said. "But we sometimes find that industry cannot be developed near the construction sites, which make it impossible to raise the living standards of local people." With many experts are predicting a power surplus after the waves of capacity expansion over the last three years, the World Bank, among others, is predicting major financial losses might hit Chinese power plants in the coming years. If that is the case, hydropower plants might not be capable of operating at full capacity, and their contribution to local communities will be reduced still further.

The environmental impact An official surnamed Yin with the Yunnan Development and Reform Commission told Interfax that hydropower construction had been improved in recent years, especially after the project approval system was changed last year. The rules made it clear that hydropower plants should not begin construction until they have received the go-ahead from all related government bureaus, including the ministries of Land and Resources and Water Resources, SEPA, and the government institutions responsible for the relocation of migrants.

However, Chen Guojie believes that China.s hydropower development remains chaotic. He also noted that it was not just large-scale projects in western China that caused the most problems.

"We might have thought that most of the problems take place in hydropower construction in western China, but construction in eastern areas is also dissatisfactory," he said. "And the problems are more serious with some small projects, as the local government is focused merely on the economic benefits while neglecting the negative impact on the local environment." The problems of small hydropower have been especially evident on the Min River in Sichuan, where the rampant growth of unregulated paper mills and smelters, supported by dozens of small hydropower plants, has led to pollution, silt build-ups and water shortages.

According to Chen, many hydropower projects have been set up without regard to the environmental consequences, leading to serious ecological damage. "When the water flow is cut by the construction of dams, species of fish may go extinct," he said.

"As too many projects have been built on the Yangtze River, the amount of water in some regions will be reduced. Cities like Shanghai, which is located at the mouth of the Yangtze, will be affected by the lower water volume. Reverse flow of seawater may be seen in Shanghai in 10 to 20 years, if the excessive construction goes on," Chen said.

The Yellow River has repeatedly failed to reach the coast in the last three decades as a result of overdevelopment.

"Construction of most dam projects in the country has not been done in line with the Environmental Impact Assessment [EIA] Law," said Li Dun, a professor with Qinghua University in Beijing. Li referred to the collusion between the environment appraisal organizations and construction companies. "As a result [of the collusion], improper construction has caused great negative impact to the local environment and the lives of local residents." Fan Xiao, a hydropower expert based in Sichuan Province, concurs, noting that the people staffing the environmental appraisal bodies are almost invariably ex-hydropower officials.

The recent environment appraisal regulations suggest that the central government is paying more attention to the issue, but it is still hard to predict whether or not Beijing can implement the policies effectively, said Li.

Like most experts, Li said that dam construction could be improved by a more transparent information disclosure system and by allowing the public to join the decision-making process. He suggested that an "accountability system" should be set up for all officials involved.

"Some credit has to be given to the government for recognizing environmental issues," said Aviva Imhof of the International Rivers Network. However, even the proper implementation of the Environmental Impact Assessment Law might not be enough, she noted. "The [new] laws are an incredible advance for China in terms of requiring hearings and EIAs," she said, but "our experience in other countries is that EIAs don't make much difference." The reports tend to be "rubber-stamping devices", she said, with the assessors likely to have vested interests in approving the project.

"They will never be given another contract [by the hydropower companies] if they reject it." Fan Xiao also told Interfax that most of the environmental assessment organizations in China were often mere appendages of the hydropower companies.

Ma Jun, an environment expert and the author of China's Water Crisis, said that "China has seen some improvement in dam construction in terms of environmental protection in recent years, but there is still a long way to go," said Ma.

"Improper construction plans have changed the ecological situation of rivers, leading to the submerging of land, the cutting-off of water supplies and even flooding. In some cases, it also destroys scenery, such as the proposed project in Tiger Leaping Gorge," said Ma.

More than 80,000 residents at the Tiger Leaping Gorge could be another factor to take into account for the industrial project, Ma added.

Moreover, the large-scale hydropower development in the southwestern regions in the country has also raised the likelihood of safety problems, with seismic activity and subsidence expected to rise, said Ma. 

Construction set to continue China's hydropower history has been problematic because there has been no good way to stop. The Sanmenxia project is a case in point, with the dam requiring decades of corrective construction and even a complete overhaul in 1969, leading some experts to recommend that it be decommissioned.

The Three Gorges Project Corporation has already started constructing the Xiluodu hydropower station on the Yangtze's upstream, part of a number of dams and hydropower plants that are designed in part to reduce the silt pressures on the Three Gorges Dam. Furthermore, the construction of the Tiger Leaping Gorge Dam is thought by some experts to buttress the flood prevention facilities of the Three Gorges reservoir.

While China's more measured approach to economic growth, outlined in the latest Five-Year Plan, is likely to lead to greater oversight, it is unlikely to slow down the pace of construction.

Fan Xiao, the Sichuan-based geologist, has told Interfax that the current rounds of construction, particularly in the remote Sichuan county of Liangshan, where 40,000 MW of capacity is expected to be completed in the next fifteen years, has nothing to do with power shortages and more to do with economic growth figures and the prestige of local officials.

There is no end in sight, with hydropower viewed by elements of the central government, by the leaders of the country's state-owned power firms, and by local governments, as the quickest and easiest way to jump-start the local economy. As NDRC vice-director Zhang Guobao said last year, despite the opposition, construction will continue.
_____________________________________________________________________________

El Universal (Mexico): Descarta Semarnat que Foro busque privatizar agua

[also in Milenio Guadalajara, La Cronica de Hoy, ...]

15.3.2006

Aclara el secretario José Luis Luege que el Consejo Mundial del Agua es un organismo no gubernamental que no responde a ningún interés de carácter privado
El secretario de Medio Ambiente y Recursos Naturales, José Luis Luege Tamargo, negó que haya alguna intencionalidad de promover una política privatizadora en el IV Foro Mundial del Agua, que mañana se inaugura en la ciudad de México.

En conferencia de prensa y acompañado por el subsecretario de Fomento y Normatividad Ambiental, José Ramón Ardavín Ituarte, el funcionario aclaró que el Consejo Mundial del Agua es un organismo no gubernamental que no responde a ningún interés de carácter privado.

Además, dijo, está constituido en su mayoría por Organizaciones no Gubernamentales, especialistas y académicos en materia de agua, y de organismos como las organizaciones Mundial de la Salud (OMS) , de las Naciones Unidas para la Agricultura y la Alimentación (FAO) y del Programa de Naciones Unidas para el Medio Ambiente (PNUMA) .

Luege Tamargo, quien encabezará la reunión de ministros en ese encuentro internacional, puntualizó que esos señalamientos surgieron de opiniones contra la realización de ese foro en el que participarán más de 300 organizaciones de la sociedad civil, y un reducido número de empresarios.

Para México, dijo el funcionario federal, el tema del IV Foro Mundial del Agua es de gran interés, porque esa materia y el bosque son las estrategias fundamentales de la política ambiental del presidente Vicente Fox.

Informó que desde el año 2000 se estableció la Cruzada Nacional por el Bosque y el Agua, con la idea de juntar esos dos factores que son fundamentales para tener calidad y recursos hidráulicos.

“ Si no tenemos bosques, si no hay calidad en nuestros bosques y si perdemos suelos, entonces no vamos a tener agua ” , advirtió, al insistir que la política de este gobierno es contemplar una visión integral en materia hídrica.

Mencionó que el agua es un derecho fundamental de las personas garantizado en la Constitución Mexicana, y es una obligación del Estado garantizar el acceso tanto en calidad como en cantidad del vital líquido para los habitantes.

De acuerdo con la Carta Magna, en su Artículo 115, la distribución, potabilización y el saneamiento de las aguas es una facultad de los municipios, y por ello son los gobiernos locales los que determinan los sistemas operadores de agua.

En México, dijo, hay sistemas operadores municipales públicos, así como concesionados y mixtos, donde no intervienen la Comisión Nacional del Agua, ni el gobierno federal, pues la obligación de las autoridades es brindar una política de apoyo, de financiamiento, de tecnificación, y buscar mejor eficiencia en el uso del agua.

A su vez, el subsecretario José Ramón Ardavín, informó que en el IV Foro Mundial del Agua, que concluirá el próximo 22 de marzo, participan 300 organizaciones de la sociedad civil, representantes de más de 130 países, 74 ministros de medio ambiente y dos viceministros.

Asimismo, asistirán el príncipe heredero del trono de Japón, Naruhito; el príncipe heredero de Holanda Guillermo Alejandro; y el primer ministro de Marruecos, Driss Jetu.

_____________________________________________________________________________

Monsters and Critics:  Hunger grips the Horn
By Jason Motlagh
15.3.2006
WASHINGTON, DC, United States (UPI) -- Famine -- on a massive scale -- threatens millions if the international community fails to react fast enough to one of the worst droughts ever to grip the Horn of Africa. United Nations officials and aid workers concede, however, that relief work in the region has rarely been more difficult. 

The head of the U.N. World Food Program, James Morris, warned earlier this week that more than 20 million people across Kenya, Somalia, Ethiopia, Eritrea and Tanzania are on the verge of famine in what he called the worst conditions in his experience. He said WFP food banks were dangerously low and asserted the death toll will soar unless sufficient funding is received. 

Morris` assessment was reiterated by Omar Abdul Haili, an International Committee of the Red Cross relief coordinator on the ground in southern Somalia, who told the BBC that hundreds of thousands of people could die if they don`t get food in the next two months, adding: \'I`ve never seen it this bad.\'

Recent reports from the aid group Oxfam attest the situation is so grave there that some Somali children have resorted to drinking their own urine. 

The causes of the brewing crisis are complex, but global warming and deforestation head the list. The resulting steady decrease in rainfall that has afflicted the region over the past decade has led to slim harvests, water shortages and, in some areas, killed more than 80 percent of pastoralist livestock that depend on fertile grasslands for sustenance. 

According to the Famine Early Warning Systems Network, a U.S.-funded program to predict and manage food insecurity, the situation is most severe in southern Somalia where an estimated 1.4 million people are in urgent need of humanitarian aid. The FEWS Net report said that an additional 400,000 refugees whose livelihoods depend on menial farm work and social support are also at serious risk. 

