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The Guardian (UK): UN warns of worst mass extinctions for 65m years
 David Adam 
21.3.2006

Humans have provoked the worst spate of extinctions since the dinosaurs were wiped out 65m years ago, according to a UN report that calls for unprecedented worldwide efforts to address the slide. 

The report paints a grim picture of life on earth, with declining numbers of plants, animals, insects and birds across the globe, and warns that the current extinction rate is up to 1,000 times faster than in the past. Some 844 animals and plants are known to have disappeared in the last 500 years.

Released yesterday to mark the start of a UN environment programme meeting in Curitiba, Brazil, the report says: "In effect, we are currently responsible for the sixth major extinction event in the history of earth." A rising human population of 6.5bn is wrecking the environment for thousands of other species, it adds, and undermining efforts agreed at a 2002 UN summit in Johannesburg to slow the rate of decline by 2010. The global demand for biological resources now exceeds the planet's capacity to renew them by 20%.

The report, Global Biodiversity Outlook 2 from the secretariat of the UN Convention on Biological Diversity, says: "The direct causes of biodiversity loss - habitat change, over-exploitation, the introduction of invasive alien species, nutrient loading and climate change - show no sign of abating." It is bleaker than a first UN review of the diversity of life, issued in 2001, and says the 2010 goal can only be attained with "unprecedented additional efforts".

About 6m hectares (15m acres) of primary forest are felled each year and about a third of mangrove swamps have been lost since the 1980s. In the Caribbean, average hard coral cover has declined from 50% to 10% in the last three decades. Up to 52% of higher bird species studied are threatened with extinction and the number of large fish in the North Atlantic has declined by two-thirds in the last 50 years.

The report concludes: "Biodiversity is in decline at all levels and geographical scales," and international travel, trade and tourism are expected to introduce more alien species to fragile ecosystems.

On the positive side, the number and size of protected areas is increasing, though most types of natural environment fall short of the target to protect 10%. About 12% of the land surface is protected, against 0.6% of the oceans.

Reefs have declined across the the Caribbean over the past 30 years, with hard coral coverage down from 50% to 10%
____________________________________________________________________________

ABC (España): La naturaleza, una cuestión sagrada
21.3.2006

El Programa de Naciones Unidas para el Medio Ambiente (Pnuma) ha lanzado una iniciativa internacional, que presentará oficialmente en la cita de Curitiba, para conservar los lugares sagrados y ancestrales, con la creencia de que la importancia cultural de estos sitios puede ser la llave para salvar la menguante diversidad del planeta.

Un grupo de expertos ha elegido algunos de estos sitios como ecosistemas piloto de importancia global, como un lugar del desierto Chihuahuan en México, donde se dice que nació el sol, o unas cuevas en los bosques Kakamega de Kenia, veneradas por los pueblos Taita y Luhya. Otro sitio es el de un grupo de islas en Guinea Bissau cuyas playas y manglares se utilizan exclusivamente para rituales.

El director ejecutivo del Pnuma, Klaus Töpfer, explica que «conservando estos sitios sagrados y su riqueza biológica se puede jugar un papel importante para lograr la meta de detener la pérdida de biodiversidad en el año 2010». Se trata, además, de reconocer los esfuerzos de conservación que los pueblos indígenas han hecho durante siglos en distintas partes del globo. Un esfuerzo que ha llegado hasta nuestros días en forma de verdaderos paraísos naturales.
____________________________________________________________________________

Inter Press Service: Curitiba, an Indigenous Conference
Mario Osava 

20.3.2006

CURITIBA, Brazil, Mar 20 (IPS) - Indigenous people from around the world "baptised" the eighth Conference of the Parties to the Convention on Biological Diversity (COP8), which opened Monday in this southern Brazilian city, to help inspire the participants to reach good decisions. 

The aim of the ritual was to "cleanse the hearts and minds" of the participants, explained one of the roughly 50 indigenous activists representing several Brazilian and foreign ethnic groups. 

Some of the activists were painted red, "the colour of happiness," not war, in this case, Marcos Terena, coordinator of the indigenous peoples' participation in the conference, told IPS. 

The indigenous activists came to Curitiba because one of the main points on the COP8 agenda is the right of indigenous peoples and local communities to "fair distribution" of the benefits derived from the use of biodiversity and traditional knowledge. 

These rights are recognised by the Biodiversity Convention, underlined Brazilian Environment Minister Marina Silva, who is presiding over COP8. 

The executive secretary of the Convention, Algerian Ambassador Ahmed Djoghlaf, mentioned several examples of "miracle" foods and medicines derived from biodiversity and traditional knowledge. 