But while Somalia is at the epicenter of the crisis, chronic instability in the absence of a functioning government, aid piracy and attacks on relief workers, and a general sense of apathy abroad in the wake of past interventions conspire to delay or altogether foil efforts to beat hunger. 

Somalia, which has been without a central government for 15 years, is still riven by warring clans that have carved the country into rival fiefdoms, shattered infrastructure and blocked campaigns to deliver food aid and relief supplies. 

The barren nation of 7 million has been at war with itself since the 1991 ouster of former military leader Mohamed Siad Barre. A U.S.-led U.N. humanitarian mission to restore order two years later backfired when a meeting of clan elders was bombed, plunging the capital, Mogadishu, into chaos. The street violence that followed took the lives of 18 U.S. servicemen and ended in a full withdrawal. To date, Western reluctance to get involved in the affairs of what governments deem to be failed or dysfunctional states on the continent is linked to a so-called \'Somalia syndrome.\'

The crisis in Somalia is in some ways reminiscent of the 1984-85 Ethiopian famine that claimed nearly one million people; the West was slow to react when a drought emergency was declared, while the Ethiopian government spent its money on civil war.

An interim Somali government was formed in 2004, but leaders have been unable to work together, leaving power with a handful of hostile warlords who have kept the country awash with guns.

Lawlessness has allowed piracy to flourish in Somalia`s shark-infested coastal waters, which have become among the world`s most dangerous. Between March 2005 and late January 2006 there were more than 34 pirate attacks on commercial vessels, including two separate raids on WFP ships delivering food aid, according to the International Maritime Board. 

After the second incident, in which a two-month supply of rice intended for Somali victims of the Asian tsunami was held for 100 days, the WFP opined the lack of authority in the country, calling \'upon the community leaders, politicians and members of civil society... to intervene to end this ordeal peacefully, and no longer to stand passively by.\'

In a March 1 report to the U.N. Security Council, Secretary-General Kofi Annan said the threat of piracy has forced the WFP to re-route much of its relief supplies overland to southern Somali through Kenya -- at far greater cost. But difficulties persist on land as they do at sea; most key roads that cross the country are in disrepair or have been destroyed by fighting, and banditry is rife nearly everywhere. 

Dozens of relief workers have also been kidnapped, targeted by gunmen or killed by stray bullets.

Front-line humanitarian organization Medicins Sans Frontiers has been working in Somalia since 1991, but teams have been forced to temporarily, and at times, permanently evacuate areas due to the volatile state of security. 

MSF mission head Colin McIlreavy said there is \'no question about the need for humanitarian aid because Somalia has some of the worst health indicators in the world... But the needs have to be weighed up against the risk to our staff.\' Just two weeks ago, a U.N. Children`s Fund staff member was released after being abducted by armed men in the south.

Despite the many risks involved in gaining access to the desperate, officials insist that acute food shortages will continue to plague Somalia and the region at large unless environmental woes are dealt with.

\'We face a full-scale famine,\' Klaus Toepfer, executive director of the United Nations Environment Program, was quoted by the U.N. news agency. \'We must feed and get water to the needy, but unless we tackle the root causes -- namely the damage of the peoples` natural or nature capital -- the problem will return again and again.\'

___________________________________________________________________________

Toronto Star: Blue box: At 25 years old, how is it doing?

DENNIS DARBY

16.3.2006

Ontario's ubiquitous blue box is — can you believe it — 25 years old. An entire generation has grown up with the blue box as a part of the family. For millions of people in Ontario, recycling has become as routine as brushing teeth and shovelling the driveway.
The blue box is about diverting from landfill the natural resources we use to make consumer products and packaging so they can be recycled into a plethora of new products. 

Recycling decreases demand for new raw materials, slows down demand for landfill space, saves energy and reduces greenhouse gases.

In its 25th year, we can celebrate the blue box program as a made-in-Ontario solution to reducing waste. 

Perhaps more significantly, we can embrace its untapped potential to make a greater contribution to our environment. 

The blue box was invented in 1981 by a coalition of strange bedfellows comprising environmental, beverage and waste industry innovators.

Intrigued by a handful of small, but successful voluntary recycling programs that picked up articles for reuse at individual houses, they persuaded the city of Kitchener to try a pilot project to collect a basic set of recyclables from householders at curbsides. They needed a container to hold the materials — and the blue box was born. 

Over the next 10 years, the blue box swept the province, with Ontarians embracing the idea of doing their part for the environment. 

Delegations from around the globe converged on Ontario to see how the system worked and learn how they could launch similar programs.

In 1989, Ontario's blue box system won the first-ever United Nations Environment Award for its unique contribution to fighting pollution.

Today, almost all of Ontario's 4.6 million households have access to recycling systems whether they are curbside collection, apartment bins or municipal drop-off depots.

Each year in Ontario, we recycle more. Between 1996 and 2003, the amount of recyclables recovered increased by 47 per cent, outstripping population growth by 27 per cent. 

In 2004, we recycled nearly 824,000 tonnes of material, representing about 55 per cent of the 1.5 million tonnes of printed paper and packaging estimated to be generated within Ontario households. 

Ontario's environment ministry has a target of 60 per cent diversion by 2008, a target we hope to reach and exceed. 

Part of the reason for the success of the blue box program in Ontario is a cost-sharing arrangement between industry and municipalities. 

Companies producing packaging and printed paper that are managed in the municipal waste system pay annual fees to an organization called Stewardship Ontario. 

The fees are based on the amount and type of material introduced into the marketplace. Stewardship Ontario then distributes the money (some $81 million so far) directly to provincial municipalities and organizations that operate blue box programs.

Today, municipalities and industry work as partners, looking for ways to make the entire collection and processing system more cost-effective. 

A program Stewardship Ontario oversees called the Effectiveness and Efficiency (E&E) Fund allows municipalities to conduct projects to help reduce the cost of recycling programs, to increase recycling rates and to find "best practices" in residential recycling. 

The results of key projects are available broadly through another innovation called the Stewardship Ontario Knowledge Network, an online, interactive website that allows municipal waste managers to find information and ideas on how to operate better programs for their communities. 

Since the E&E fund was launched in July 2004, about $6.9 million has been committed to 46 municipal projects. It's safe to say that at age 25, Ontario's blue box program is here to stay. And, while it has accomplished a great deal, it's also fair to say there is more work to do. 

We must increase overall recycling rates — particularly in apartment complexes, in offices and in public spaces. We must broaden markets for blue box materials to stabilize revenue sources for municipalities to help cover program costs.

We must continue to identify ways to improve cost efficiencies in recycling programs across the province.  But the bigger picture is that the blue box is the catalyst for broader programs that address diversion for other types of consumer products and packaging waste. While we can be justifiably proud of our blue box program in Ontario, the fact is it is just the beginning.
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
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Other Environment News

Reuters: U.N. Meeting to Try to Slow Species Loss
15.3.2006 
A U.N. environmental meeting in Brazil from March 20-31 will review a world goal of slowing a drastic acceleration of the loss of animal and plant species by 2010. 

Following are facts about species loss and the meeting of the Convention on Biological Diversity in Curitiba, southern Brazil: 

* Scientists say no one has a good idea about how many species -- from algae to elephants -- live on earth. Recent estimates range from five to 100 million. 

* Extinction is a natural process but human activities -- expanding cities, pollution, deforestation, global warming blamed on burning of fossil fuels or the introduction of "invasive species" -- are dramatically accelerating the rate. 

* World leaders agreed at a 2002 U.N. summit in Johannesburg to "achieve by 2010 a significant reduction of the current rate of biodiversity loss at the global, regional and national level as a contribution to poverty alleviation and to the benefit of all life on earth." 

* A global "Red List" of endangered species has documented 844 extinctions since 1500, from the flightless dodo to the Golden Toad of Costa Rica. But experts believe the real number is far higher and that the planet may be facing one of the biggest waves of extinctions since the dinosaurs. 

* More than 100 environment ministers will attend the final days of the Brazil meeting to discuss ways to safeguard the diversity of life on earth. Proposals include: 

-- Widening of protected areas, perhaps to include parts of the high seas, beyond national jurisdictions. About 12-13 percent of the world's land area is in protected areas but only about 0.5 percent of the seas. 

-- New international rules on sharing benefits from any genetic material used in "bio-products" such as pharmaceuticals or cosmetics. The rules would seek to encourage access to resources while ensuring that local communities gain a fair share of any wealth generated. 

-- A scheme to promote traditional foods and more diverse diets to combat hunger and diversity of farm production. 

-- An advance meeting in Curitiba this week is looking at rules on trade in genetically modified (GMO) foods. 

___________________________________________________________________________

Les Echos:  Les écologues s'imposent dans le paysage

16/03/06 
Les gestionnaires d'espaces naturels sollicitent les écologues pour améliorer la préservation de la biodiversité. L'agriculture et la ville sont leurs prochaines cibles.

« Nous sommes au balbutiement du génie écologique », reconnaît Thierry Dutoit. Comme ses collègues écologues, le chercheur a exposé à Paris, lors d'un récent colloque sur le rapport entre science et conservation, l'ampleur du défi de la biodiversité. Peu à peu, les scientifiques élaborent des outils pour répondre aux besoins des gestionnaires d'espaces naturels ou des « utilisateurs » de la nature. La complexité du fonctionnement des écosystèmes rend difficile l'identification des mécanismes qui provoquent les disparitions d'espèces sauvages. L'action de l'homme est toujours en première ligne, mais l'écologie en précise progressivement les sévices, et même les bienfaits. Car on découvre aujourd'hui que les paysages façonnés depuis des millénaires par l'humain peuvent gravement pâtir de la disparition de ce partenariat.
Sur le causse Méjean, en Lozère, la lutte entre l'invasion des pins et la déprise de l'élevage ovin a conduit l'équipe de Paul Caplat, du CNRS, à simuler plusieurs scénarios dans le cadre d'un programme européen. Ses résultats montrent que le meilleur cas pour la biodiversité et l'avenir socio-économique des éleveurs est celui d'une gestion raisonnée de la zone. Le pire à moyen terme serait l'abandon à la nature.

Plus bas vers le sud, au pic Saint-Loup, Clélia Sirami, du Centre d'écologie fonctionnelle et évolutive a analysé les données de vingt-cinq ans d'observation d'évolution de la biodiversité dans cette zone partagée entre les coupes de chênes verts, l'élevage et les cultures. Le recul de l'agriculture provoque là-bas une classique fermeture du paysage, les ligneux gagnent du terrain, la structure végétale s'homogénéise. En vingt-cinq ans, Clélia Sirami montre que sept espèces endémiques ont souffert de cette situation. Les communautés d'oiseaux forestiers progressent au contraire, comme l'alouette lulu. « Ce sont les changements d'utilisation des terres qui assurent le maintien de la biodiversité. Nous recommandons de préserver ces activités », explique le chercheur. Dans le cadre du programme Natura 2000, les gestionnaires de ces espaces envisagent donc l'installation d'un berger sur le piémont.

« Depuis la fin des années 1990, on se rend compte que la biodiversité peut tirer profit du pâturage », explique Muriel Tichit, agronome à l'Inra. Elle a simulé l'effet sur la dynamique des populations d'oiseaux de plusieurs stratégies de gestion des pâtures dans le Poitevin. En jouant sur la densité des bovins et les périodes de pâturage, les éleveurs peuvent améliorer la qualité de l'habitat de différentes espèces.


L'urbanisation, une chance

La préservation de la biodiversité peut parfois dépendre de peu de chose. Thierry Dutoit explique que la région d'Arles possède un écosystème original que l'agriculture intensive a failli tuer. Cette zone de végétation steppique, qui a connu trois mille ans de pâturage ovin, a subi après-guerre des cultures fruitières inadaptées au terrain qui se sont arrêtées dans les années 1980. Depuis, les espèces tolérantes au stress endémiques ont repris leur colonisation, mais à leur rythme lent de 1 mètre en dix ans. Les écologues ont trouvé qu'il suffit de laisser en place les galets qui remontent du sous-sol pour améliorer l'habitat des plantes fragiles. Une décision qui contredit une pratique séculaire d'épierrage.

Les écologues peuvent aussi prévenir ou amoindrir les perturbations d'un milieu menacé par un projet anthropique telle la construction d'une autoroute. C'est le cas étudié par Pierre Joly et son équipe qui ont axé leur travail sur la modélisation de la « rugosité » de l'habitat des amphibiens. A la demande d'une association, ils ont étudié le cas du point chaud de l'Isle Crémieux, un haut lieu de la biodiversité en Rhône-Alpes que l'autoroute A48 prévoit de traverser allégrement. Ce plateau fourmille de 80 étangs où se reproduit la rainette verte. Pour évaluer sa capacité de déplacement, ils ont attribué un coefficient à chaque obstacle (étang, prairie, route, haie...) avec pour résultat une carte de friction. Leurs travaux montrent une forte interconnexion des populations qui seraient donc fragilisées si l'autoroute détruit leurs communications.

Des scientifiques ont montré au contraire que le chantier de la ligne TGV Rhin-Rhône ne perturbera pas certaines niches écologiques fragiles sur son trajet. Réseau Ferré de France (RFF) a confié à l'association CPEPESC une étude d'impact sur la proximité d'une grande réserve de chauves-souris. Ses scientifiques ont suivi la vie de 17 individus de cette population et ont mesuré des rayons de chasse supérieurs à 50 kilomètres. RFF a adapté les passages à faune pour tenir compte des recommandations des ornithologues.

Les écologues s'intéressent aussi beaucoup au milieu urbain, qui n'est pas le désert qu'on pourrait croire. « Ce n'est pas un point chaud de biodiversité mais ce milieu est plus riche qu'un champ de betteraves », provoque Fabienne Van Rossum de l'université de Bruxelles.

Cette scientifique a évalué l'efficacité des corridors urbains à recréer artificiellement la continuité des milieux. Qu'ils soient des rivières, des parcs ou des bandes herbeuses, ces couloirs de biodiversité permettent de connecter différentes niches écologiques. Chez les insectes, ils augmentent les succès de la reproduction, limitent la consanguinité et augmentent les flux de gènes. La circulation des insectes et des oiseaux favorise aussi celle des pollens et donc de la végétation.

Pour certains, l'urbanisation est une chance pour la biodiversité, puisqu'elle concentre les populations et libère des espaces. Ses effets dépendent malgré tout de la forme qu'elle prend. Alex Baumel modélise le mitage inéluctable de la Côte d'Azur, qui sera recouverte de pavillons d'ici vingt ans pour loger son million d'habitants supplémentaires. Son travail laisse peu d'espoir sur l'avenir de la belle espèce endémique de la sabline de Provence, une fleur qui souffre d'une distribution « étroite » à cause de sa dépendance à un habitat très protégé dans les massifs calcaires.

Les ratés de l'écologie ne manquent pas non plus. Stéphanie Aviron de l'Agroscope dresse un bilan mitigé sur l'efficacité des surfaces de compensation introduites en 1993 par la Suisse. Ce système de gestion raisonnée des parcelles agricoles a manqué son objectif le plus ambitieux : la sauvegarde des espèces menacées.

_____________________________________________________________________________

Angola Press: Country To Present Biodiversity Experience In Brazil
15.3.2006

Angola`s experience on conservation of biodiversity and concerned publications will be presented at the 8th Conference on Biological Diversity scheduled for 20-31 March in Curitiba, Brazil. 

The information was released Wednesday in Luanda by the manager of the project on Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan (NBSAP), Vladimir Russo, who added Angola will be represented by a delegation headed by the minister of Urbanisation of Environment, Diakumpuna Sita José. 

In the first quarter of this year, the project published a book on the state of the marine biodiversity in Angola, and several brochures on environmental legislation and expects to launch in April a book on the biodiversity legislation in force in the country Angola is signatory of the convention and became part of it in 1998. 

Since then, the source said, actions have been carried out for the preservation and sustainable development of biodiversity.

The project is in its ending stage, after it was approved on 15 February during a national meeting that gathered more than 120 participants from all provinces of the country.

It comprises eight areas of priority intervention and has as its objective to incorporate in the policies and development programmes measures for the conservation and sustainable use of biological diversity and fair and equated distribution of the biological resources.

The NBSAP is a project of the Ministry of Urbanisation and Environment designed on funds from the UN Development Programme (UNDP) and World Fund for Environment.

It has also support from the Norwegian Agency for Development (NORAD). 
_____________________________________________________________________________

BBC: Tower of London on climate list 

By Richard Black

16.3.2006
UN experts are meeting to determine the risks which climate change poses to some of the world's special places. 
The UN's cultural and scientific wing Unesco says climate change threatens World Heritage Sites such as the Great Barrier Reef and the Tower of London. 

The two-day meeting aims to develop plans of action to mitigate the threat. 

Environmental groups want such action to include pledges to reduce emissions, but the US says Unesco has no authority to act on climate change. 

In a position paper issued in advance of the Paris meeting, the US says Unesco has no brief to consider anthropogenic climate change as a "threat" to protected sites because it is an unproven theory. 

Its position appears very different from that of the British government, which is funding the meeting. 

Four degrees of risk 
Under the World Heritage Convention, which Unesco oversees, member nations - and just about every country is a member - vow to protect World Heritage Sites wherever they are located. 

Over the last 18 months, environmental groups have lodged petitions with Unesco charging that four Sites are threatened by human emissions of greenhouse gases. 

They include: 

· Sagarmatha National Park in the Himalayas 

· the Belize Barrier Reef 

· Huascarán National Park in Peru 

· Waterton-Glacier International Peace Park on the US/Canada border 

Petitioners say the natural features of these areas, such as coral, glaciers and wildlife, are threatened by rising temperatures and ocean acidification. 

"Due to the effects of climate change, the Belize Barrier Reef can be compared to an eggshell," said Candy Gonzalez of the Belize Institute of Environmental Law and Policy (Belpo). 

"It is fragile and needs special care; losing the wonder and beauty of the Reef for future generations because of short-term gain and greed would be too painful to bear." 

But Unesco itself goes further. 

As well as adding Australia's Great Barrier Reef, Greenland's Ilulissat Ice Fjord, and Mount Kilimanjaro to the global list of threatened beauty spots, it also says that World Heritage Sites built by human hand are compromised by human emissions. 

Floods, it says, threaten the Tower of London and other sites in the UK capital as well as Venice, while the Great Mosques of Timbuktu and the prehistoric megalithic temples of Hagar Qim in Malta risk damage, perhaps even collapse, from desertification and changes to rainfall and temperature. 

'No remit' 
In the case of Sagarmatha, campaigners say global warming brings direct risks to the human population by increasing the risk of catastrophic flooding. 

"This meeting is very important for the people of Nepal, as well as for all the people of the world," said Prakash Sharma, director of Pro Public (Friends of the Earth Nepal). 

"I strongly believe the expert group will recommend all the necessary steps required to reduce the threat of glacier lake outburst floods and to protect the livelihoods of the Sherpa people." 

However, the US contends Unesco has no remit to take protective action unless the nation where the site under threat is located has consented to such action. 

So far, none of the countries involved has made such a declaration. 

The two-day meeting will propose a list of actions which should be put forward for adoption at the annual World Heritage Committee meeting, to be held this July in Vilnius. 

____________________________________________________________________________

Libération: L'accès à l'eau douce, une priorité pour l'ONU... et la planète
10.3.2006

A l'échelle de la planète, l'eau douce ne manque pas et, pourtant, trop de personnes n'y ont toujours pas accès. Mauvaise gestion, moyens limités et changements environnementaux provoquent cette situation injuste : 40 % de la population mondiale ne dispose pas d'un service d'assainissement de l'eau. A six jours du 4e Forum mondial de l'eau, qui se tiendra à Mexico du 16 au 22 mars, les Nations unies publient leur deuxième rapport mondial sur le sujet. Réalisé par 24 agences de l'ONU, il établit que les ressources en eau douce sont aujourd'hui une grande priorité : la consommation en eau a été multipliée par six au cours du XXe siècle, quand la population n'a que triplé. 
Le rapport pointe une crise de gouvernance provoquée par la faiblesse des investissements, l'inertie bureaucratique ou la corruption : «On estime que la corruption coûte chaque année des millions de dollars au secteur et qu'elle nuit fortement à l'approvisionnement en eau, en particulier vers les plus pauvres». Une enquête menée en Inde montre ainsi que 41 % des personnes interrogées ont payé plus d'un pot-de-vin au cours des six mois précédents afin de falsifier leurs relevés de consommation en eau.