Spirulina, a kind of algae consumed by the Kanembous, an ethnic group on the banks of Lake Chad, makes that area one of the only malnutrition-free zones in Africa, he pointed out. 

The algae, which has been described as "hope for a hungry world" and has been the focus of numerous medical and scientific studies, is 70 percent protein, double the protein level of soybeans, and has awakened the interest of the European Space Agency, which plans to use it on long-term missions starting in 2008. 

The poor use spirulina not only as food, but also to treat people living with HIV, the AIDS virus, at a cost infinitely lower than that of conventional antiretroviral drugs, said Djoghlaf. 

Eighty percent of the world population uses traditional or alternative medicines derived from plants. The U.S. National Cancer Institute has identified more than 3,000 plants that are active against cancer, 70 percent of which are found only in tropical rainforests, he noted. 

Djoghlaf mentioned jaborandi, a shrub in northern Brazil that according to indigenous people is an effective remedy against asthma, pleurisy, arthritis, diabetes and baldness. 

The plant is also a good illustration of benefits of biodiversity that have not been distributed among the local community. 

Based on the shrub, the German drug company Merck produced a remedy named Salegen, which is used as a treatment for people who have problems salivating, a use that indigenous people have given it for centuries, according to a network of organisations that fight biopiracy. 

Twenty other patents registered around the world involve jaborandi, and there is no indication that the local indigenous people have received any benefit from the medicines based on the plant. 

Furthermore, jaborandi is endangered now due to use of the plant itself, rather than the more costly synthetic version. 

The COP8 is not expected to approve an international regime of access to biodiversity and distribution of the benefits (among the holders of traditional knowledge as well), but participants hope to make "advances" in that direction, Silva and Djoghlaf said at a news briefing. 

This knowledge is "not comparable to science," because "it is collective and difficult to attribute to one single community," Silva explained. Thus, remuneration must be done through common funds destined for all of the communities that collectively hold the knowledge. 

COP8 is important, stressed Silva, because it will address "all of the issues" related to the three basic goals of the Convention: the conservation of biodiversity, the sustainable use of its components, and access to and the sharing of the benefits arising from the commercial and other utilisation of genetic resources in a fair and equitable manner. 

There will be particular emphasis on working towards the target established by the international community to achieve a "significant" reduction of the current rate of biodiversity loss by the year 2010. 

The pursuit of these goals demands a "pact for the implementation of the Convention" with a "solid partnership" among the different sectors of society and "ethical reflection" in order for the commitments assumed by the parties to be translated into concrete action, said Silva. 

In addition, the industrialised countries must live up to their obligation to provide financial resources and facilitate technology transfer to fulfil these goals, she added. 

"Nature speaks and humankind doesn't listen," said Djoghlaf, quoting French writer Victor Hugo, to illustrate the lack of awareness regarding the "human catastrophe" on the horizon, presaged by numerous climatic disasters like tsunamis, hurricanes, drought and snowstorms that have killed thousands and threaten millions more. 

"We must listen to nature and act," and Brazil is the best place to do it, since it is home to the world's greatest wealth of biodiversity, it is the birthplace of the Convention - which was adopted at the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro û and it has undertaken many successful environmental initiatives, he said. 

The Convention has already travelled a long road over the last 14 years, commented Djoghlaf, marked by 283 meetings, 192 decisions that have been compiled into a 1,039-page book, a strategic plan for the world's main ecosystems, and numerous working programmes that have been carried out or designed. Nevertheless, there is still a great deal left to be done, concurred the participants in COP8. 

Without passion there are no dreams, and without dreams there is no action, remarked Bakari Kante, a representative of the executive director of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), highlighting the promising prospects of a conference in which over 4,000 participants will be working to promote measures to curb biodiversity loss in the next four years. 

Malaysian Deputy Minister of Natural Resources Letchumanan Ramatha transferred the presidency of the Convention to Brazil through Minister Silva. 

The hosts of COP8 û the governor of the state of Paraná, Roberto Requiao and the mayor of Curitiba, Carlos Alberto Richa - greeted the participants and highlighted the initiatives that justify the selection of this city as the venue of the conference. 

Curitiba is a prime example of achievements in environmental action, urban planning, quality of life and hospitality. Around 1,000 people were expected to volunteer to attend to the conference participants, while in fact over 5,000 volunteers who speak over 50 languages among them are taking part in the effort, commented Mayor Richa. 