Les enjeux sont importants quand on sait qu'une eau de mauvaise qualité est responsable de grands problèmes de santé publique, notamment de maladies diarrhéiques. Au lieu de s'améliorer, la qualité de l'eau se détériore dans de nombreuses régions du monde.

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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UN or UNEP in the news

Develop and be dammed - China to build on virgin river
By David Stanway, Shanghai.  March 15.  INTERFAX-CHINA - The International Day of Action Against Dams fell on Tuesday. Interfax marks the occasion with a special report on the current state of play in China's hydropower industry.
Most experts agree that the construction of 13 dams on the Salween, one of China's last untouched rivers, will begin soon.  The river, which emerges from the Himalayas and wriggles its way through more than a hundred kilometers of spectacular canyons, several struggling conurbations and dozens of remote rural settlements before leaving China via Yunnan Province, is regarded as a "test case" for the future development of hydropower in China, and for the much-vaunted new regulatory structure for large dams and reservoirs in the country.  
Although the project was suspended in 2004, powerful voices in the Chinese power industry are pushing for the go-ahead to be given.  Former Three Gorges chief Lu Youmei said earlier this year that construction should start as soon as possible.  Meanwhile, China's Minister of Water Resources, Wang Shucheng, told reporters last week that four less controversial dams could be launched first, while the more contentious ones could be postponed pending further research.    
…According to the United Nations Environment Program, China already contains 46% of the world's total dams.  China, however, hints at western hypocrisy by saying that hydropower in Europe has already reached around 80% of total potential capacity. "Only 20% of China's hydropower has been developed," said Wang Yuan, the head of the Sichuan Energy Bureau, "compared to 60-70% in the US.  In Sichuan, only about 10% [of potential capacity] had been developed by the end of 2004." 
Officials also point to power shortages, with the problems in Sichuan itself being particularly severe.  Developing energy capacity was one of the major elements of the strategy to boost economic growth in western regions.  The West-East Power Transmission Project, for instance, concentrated in its first phase on boosting hydropower capacity in the southwest in order to guarantee electricity consumption in the prosperous southeastern coast. 
http://www.interfax.cn/showfeature.asp?aid=11017&slug=HYDROPOWER 

German named to head UN environment agency
UNITED NATIONS (Reuters) - Secretary-General Kofi Annan chose a German conservationist to head the U.N. Environment Program for a four-year term, a U.N. spokesman announced on Wednesday.
Achim Steiner, now director-general of the World Conservation Union, will replace another German, Klaus Toepfer, as head of UNEP, based in the Kenyan capital, Nairobi.
Steiner, 44, is expected to assume his post on June 15 after ratification by the U.N. General Assembly, U.N. spokesman Stephane Dujarric said.
UNEP was established in 1972 to guide environmental activities at the United Nations, especially among developing nations, through its scientific advisory groups.
Its widely recognized activity is Earthwatch, an international monitoring system designed to facilitate the exchange of information on significant environmental risks among governments.
The World Conservation Union that Steiner heads is the world's largest environmental network with over 1,000 members in 140 countries, including governments and advocacy groups.
Dujarric said Steiner had "worked both at the grass-roots level and at the highest levels of international policy-making to address the connections between environmental sustainability, social equity, and economic development."
Steiner was born in Brazil and received degrees from Oxford University and the University of London and studied at the German Development Institute in Berlin as well as Harvard Business School.
http://today.reuters.com/news/newsArticle.aspx?type=scienceNews&storyID=2006-03-16T022329Z_01_N15234909_RTRUKOC_0_US-UN-ENVIRONMENT.xml 

Afghanistan almost in the grip of H5N1, official says
People's Daily Online, China, 16 March 2006 - The post-war and poor Afghanistan is almost in the grip of the killer disease of bird flu as the subtype virus of H5N1 has been confirmed up to 99 percent, Director of Environment Department said Wednesday. 
"The result of the test reached from FAO's (Food and Agriculture Organization) laboratory in Podavo city of Italy 25 minutes ago shows 99 percent of the bird flu disease has been confirmed as the H5N1 virus," Mustafa Zahir told journalists at a press conference attended by Ministers for Public Health and Agriculture. 
The final results of the test, he added would be received within the next 24 hours. 
…To cope with the problem, Minister for Public Health Mohammad Amin Fatimi told reporters that the UN agency for Food and Agriculture Organization, the World Bank, the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) and Turkey would assist Afghanistan to check the disease. 
http://english.people.com.cn/200603/16/eng20060316_251048.html 

Vanishing toads could portend extinction crisis 
Leading The Charge, Australia - Staff and agencies, 15 March, 2006 - By Alister Doyle, Environment Correspondent Wed Mar 15,  2006

OSLO - Exotic frogs and toads are dying out in the jungles of Latin America, apparent victims of global warming in what might be a harbinger of one of the worst waves of extinction since the dinosaurs. 

Accelerating extinctions would derail a United Nations goal of "a significant reduction in the current rate of biodiversity loss" by 2010. That target will be reviewed at a U.N. meeting of environment ministers in Curitiba, Brazil, on March 20-31. 
… Many scientists say global warming -- widely blamed on burning fossil fuels in factories, power plants and vehicles -- is adding to other human threats including destruction of habitats from expanding cities, deforestation and pollution. 
For now, amphibians such as frogs, toads, salamanders and newts are on the front-line -- they live both in water and on land and have a porous skin sensitive to changes in temperature and moisture. A skin fungus is also decimating amphibians. 
In coming decades, threats could widen to creatures ranging from polar bears to tropical butterflies. A few species might benefit, such as forests expanding north to the Arctic. 
"We‘re probably looking at one of the worst spasms of extinction in millions of years, even without climate change," said Lee Hannah, an expert at Conservation International. "But we have it in our ability to do something about it." 
http://www.leadingthecharge.com/stories/news-00158899.html 

General Environment News


Myanmar outbreak spreads, more chickens culled
Deepika, India - YANGON, Mar 15 (Reuters) Thousands of chickens have been slaughtered on five more farms in central Myanmar after hundreds of birds died of bird flu-like symptoms, the UN food agency said today.
The five farms are in the same area in Mandalay Division, 430 miles north of Yangon, where the country's first outbreak of the H5N1 virus was found on two farms on March 8. 
Initial tests had found the presence of the virus but further tests were needed, Tang Zhengping, the country representative for the Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO), told Reuters.
He said samples had been sent to a laboratory in Bangkok and the results were expected in 2 or 3 days.
''Seven-hundred chickens have now died of suspected bird flu on seven farms in Mandalay and 5,000 chickens from these farms were destroyed to help contain the disease,'' Tang said, referring to the total number of farms affected since last week.
http://www.deepikaglobal.com/ENG4_sub.asp?newscode=133881&catcode=ENG4&subcatcode= 

Indian Ocean coral may die in 50 years -researcher

16 March 2006 - By George Thande - VICTORIA (Reuters) - Rising sea temperatures caused by global warming could kill off the Indian Ocean's coral reefs in the next 50 years, threatening vital marine life, a marine researcher said on Wednesday.
Vast ecosystems often called the nurseries of the sea, coral reefs are vital spawning grounds for many species of fish, help prevent coastal erosion and also draw tourist revenues.
"Scientific reports are indicating we will have no corals left by 2050," Jude Bijoux, manager of the Seychelles Centre for Marine Research and Technology, told Reuters.
"We lost 90 percent of them in 1998 and the little that was left is recovering slowly and is apparently under frequent threat."
… The Seychelles archipelago of 120 islands, located off the southeast coast of Africa, has only 65 coralline islands with the remainder being granite.
Maldives is made up entirely of coralline islands.
"These results are not good. This will have serious impacts on coral recovery and our efforts to protect our corals," said Ronny Jumeau, Seychelles environment minister.
http://in.today.reuters.com/news/newsArticle.aspx?type=worldNews&storyID=2006-03-15T172904Z_01_NOOTR_RTRJONC_0_India-240699-1.xml&archived=False 

_____________________________________________________________________________
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General Environment News

Minor quakes rock central Mozambique
Maputo, Mozambique (PANA) - Two minor earthquakes were felt Wednesday afternoon in the central Mozambican provinces of Manica and Sofala, measuring 5.3 and 5.6 respectively on the Richter scale, but caused no casualty or damage, Radio Mozambique reported. The epicenter of both quakes was at Chitobe, in the Manica district of Machaze, which was also the epicenter of the much stronger quake of 23 February, which measured 7.5 on the Richter scale. Weather experts called Wednesday's tremors as the aftershocks of the 23 February quake. Pedro Jemusse, a spokesperson for the police command in Manica, described Wednesday's quake as "very slight." http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng107837&dte=15/03/2006
South Africa: Sekhukhune Hosts Start of National Desert Awareness Programme

BuaNews (Tshwane): The arid Sekhukhune area of Limpopo has been chosen as the site to launch the national programme of the International Year of Deserts and Desertification on Thursday. The Madibaneng Soil Conservation Project will be introduced in Madibaneng near Burgersfort, as part of the programme. "It is important to address issues around desertification because most of the land that is affected is in rural areas where it is a source of survival," said national department of environmental affairs and tourism (DEAT) spokesperson. The department will hand over R5 million for the Madibaneng project to rehabilitate land that has been overgrazed and eroded. "The money will be injected into the project, which seeks to rehabilitate agricultural land while introducing erosion control measures and improving grazing management,” he said. The rehabilitation will include planting trees and establishing grazing camps to give eroded and degraded land a chance to recover. Environmental MECs from all nine provinces have been invited to the event on Thursday and national deputy minister Rejoice Mabudafhasi will give the key address. The importance of deserts in the ecosystem will also be stressed, indicating the difference between their protection and fighting desertification. "While addressing the growing threat that desertification represents for mankind, the year also seeks to celebrate the unique ecosystems and cultural diversity in deserts worldwide," said the Spokesperson. The national programme will be rolled out to the provinces where local, district and provincial councils will organize awareness campaign, seminars and symposiums involving government, scientists, NGOs and the general public. The United Nations introduced the International Year of Deserts and Desertification to address the severe impact of desertification, particularly in Africa. At least one third of the planet's surface and over one billion people worldwide are affected by land degradation. - http://allafrica.com/stories/200603150458.html
Uganda: 600 Poachers Surrender to UWA in Kasese District

The Monitor (Kampala): At least 600 poachers in Queen Elizabeth National Park in western Uganda are said to have surrendered their weapons to the Uganda Wildlife Authority at Mweya in Kasese district, UWA officials here have said. Speaking during the hand over of weapons by 349 poachers from Muhokya sub-county at Mweya Education Centre on Sunday, the Chief Park Warden, Mr. Tom Okello, said the first group of 250 poachers from Muhindi village in Munkunyu sub-county, surrendered to UWA authorities on November 11 last year. Okello said this followed intensified sensitization of the community about the advantages of conserving the environment and the disadvantages of poaching. He said the biggest challenge they were facing is poaching and called upon the general public to assist them to combat the problem. The District Environment Officer urged the former poachers to start engaging in other business to improve their lives.  He called on residents to change their cultural beliefs if they are to stop the act. He was referring to the Banyaruguru community in Bushenyi district, who believe that unless a woman eats meat of a hippo, she can never conceive. http://allafrica.com/stories/200603150726.html
Nigeria: Environment Ministry Sets Up Sanitation Day C'ttee

Daily Trust (Abuja): The ministry of environment has inaugurated Inter ministerial committee to map out strategies for the celebration of Environmental Sanitation day schedule for June 28 this year. The reason is to underscore the importance and popularize the policy in the country. This is why the ministry had sought for the experience of other ministries. The inter-ministerial committee which is to carry out organization and activities for the smooth celebration of the day has its members drawn from ministries of information and national orientation, intergovernmental affairs, education, health, water resources and federal capital territory. Others are National Planning Commission, United Nation Development programme, Planning Research and Statistics Department, the Press, staff and officers of health department in the ministry of environment. http://allafrica.com/stories/200603150288.html
_____________________________________________________________________________
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UAE

Ajman Customs seizes 40 'waste containers'

Around 40 garbage containers which were imported by the Dubai-based J.D.H. International LLC from India as paper waste for recycling were caught by customs inspection officers at the Ajman Port recently. 

The company was deceived by its source of import for waste paper by filling half the containers with garbage including plastic bags, cans, papers and all types of domestic house waste, and the other half with required paper.

The owner of the company, who spoke on condition of anonymity, said that he was a victim of cheating by the paper company in India which agreed to ship for him paper quantity worth some $60,000  and shipped  containers of garbage, instead.

Speaking to Khaleej Times, Shaikh Abdullah bin Mohammed Al Nuaimi said that the Ajman Ports and Customs instructed the company in Dubai to remove all the containers from Ajman Port and re-export back all the containers including the one container which was taken to their warehouse. Otherwise, the port would take necessary legal action as per UAE customs and regulations. He added that till now, the company did not show any intention of obliging by the port instructions, so that next week the port would take legal action against such company.

http://www.khaleejtimes.com/Displayarticle.asp?section=theuae&xfile=data/theuae/2006/march/theuae_march522.xml
UAE, Yemen to Ban Coral Stone Export
The UAE and Yemen have agreed to ban the export of coral stones from a Yemeni island to the UAE.

This and other topics of cooperation between the two countries were the focus of a meeting here today between UAE Minister of Environment and Water, Dr. Mohammed Saeed Al Kindi, and his Yemeni counterpart Abdul Rahman Al Eryani.

The two parties agreed to cooperate in halting export of coral stones from Saqtari Island to the UAE, in adherence to international accords banning trading in endangered fungal species.

They also discussed joint cooperation in promotion of sanctuaries and possibility of making UAE water desalination expertise available to Yemen.

http://www.wam.org.ae/servlet/Satellite?c=WamLocEnews&cid=1142158169427&p=1135099400124&pagename=WAM%2FWamLocEnews%2FW-T-LEN-FullNews
Yemen

Drought and Fishing Plans Proposed as FAO Talks Conclude in Sana'a

Plans to reduce the impact of drought and measures to improve fishing grounds were proposed, following recommendations made by senior officials at conclusion of the United Nations Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO) meeting in Sana'a.

The FAO finished their three-day session on Tuesday, approving reports to be discussed in the 28th Near East Regional Conference, March 15-16. The session came out with recommendations to be presented to the ministerial conference on Wednesday.

The 115 officials represent 23 member countries.
On Tuesday, Prime Minister Abdul-Qader Ba-Jammal met the General Director of the FAO Jacques Diouf to discuss food security, and the financial and technical support the FAO could offer.

They also discussed the preparation of studies and research over increasing productivity, quality, marketing and fighting cross-border epidemics, in addition to improving the FAO's role in Yemen.
Ba-Jammal stressed Yemen's appreciation for the FAO's support. The FAO official stressed the importance of cooperation between Yemen and FAO.

http://www.yobserver.com/news_9746.php
Kuwait Plans to Invest Yemen's Fishing

Kuwait wants to set up fishing projects in Yemen soon to exploit its large fish wealth, according to Assistant Deputy Chairman of Kuwait Authority for Agricultural and Fishing Affairs, Dr. Sultan Ahmed al-Khalifah. 

In an interview with Saba news on Tuesday, al-Khalifah said that the private sector in Kuwait wanted to invest in Yemen. He also called on all other Gulf states to invest in Yemen, especially in fishing.

"We have to work as one system in this field," he said. He pointed to the successful experience of fish cultivation in Iran, Egypt and Saudi Arabia. 
He also stressed the importance of issues being discussed in the 28th Near East Regional Conference to be held in Sana'a, March 15-16.

http://www.yobserver.com/news_9741.php
UNITED NATIONS NEWS SERVICE

DAILY NEWS
15 March, 2006

===================================================================
IN ‘HISTORIC’ VOTE, GENERAL ASSEMBLY CREATES NEW UN HUMAN RIGHTS COUNCIL

Culminating months of intensive negotiations, the United Nations General

Assembly today voted overwhelmingly on a resolution setting up a new Human

Rights Council to replace the much-criticized Human Rights Commission –

prompting Secretary-General Kofi Annan to hail this as an “historic”

development which will help improve the lives of millions of people

worldwide.

Welcoming the vote, which was greeted by prolonged applause, Mr. Annan, who

first suggested the creation of the new Council in a report to the General

Assembly one year ago, said it gave the UN “a much needed chance to make a

new beginning in its work for human rights around the world.”

The resolution was adopted by a vote of 170 in favour with 4 against – the

United States, Israel, the Marshall Islands and Palau – with Venezuela,

Iran and Belarus abstaining.

In opening remarks to the Assembly before the vote, General Assembly

President Jan Eliasson, who led the often contentious negotiations on the

issue, called today’s session a “decisive moment” not only for human rights

but for the standing of the UN as a whole.

Highlighting several elements that would make the Council a “significant

improvement” over the much-maligned Commission, he noted the Council’s

higher status as a subsidiary body of the General Assembly, its increased

number of meetings throughout the year, equitable geographical

representation and also the voting rights associated with membership.

“Members of the Council would be elected by the majority of the members of

the General Assembly, in other words by an absolute majority. Each

candidate would be voted on individually and directly and would have to

obtain at least ninety-six votes of support in a secret ballot,” Mr.

Eliasson said.

“The General Assembly, by a two-thirds majority of members present and

voting, could suspend the rights of membership of a Council member who

commits gross and systematic violations of human rights,” he added.

The new Council will have 47 members. The first elections are planned for 9

May and the first session will take place on 19 June, according to the

resolution.

In a statement, Mr. Annan, who is travelling in Africa, thanked the

Assembly President for his efforts in bringing this “sensitive matter to a

conclusion,” but acknowledged that this was “only the first step in a

process of change,” adding that “now the real work begins.”

“The true test of the Council’s credibility will be the use that Member

States make of it. If, in the weeks and months ahead, they act on the

commitments they have given in this resolution, I am confident that the

Council will breathe new life into all our work for human rights, and

thereby help to improve the lives of millions of people throughout the

world,” Mr. Annan noted.

He went on to say that while the resolution “gives us a solid foundation,

on which all who are truly committed to the cause of human rights must now

build,” no country would be wholly satisfied with every paragraph, although

such was “the nature of international negotiations.”

Echoing Mr. Annan’s comments, UN High Commissioner for Human Rights Louise

Arbour welcomed the setting up of the Council but acknowledged this was

“only the beginning,” and she cautioned against complacency.

“Fulfilling the promise of the Council will require a change of culture as

much as institutional transformation. Countries must demonstrate the

political will to put the defence of human rights above narrow interests.

Human rights are neither a weapon nor a shield. They are the birthright of

all people everywhere,” she said in a statement.

Addressing the Assembly after voting against the resolution, United States

Ambassador John Bolton said the Secretary-General had established

“ambitious but appropriate goals” to reform the Commission on Human Rights.

Thanks to negotiators, “some of these goals were achieved with this text,

and there are provisions that make improvements over the existing

Commission on Human Rights.”

“But,” Ambassador Bolton added, “on too many issues the current text is not

sufficiently improved.” He cited the absence of a two-thirds majority

required for election and measures that would have explicitly excluded

States under UN sanctions for rights abuses or acts of terrorism from

membership.

Although the US opposed the text, Ambassador Bolton pledged that his

country “will work cooperatively with other Member States to make the

Council as strong and effective as it can be,” adding: “We remain committed

to support the UN’s historic mission to promote and protect the basic human

rights of all the world’s citizens.”

Austria’s Ambassador, Gerhard Pfanzelter, welcomed the resolution on behalf

of the European Union (EU) as well as Bulgaria, Romania, Croatia, Turkey,

The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina,

Serbia and Montenegro, Ukraine and the Republic of Moldova.

“We regret that not all were able to support this resolution but we hope

that all delegations will be able to come together to make the Council work

as an institution which is genuinely able to advance the cause of human

rights,” he said.