Governor Requiao underlined his government's struggle against transgenic crops. Paraná is the first Brazilian state with a law for the labelling of genetically modified products. The state's forests have been reduced to barely three percent of the area they originally covered because of the unchecked expansion of agriculture over the course of just a few decades, he lamented. 

COP8 runs through Mar. 31, and will include a Mar. 26-29 ministerial segment, in which around 100 environment ministers from around the world are expected to take part.
_____________________________________________________________________________

Reuters: UN report warns on overuse of water for farming
By Alister Doyle,
21.3. 2006
[appears in approx. 25 media outlets in the US, Canada, Australia and China]
OSLO (Reuters) - The overuse of water for farming is the biggest environmental threat to the world's freshwater resources and damage is likely to worsen until 2020, an international report issued on Tuesday said.

The U.N.-led Global International Waters Assessment, a review compiled by 1,500 experts, also concluded overfishing was the main problem affecting the health of the oceans.

A leading academic who helped draw up the report predicted more frequent conflicts over water in the future as supplies became scarcer.

"Overall, agriculture ranks highest as the key concern on the freshwater front," the U.N. Environment Program said of the conclusions of the report, which also examined risks such as pollution and global warming until 2020.

"Falls in river flows, rising saltiness of estuaries, loss of fish and aquatic plant species and reductions in sediments to the coast are expected to rise in many areas of the globe by 2020," it said of the side-effects of irrigation.

"These will in turn intensify farmland losses, food insecurity and damage to fisheries along with rises in malnutrition and disease," it said.

In many cases, problems could be solved by better planning, often simply by growing crops in regions where they did not demand vast irrigation. The report said that more dams and deeper wells were not the answer.

It said, for instance, that dams on the Volga River had reduced the spawning grounds for Caspian sturgeon, and 90 percent of the water in Namibia's Eastern National Water Carrier canal was lost because of evaporation.

WATER CONFLICTS

Gotthilf Hempel, professor emeritus of biological oceanography at Germany's Kiel University and a leader of the study, said water shortages could spur more human conflicts in future.

"The fight for water will be more dramatic than the fight for oil in the long run. For oil we have substitutes, for water we have none," he told Reuters.

"Conflicts in parts of Africa between herdsmen and farmers have always partly been a fight for water," he said. "I think that we will see those conflicts more and more." The study was issued ahead of March 22 -- the U.N.'s annual "World Water Day".

The report said rising demand for fresh water was caused partly by demand for food from an increasing human population of 6.5 billion and a "shift to more water-intensive food such as meat rather than vegetables and fruit rather than cereals."

"We are over-using our freshwater resources, particularly for irrigation in areas where a crop just cannot be produced in a reasonable way because evaporation is too high," Hempel said.

He said that many farms in hot climates depended on little-understood aquifers holding water that had been in the ground for perhaps 10,000 years. "This is not a resource that can be replenished quickly," he said.

Green circles in deserts -- areas irrigated by circular sprinklers -- were often a sign of misuse of water, he said.

The report said that overfishing of species ranging from cod to tuna was stripping the seas.

Excessive catches were stoked by $20 billion in annual fishing subsidies, poor enforcement of fishing laws and destructive practices like blast fishing with dynamite that can wreck coral reefs, it said.

____________________________________________________________________________

Schweizerische Depeschen Agentur: Annan sorgt sich um Trinkwasserknappheit 

20.3.2006

[appears in Tages-Anzeiger, Berner Rundschau, Aargauer Zeitung, Grechner Tagblatt, N24, ...]
UNO-Generalsekretär Kofi Annan hat die Staaten der Welt aufgerufen, für eine gerechtere Verteilung des Elementes Wasser zu sorgen. 

Anlässlich des Weltwassertages an diesem Mittwoch kritisierte er die Verschwendung des lebenswichtigen Rohstoffes, obwohl gleichzeitig 18 Prozent der Weltbevölkerung keinen Zugang zu sauberem Trinkwasser hätten. Das UNO-Kinderhilfswerk (UNICEF) forderte hohe Investitionen in die Wasserversorgung der ärmsten Menschen.

«Jeden Tag sterben weltweit 4500 Kinder, weil sie verschmutztes Wasser getrunken haben», hiess es in dem Aufruf, den UNICEF zum internationalen Weltwasserforum in Mexiko veröffentlichte. Das Ziel der UNO, den Wassernotstand bis 2015 zu halbieren, sei vor allem in Afrika und Asien nur schwer zu erreichen.

Der designierte Chef des UN-Umweltprogramms UNEP, Achim Steiner, warnte indessen vor einer steigenden Zahl von Wasserflüchtlingen vor allem in Afrika.