Each EU and associated country has pledged not to vote for a country under

Security Council sanctions for human rights-related reasons. Stressing that

no State guilty of gross and systematic violations should serve on the

Council, he welcomed the possibility of suspending the membership of any

country elected to that body.

Speaking on behalf of the Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC),

Yemen’s representative, Abdullah Alsaidi, voiced disappointment that the

resolution did not contain unambiguous references to religious intolerance.

Despite this, the OIC countries opted against steps that might block the

resolution’s adoption, and remained hopeful that “the international

community will recognize that incitement to hatred and religious bigotry

even when promoted under the rubric of freedom of speech will be recognized

– and disdained – for what it is,” he said.

South Africa’s delegate, Sabelo Sivuyile Maqungo, speaking on behalf of the

African Group, welcomed the adoption of the resolution, especially its

recognition of the importance of eliminating double standards, selectivity

and politicization. While the text did not fully meet all the Group’s

concerns, he said if its provisions are carried out by all countries and in

good faith, the promotion and protection of human rights would be

strengthened internationally.

Ambassador Dan Gillerman of Israel said that unfortunately the resolution

adopted today contained “worrying omissions,” including the absence of

sufficient benchmarks for membership, which could lead to the same problems

faced by the Commission on Human Rights. “Radical failure calls for radical

change. This change, unfortunately, is not evident today,” he said, adding

that while Israel had hoped to join the consensus on the resolution, the

text’s failings made that impossible.

Speaking for the countries of the Caribbean community (CARICOM), the

Ambassador of Saint Vincent and the Grenadines, voiced regret that

consensus had not been possible. CARICOM had sought to establish a

broad-based Council that could serve the interests of human rights through

capacity building and other initiatives.

* * *

IRAQ MUST STRENGTHEN POLITICAL MOMENTUM TO QUELL SECTARIAN VIOLENCE: UN ENVOY

Given the rampant sectarian violence in Iraq, particularly its explosion

following the destruction of the Shia Shrine in Samarra, everything

possible must now be done to help complete negotiations on a government

responsive to the aspirations of all communities in the country, a top

United Nations envoy said today.

“Recent developments have made negotiations on government formation more

difficult,” Ashraf Jehangir Qazi, the Special Representative of

Secretary-General Kofi Annan for Iraq, told the Security Council in a

public briefing.

“This has created a dangerous and elongated political vacuum,” he warned,

calling for the Council’s support for a stronger political momentum to

prevent the situation from deteriorated further.

Introducing Mr. Annan’s report to the Council, he noted that despite the

enormous challenges Iraq has met all the technical benchmarks of its

political transition envisaged by Council resolutions after Saddam

Hussein’s regime was ousted by the United States-led invasion of 2003,

given the recent national elections.

However, he said that sectarian fissures have come to dominate and almost

define Iraqi politics and its future prospects, gravely threatening those

accomplishments.

For that reason, Mr. Qazi said that his office and the UN Assistance

Mission in Iraq (UNAMI) have stepped up their engagement with political,

religious and civic leaders with a view to encouraging greater

inter-communal understanding.

After earliest possible formation of a government, it was essential to

conduct the mandated constitutional review in a way that created a national

consensus on a strong framework for the Iraqi State, he said.

“UNAMI stands ready to provide any assistance that might be necessary for

the formation of an inclusive government and is fully engaged with Iraqi

leaders to support the constitutional review and the effective

implementation of the constitution,” he said.

As underlined by Mr. Annan’s report, Mr. Qazi also stressed that, while

political facilitation remains UNAMI’s priority in 2006, activities will

also be strengthened in the key areas of reconstruction, development,

humanitarian assistance and human rights.

Action on human rights is particularly crucial, he said. While the

Government has taken initial steps, more determined measures are necessary,

he said, particularly with regard to the de facto arbitrary detentions,

torture and extrajudicial killings.”

If a more robust role is expected of the UN in the next phase of Iraq’s

transition, however, greater mobility, flexibility and – above all –

security for its personnel is essential, he underlined.

Speaking on behalf of the Multinational Force, United States Ambassador

John Bolton said the Force will continue to provide security for the UN,

noting that UNAMI had made essential contributions to Iraqi progress,

particularly to the elections and the formation of the Government.

The representative of Iraq, Feisal Amin al-Istrabadi, requested an increase

in the number of UNAMI staff as the constitutional phase of the political

process unfolded. “In a very real sense, the work of reconstructing Iraq’s

political institutions is only now beginning, and the United Nations has

much to offer in this respect,” he said.

He stressed the Government’s ability to fully implement its human rights

agenda has been severely hampered by the security situation, though it had

taken many steps in that direction.

The goal of the shrine attack was to foment civil war, he affirmed. “Yet

Iraqis from across confessional, ethnic and political lines stand united in

their horror and condemnation of such attacks,” he said.

* * *

ANNAN CONFIDENT US, DESPITE OBJECTIONS, WILL WORK WITH HUMAN RIGHTS COUNCIL

Secretary-General Kofi Annan today expressed confidence that the United

States will be able to work with the new United Nations Human Rights

Council despite its opposition to a draft framework for the body that he

has called an essential element in reforming the world organization.

“My understanding is that the US, even though they may not be able to vote

for the Council as it is now currently proposed, it will be able to work

with the Council,” Mr. Annan told reporters in South Africa just hours

before the General Assembly was to vote on setting up the body to replace

the much-criticized UN Commission on Human Rights.

“I think in a normal democratic process, if you can get unanimity, well and

good,” he said in Johannesburg after meeting with former South African

President Nelson Mandela during a two-week visit to Africa. “But if you

can’t, and an overwhelming majority of the members go for something, I

think it should work…

“And I am sure the US, which has done so much for human rights, will find a

way to work with the other Member States to make the council what it ought

to be.”

The United States feels that as proposed the Council does not go far enough

and has called for renegotiation, a move that Mr. Annan has said

“chagrined” him, warning that the new body could “unravel” in

renegotiations.

As proposed, the Council would have a higher status and greater

accountability than the Commission that meets yearly in Geneva. It would be

a subsidiary body of the General Assembly, meet year round as opposed to

the six-week annual session of the Commission, and its members would be

elected by a majority of all 191 UN Members.

In presenting his proposed reforms a year ago, Mr. Annan wanted election to

be by a two-thirds majority, and failure to achieve this has been cited by

the US as one of the main elements in its opposition.

But while conceding his inability to reach this goal, he has repeatedly

stressed that the Council as proposed by General Assembly President Jan

Eliasson after months-long consultations with Member States could be a

basis for more effective human rights protection.

“The President of the General Assembly has done a great work, working with

all the member states to come up with a document that gives a credible

basis to move forward,” he said today.

* * *

SECURITY COUNCIL HAILS FIRST CONVENING OF SOMALIA’S TRANSITIONAL

LEGISLATURE

The United Nations Security Council today welcomed the convening of the

first session of the Transitional Federal Parliament (TFP) in Somalia,

while condemning the increased inflow of weapons there and calling on all

parties to cease the fighting that continues to claim innocent life and

hamper critical humanitarian aid.

“The Council calls on the TFP to promote peace and reconciliation in its

work towards implementing the Transitional Federal Charter,” the 15-member

body said in a statement read out by its March President, César Mayoral of

Argentina.

The Council said that recent violence and abductions in the Somali capital

Mogadishu and elsewhere could undermine the current political progress

achieved by the leaders of the transitional institutions as they develop “a

framework for addressing the complex and divisive issues” that still plague

the faction-torn country.

The continued clashes, as well as pirate attacks against aid ships, have

hampered UN efforts to provide emergency food at a time when severe drought

has affected nearly 2 million people, the Council noted.

It urged all Somali leaders to ensure unhindered humanitarian access to

those in need and encouraged States whose military vessels and aircraft

operate off the coast of Somalia to be vigilant and take action against

piracy by protecting cargo ships and prosecuting pirates.

In condemning the violations of the UN arms embargo against Somalia, the

Council urged all States to hold violators accountable while indicating its

readiness to consider an exemption to the embargo in the case of the

deployment of a proposed peace support mission by the Intergovernmental

Authority on Development (IGAD) succeeded by an African Union (AU) mission.

The Council reiterated its expectation of a detailed mission plan from the

AU and IGAD, developed in close coordination with the Somali transitional

institutions and consistent with the national security and stabilization

plans.

Somalia has lacked a working Government ever since the collapse of

President Muhammad Siad Barre’s regime 15 years ago.

* * *

ASSEMBLY PRESIDENT HAILS VOTE ON HUMAN RIGHTS COUNCIL AS MARKER OF UN REFORM

United Nations General Assembly President Jan Eliasson said today’s

establishment of a new Human Rights Council to replace the much-criticized

Human Rights Commission sends a message that despite prevailing tumultuous

environment, all countries share universal values of human rights and the

world body can reform itself.

Speaking to reporters after the Assembly voted by 170 to 4 for the Council,

a visibly relieved Mr. Eliasson said that “above all human rights goes to

the heart of the United Nations,” and thanked Member States for “lifting

themselves from the national perspective to the international.”

Calling human rights “the soul of the United Nations,” he said it was a key

pillar along with peace and development. “Today we strengthened that third

pillar,” he said.

“I would hope that the fact that we could come to this decision, even if it

was not a decision without a vote, is a sign that this General Assembly can

take decisions and can accept responsibility,” he added.

The resolution was adopted by a vote of 170 in favour with 4 against – the

United States, Israel, the Marshall Islands and Palau – with Venezuela,

Iran and Belarus abstaining.

Addressing the Assembly after voting against the resolution, United States

Ambassador John Bolton said the Secretary-General had established

“ambitious but appropriate goals” to reform the Commission on Human Rights,

but he said that the current text was not sufficiently improved.

However Ambassador Bolton pledged that his country “will work cooperatively

with other Member States to make the Council as strong and effective as it

can be,” adding: “We remain committed to support the UN’s historic mission

to promote and protect the basic human rights of all the world’s citizens.”

Acknowledging the US reservations, Mr. Eliasson nevertheless said that he

saw “much goodwill” from the US voiced strong hope that Washington would be

on board.

“I was assured that the United States will work with the Council, seek to

support it when it can, and to strengthen it and certainly not do anything

to harm it. This was also stated publicly,” he said.

In opening remarks to the Assembly before the vote, Mr. Eliasson, who led

the often contentious negotiations on the Council, highlighted several

elements that would make it a “significant improvement” over the

much-maligned Commission.

In particular, he noted the Council’s higher status as a subsidiary body of

the General Assembly, its increased number of meetings throughout the year,

equitable geographical representation and also the voting rights associated

with membership.

The new Council will have 47 members. The first elections are planned for 9

May and the first session will take place on 19 June, according to the

resolution.

* * *

PRESIDENT OF TIMOR-LESTE MEETS WITH UN RIGHTS CHIEF

Far from encouraging impunity with a policy of forgiveness for past crimes,

Timor-Leste is trying to establish conditions for its people build their

future, the young country’s President Xanana Gusmão, said today in Geneva

after meeting with United Nations High Commissioner for Human rights Louis

Arbour.

At a press conference at UN Headquarters there, President Gusmão said that

he had met with Ms. Arbour to request aid in the consolidation of

democratic values in his country, to help with issues of gender and

domestic violence, and to help civil society disseminate human rights

values.

He acknowledged that National Commission of Truth and Reconciliation of

Timor-Leste did not satisfy everybody, adding that the Commission of Truth

and Friendship has been established together with Indonesia to strengthen

efforts to heal the wounds of the past.

He said an office of Ombudsman had also been established and while in

Geneva he had asked UN agencies to help provide it with training programmes

and financial assistance.

Last year, the UN created an independent Commission of Experts to review

the prosecution of serious human rights violations committed in 1999 in

Timor-Leste, then known as East Timor, after the former Portuguese colony

occupied by Indonesia in 1974 voted for independence.

The country achieved its independence in 2002.

* * *

UN TRIBUNAL CONSIDERING RELEASE OF MILOSEVIC DOCUMENTS

The United Nations International Criminal Tribunal for the former

Yugoslavia (ICTY) today announced that it is looking into publicly

releasing confidential materials and documents from the case against the

late Slobodan Milosevic, the court’s most notorious genocide suspect.

Those documents might be necessary for the Dutch authorities as they

investigate Milosevic’s death, the Hague-based ICTY said.

The Tribunal formally closed the proceedings against Mr. Milosevic

yesterday, and is conducting its own internal probe into his death. The

late Yugoslav President was facing 66 counts in connection with numerous

crimes committed in Kosovo, Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina from 1991 to

1999 when he was found dead in his cell on Saturday.

In a separate development, tribunal judges today convicted Enver

Hadzihasanovic and Amir Kubura, both high level commanders in the Army of

Bosnia and Herzegovina, sentencing them to five years and two-and-a-half

years, respectively, for crimes committed in central Bosnia and Herzegovina

in 1993 and the beginning of 1994.

* * *

UN REPORTS DEADLY ATTACKS IN WEST DARFUR, SUDAN

The United Nations Mission in Sudan (UNMIS) today reported that it has

received various reports about a series of deadly attacks in West Darfur

over the past week.

A UN spokesman said this weekend, around 1,000 unidentified militants,

travelling in motor vehicles and on camels and horses, reportedly attacked

a village and killed eight people and stole livestock.

Meanwhile, Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Special Representative for Sudan,

Jan Pronk, met yesterday with the head of the African Union Mission in

Sudan (AMIS) now deployed in Darfur to discuss a possible transition to a

UN force there.

They agreed on the need for a joint approach and have decided to meet once

a week, a spokesman for the world body said.

In a report to the Council released yesterday, Mr. Annan said planning for

a transition from AMIS to a UN peacekeeping operation must take into

consideration “the ongoing violence and consistent violation of human

rights in the region, the displacement of more than 3 million people and

increasing instability near the border with Chad.”

International efforts in Darfur should aim to “contribute to the protection

of civilians at risk with a view to creating an environment conducive to

national reconciliation in a country where human rights are respected and

internally displaced persons and refugees can return home in safety and

dignity,” he stressed.

* * *

ANNAN NOMINATES HEAD OF CONSERVATION NETWORK AS UN ENVIRONMENT AGENCY CHIEF

Achim Steiner, the head of the world’s largest environmental network, was

today nominated by Secretary-General Kofi Annan to be the next Executive

Director of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), succeeding

Klaus Toepfer on 15 June.

Mr. Steiner, a German national who is expected to be elected to a four-year

term by the General Assembly, is the Director-General of the World

Conservation Union (IUCN) which has over 1,000 members that include States,

government agencies, and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in 140

countries.

“He has worked both at grassroots level and at the highest levels of

international policy-making to address the connections between

environmental sustainability, social equity, and economic development,” a

spokesman for Mr. Annan said.

Prior to his assumption of the directorship of the Conservation Union in

2001, Mr. Steiner served as head of the World Commission on Dams, the chief

technical advisor of a programme for sustainable management of Mekong River

watersheds and as Senior Policy Advisor of IUCN’s Global Policy Unit, where

he developed partnerships between the environmental community, the World

Bank and the UN system.

Mr. Toepfer, who has decided not to seek a third four-year term, began work

as UNEP chief in February 1998. During his tenure, the Programme was

restructured into five priority areas: environmental assessment and early

warning, development of policy instruments, enhanced coordination with

environmental conventions, technology transfer and support to Africa.

Mr. Annan’s office said that Mr. Toepfer, who had previously been Germany’s

environmental minister, has also been instrumental in integrating

environmental concerns and economic development.

* * *

WRAPPING UP SOUTH AFRICA VISIT, ANNAN MEETS MANDELA, VISITS SOWETO MEMORIAL

Wrapping up his visit to South Africa today, Secretary-General Kofi Annan

conferred with former President Nelson Mandela in Johannesburg and toured

Soweto, where he laid a wreath at a memorial for one of the first victims

of the uprising in that township 30 years ago.

In addition to paying tribute to the memory of 12-year-old Hector Pieterson

while in Soweto, the Secretary-General held a dialogue with civil society

representatives.

Mr. Annan, who earlier in the week met with President Thabo Mbeki and

addressed the South African parliament in Cape Town, later arrived in

Madagascar on the second leg of a visit that will also take him to the

Republic of Congo and the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC).

In the DRC, where the UN is fielding over 16,800 uniformed personnel to

back up a peace agreement that ended the most lethal fighting in the world

since World War II, he will address the Congolese people and is expected to

travel outside Kinshasa, the capital, to Kisangani.

The UN is currently helping to organize national elections for 18 June, in

the largest and most expensive such operation it has ever undertaken, to

cement the transition to peace and democracy after a six-year civil war

that cost 4 million lives through fighting and the attendant humanitarian

catastrophe.

* * *

AT UN MEETING, POOR ASIA-PACIFIC COUNTRIES CALL FOR FREE ACCESS FOR THEIR EXPORTS

The 14 least developed countries (LDCs) in the Asia-Pacific region today

called on their trading partners to provide duty- and quota-free access to

all their exports, as they wrapped up a two-day meeting organized by the

United Nations to review their progress in meeting their development goals

for the decade.

Full implementation of the Programme of Action for 2001-2010 by both the

LDCs and their development partners is critical if these countries are to

attain their internationally agreed development goals, UN Economic and

Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP) Executive Secretary Kim

Hak-Su told the session.

“In these countries, implementation of macroeconomic policies may be less

than effective, owing to human resources and institutional constraints,” he

said. “External sector performance may be erratic, given their reliance on

a narrow range of commodities and trading partners. Provision of government

services may be limited or costly.”

The meeting was co-organized by the ESCAP and the Office of the High

Representative for the Least Developed Countries, Landlocked Developing

Countries and Small Island Developing States (OHRLLS), with support from

the UN Development Programme (UNDP).

Over 60 representatives from the 14 LDCs attended, reviewing progress

towards attainment of the goals of the Programme of Action adopted at the

Third UN Conference on Least Developed Countries in Brussels in May 2001,

which among things called on the international community set aside 0.20 per

cent of gross national product (GNP) as official development assistance

(ODA) to the LDCs.

The High Representative for the Least Developed Countries, Landlocked

Developing Countries and Small Island Developing States, Anwarul K.

Chowdhury, noted that during the last half decade, benefits of South-South

cooperation rose for LDCs.

Some developing countries have become important markets, emerging as

significant investors in or suppliers of technology, producers of medicinal

drugs and providers of technical assistance as well as financial aid and

debt relief of LDCs, he said.

The 14 LDCs are: Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, Cambodia, Kiribati, Lao

People’s Democratic Republic, Maldives, Myanmar, Nepal, Samoa, Solomon

Islands, Timor-Leste, Tuvalu and Vanuatu.

* * *

UN MEETING SEEKS LONG-TERM SOLUTION TO HUNGER IN AFRICA’S SAHEL REGION

In a bid to tackle the underlying causes of hunger in Africa’s Sahel

region, where a majority of the 68-million strong population are

malnourished or constantly threatened by famine, the United Nations today

brought together representatives of 11 countries for a two-day meeting to

draft a long-term action plan.

“How many precious lives must we still lose to hunger before we finally

decided to do everything in our power and unite our forces to face up to

the challenges hurled at us by nature and poverty,” the Director of the

West Africa regional office of the UN Office for the Coordination of

Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), Hervé Ludovic de Lys, said at the opening of

the meeting in Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso.

The meeting is the second such session organized by the UN under the

auspices of the Permanent Inter-State Committee for the Struggle against

Drought in the Sahel (CILSS), the band of land south of the Sahara, to draw

up an action plan with “medium- and long-term measures to address the

underlying structural causes that exacerbate food insecurity.”

Specialized UN agencies such as the World Food Programme (WFP), the Food

and Agriculture Organization (FAO) and the UN Development Porgramme (UNDP),

regional and non-government organizations (NGOs), and international aid

bodies from France, Germany, Italy, the European Union and the United

States, among others, are taking part.

Since 1972, the Sahel countries - Burkina Faso, Cape Verde, Chad, Gambia,

Guinea-Bissau, Mali, Mauritania, Niger and Senegal - have suffered acute

food crises about every 10 years, endangering the lives and health of the

population and impeding development.

Apart from these countries, also participating are Ghana and Nigeria, which

share important frontiers with Burkina Faso and Niger respectively.

* * *

STUDENTS IN WAR-TORN CôTE D’IVOIRE TAKE FINAL EXAMS THANKS TO UN-BACKED EFFORT

After a two-year wait, tens of thousands of students in war-torn Côte

d’Ivoire have at last been able to take their final examinations and

complete their education, thanks to a United Nations-backed initiative that

used churches, mosques and traditional storytellers to mobilize the

youngsters in the rebel-held north.

More than 80,000 high school students in the north, where as many as 1

million children have been denied their right to education since civil and

ethnic conflict split the country in two in 2003 and forced many teachers

and government workers to flee, are now taking their exams in a two-week

operation that ends on Friday.

Although some schools remained open, year-end exams were cancelled for the

past two years because of ongoing political turmoil.

This year, the Government decided to organize the national examinations and

eliminate, once and for all, the state of educational limbo in the north in

a move heralded by the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) as a “landmark

initiative, which will help normalize children’s lives and stop the

violation of their right to an education.”

UNICEF took the lead in organizing the logistics for the exams. Along with

its partners, it helped secure 66 examination centres.

All tests were transported under UN police escort to various Ministry of

Education facilities and the UN Operation in Côte d’Ivoire (UNOCI) deployed

nearly 600 troops and police in a massive operation to support the testing.

Coordinating the effort was a daunting task: an estimated 20 per cent of

teachers and administrative staff were not able to reach the centres in

time for the first day of exams.

More worrying was the low student turnout in some locations due to a lack

of information about the exact test dates. This led to additional urgent

efforts to inform the population via churches, mosques and traditional

storytellers, UNICEF reported.

Throughout the conflict, the agency has continued to promote access to

education through the organization of satellite schools and distribution of

education kits for children and teachers. In 2005, it mobilized all UN

agencies to work together for a back-to-school programme. As a result, 200

schools were re-equipped and 550,000 education kits distributed with

special attention to girls, whose prospects for formal schooling are

diminished because of gender discrimination.

* * *

DAILY PRESS BRIEFING BY THE OFFICE OF THE SPOKESPERSON FOR THE SECRETARY-GENERAL
15 March 2006

Following is a near-verbatim transcript of today’s noon briefing by Stéphane Dujarric, Spokesman for the Secretary-General.
**Human Rights Council
Good afternoon, sorry for the delay.  As you know, the General Assembly just adopted the framework for the new Human Rights Council.  The vote was 170 in favour to 4 against ( United States, Israel, Marshall Islands, Palau), with 3 abstentions ( Venezuela, Iran, Belarus).

I now have a statement from the Secretary-General on the Human Rights Council.  It’s a bit long, but I will read it into the record.

“Today, by this historic resolution, the General Assembly has established the new Human Rights Council that world leaders resolved to create at the summit last September.  This gives the United Nations the chance -- a much-needed chance –- to make a new beginning in its work for human rights around the world.  I congratulate General Assembly President Jan Eliasson, and thank him for his patience and tenacity in bringing this sensitive matter to a conclusion.  No country will be wholly satisfied with every paragraph in the resolution, but such is the nature of international negotiations.  It preserves important strengths of the Commission on Human Rights, such as the system of special procedures and the participation of NGOs, while also setting forth important innovations to address the Commission's weaknesses.  Taken as a whole, the resolution gives us a solid foundation, on which all who are truly committed to the cause of human rights must now build.  I believe they will succeed in building a framework within which Governments from all parts of the world can work together to promote human rights, more effectively than ever before.
“This is only the first step in a process of change.  In the coming weeks, States wishing to be elected to the new Council will put forward their pledges and commitments to protect and promote human rights.  It will be up to their fellow Member States to evaluate these promises, and to hold the successful candidates to them.  The General Assembly will vote on all candidates, and thereafter will have the responsibility to suspend any of the Council’s members that commit gross and systematic violations of human rights.  The members will have committed themselves to uphold the highest standards of human rights, cooperate fully with the Council, and have their own human rights records reviewed during their term of membership.  The universal review mechanism will allow the Council to hold all Member States to their human rights obligations fairly and equally, without selectivity or double standards.  The Council will meet regularly throughout the year, and can hold special sessions when needed.  This should enable it to deal with human rights crises immediately, whenever they arise.
“Now the real work begins.  The true test of the Council’s credibility will be the use that Member States make of it.  If, in the weeks and months ahead, they act on the commitments they have given in this resolution, I am confident that the Council will breathe new life into all our work for human rights, and thereby help to improve the lives of millions of people throughout the world.”
And that statement from the Secretary-General is available upstairs. 
**Secretary-General in South Africa
Earlier today the Secretary-General wrapped up his trip to South Africa, where he travelled from Cape Town to Johannesburg to meet with former South African President Nelson Mandela.  He spoke to reporters after the meeting with President Mandela and was asked about the Human Rights Council.  He said he very much hoped that even those who would not support it in a vote would work with the Council as it moves ahead.

The Secretary-General then visited Soweto, where he laid a wreath at a memorial for one of the first victims of the uprising in that township 30 years ago, a 12-year-old boy named Hector Pieterson.  While in Soweto, the Secretary-General held a dialogue with civil society representatives, as well.

He has now just arrived in Madagascar, where he landed in the capital, where he was scheduled to be greeted by the Prime Minister, and will now overnight in Madagascar. 

**UNEP Appointment
I have an appointment to announce.  The Secretary-General today proposed, for election by the General Assembly, Mr. Achim Steiner of Germany as Executive Director of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) for a four-year term.

Mr. Steiner is currently the Director General of the World Conservation Union -- the world’s largest environmental network with over 1,000 members, including States, government agencies, and non-governmental organizations in  140 countries.  Mr. Steiner has worked both at the grass-roots level and at the highest levels of international policy-making to address the connections between environmental sustainability, social equity, and economic development.

Mr. Steiner will succeed Klaus Töpfer and is expected to begin his term, if ratified by the General Assembly, on 15 June 2006.

And we do have his biography upstairs.

** Lebanon
Serge Brammertz, the head of the UN International Independent Investigation Commission (UNIIIC), yesterday gave the Security Council the third report on the inquiry’s work, which as you know is looking into the killing of former Lebanese Prime Minister Rafik Hariri and 22 others.

Mr. Brammertz will brief the Security Council tomorrow morning in an open meeting, and that will be followed by closed consultations on the same subject.  And Mr. Brammertz has assured me that he will make himself available to the general press corps at the Security Council stakeout, not in here but at the stakeout, tomorrow after his meeting with the Council.

**Security Council -- Iraq
Earlier today, Ashraf Qazi, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Iraq, told Security Council members in an open briefing that the next six months in Iraq are going to be critical.  He warned, “The cloud of pessimism that has further darkened as a result of recent developments has to be lifted.”

Despite some grounds for hope, Qazi said, the overall situation in Iraq remains tense and volatile.  Recent developments have made negotiations on government formation more difficult.  With the expected convening of the Council of Representatives on 16 March, he added, it is now incumbent on all concerned to move on swiftly to form a fully inclusive Government.

We have his remarks upstairs.

Council members also heard briefings from the United States and Iraq on the situation in Iraq, and they have now moved into closed consultations.  
Mr. Qazi is also set to speak to you at the stakeout afterwards, and he will also brief you in a longer press conference at 10 a.m. here tomorrow morning.

**Security Council -- Middle East
Yesterday afternoon, Under-Secretary-General for Political Affairs Ibrahim Gambari briefed the Security Council in consultations on the upsurge in violence in the West Bank and Gaza Strip, following the Israeli incursion into a Palestinian prison in Jericho.  Israel’s violent incursion, as well as the Palestinian actions carried out in response, risked destabilizing even further the already tense situation in the region, Mr. Gambari told the Council.

In remarks to the press following those consultations, the President of the Council, the Ambassador of Argentina, said that Council members expressed serious concern over the upsurge in violence and called for the parties to exercise maximum restraint and to take urgent steps to restore calm.  Council members also called for the release of those who have been kidnapped. 

** Sudan
Meanwhile from Sudan, the UN Mission in Sudan (UNMIS) says that it has received various reports about a series of attacks in West Darfur over the past week.  The latest attack was reportedly over the weekend, when around 1,000 unidentified militants, travelling in motor vehicles and on camels and horses, attacked a village and killed eight people and stole livestock.

Meanwhile, the Mission says the Secretary-General’s Special Representative, Jan Pronk, met yesterday with the head of the African Union Mission in Sudan to discuss a possible transition to a UN force.  They agreed on the need for a joint approach and have decided to meet weekly. 

**ICTY
From The Hague, the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) is looking into opening to the public confidential materials and documents from the case against Slobodan Milosevic.  Those documents might be necessary for the Dutch authorities as they investigate Milosevic’s death, said the Tribunal. And the Tribunal also formally closed the proceedings against Milosevic yesterday, and is conducting its own internal probe into his death.

We have a press release with more available upstairs.
**General Assembly President’s Press Conference
Lastly, but more importantly, at 1:30 in this room, Assembly President Jan Eliasson will be briefing you on the just adopted Human Rights Council.
That’s it for me.  Any questions?
**Questions and Answers
Question:  Do you have an official reaction of the Secretary-General on the report?

Spokesman:  It’s not up to the Secretary-General to report.  He appointed Mr. Brammertz, he obviously fully backs his work to report to the Security Council, and that reaction should come from the Council.

Question:  In his statement to the Council this morning, Special Representative Qazi said that he had proposed the idea of establishing a Contact Group, which would include Iraq’s neighbours, to consider stability in Iraq.  Do we have any idea about who would be represented in that Contact Group?

Spokesman:  No, I think my understanding is it would represent the neighbours and other interested nations.  Obviously, the situation in Iraq had always benefited from the support of the neighbours, as Iraq transitions into a more peaceful and democratic State.  As for the exact list of the Contact Group, I will see what we can get for you, Mr. Abbadi.

Thank you very much.

[The Spokesman later added that there is no list of nations on the proposed Contact Group yet.  What Ashraf Qazi has suggested is having a Group formed that would comprise the nations in the region.]
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