«Wenn wir uns nicht dort solidarisch engagieren, wo es zu wenig Wasser gibt, dann wird es in den nächsten Jahren zu Katastrophen kommen», sagte er in Mexiko-Stadt am Rande des IV. Weltwasserforums. Die Zahl der Wasserflüchtlinge werde zunehmen, und ganze Bevölkerungsgruppen könnten vertrieben werden, sagte Steiner. 

_____________________________________________________________________________

Deutschlandradio: Weltweiter Dialog zugunsten der Umwelt

16.3.2006

Designierter Töpfer-Nachfolger Steiner will vermitteln

Moderation: Hanns Ostermann
Der designierte Chef des UN-Umweltprogramms (UNEP), Achim Steiner, sieht seine künftige Rolle als Dialogstifter und Vermittler zwischen den Ländern. Die Differenzen in der Welt dürften die Staaten nicht davon abhalten, Umweltprobleme gemeinsam anzugehen, die nur gemeinsam gelöst werden könnten, sagte der Generaldirektor der Weltnaturschutzorganisation, der im Juni Klaus Töpfer als UNEP-Exekutivdirektor ablösen soll.
Hanns Ostermann: Ich begrüße Achim Steiner, den Generaldirektor der Weltnaturschutzunion und den künftigen Chef des UN-Umweltprogramms, also den Nachfolger von Klaus Töpfer. Guten Morgen, Herr Steiner!

Achim Steiner: Guten Morgen, Herr Ostermann!

Ostermann: Wird die Bedeutung des Wassers für unser Leben auf diesem Planeten immer noch unterschätzt, oder gibt es nach bereits drei Weltwassergipfeln ein zunehmendes Problembewusstsein? 

Steiner: Das Problembewusstsein ist sicherlich weiterhin gewachsen. Nicht zuletzt ist auch dieses Weltwasserforum ein Signal dafür, denn wir erwarten hier in Mexico-City über 10.000 Teilnehmer. Das hat es noch nie gegeben und ist sicherlich ein Ausdruck des Interesses und auch der Notwendigkeit, nicht nur über Regierungskanäle, sondern auch mit Zivilgesellschaft und der Privatwirtschaft über die zukünftige Bereitstellung von Wasser für die Menschheit nicht nur zu diskutieren, sondern auch konkrete Fortschritte zu erzielen. 

Ostermann: Trotzdem gibt es eine Weltwasserkrise. Der entsprechende Bericht der Vereinten Nationen aus der letzten Woche dokumentierte unter anderem, es gibt 1,1 Milliarden Menschen, die keinen Zugang zu sauberem Trinkwasser haben. Wo liegen die Gründe für diese und andere erschreckende Zahlen und Fakten?

Steiner: Es hat zum einen historische Gründe. Denn viel hat sich in den letzten Jahren vor allem in den Entwicklungsländern dahingehend entwickelt, dass Urbanisierung, die Verstädterung, stattfindet und dass natürlich vor allem für Entwicklungsländer die Bereitstellung von Infrastruktur für Städte wie zum Beispiel Mexico-City mit 23 Millionen Einwohnern alleine eine große Herausforderung ist, was nicht nur mit den Kosten dieser Infrastruktur zusammenhängt, sondern, wo soll dieses Wasser auch in Zukunft herkommen? Und wir sehen uns immer noch konfrontiert mit der Situation, dass es zum einen eine sehr ungleiche Verteilung der Wasserressourcen gibt, das heißt, es gibt Menschen, die sozusagen Zugang zu Wasser haben ohne Grenzen und es gibt andere, die zum Teil zehn Kilometer jeden Morgen laufen müssen um einen Eimer mit 20 Liter Wasser für ihre Familie zu bekommen. Die Herausforderung, die man auch auf diesem Weltwasserforum angeht ist, wie kann man durch Investitionen, aber wie kann man auch durch größere Gerechtigkeit bei dieser Bereitstellung von Wasserinfrastruktur und wie kann man vor allem auch die Nachhaltigkeit dieses Wassers im Sinne einer ökologischen Nachhaltigkeit sicherstellen?

Ostermann: Müsste der Zugang zu sauberen Wasser nicht auch ein Menschenrecht sein?

Steiner: Das ist eine der großen Diskussionen auch hier. Sicherlich wird sie immer intensiver geführt, denn es gibt immer mehr Menschen, die gar keinen Zugang zu Wasser mehr haben. Und wie jeder weiß, 24 Stunden ohne Wasser ist bereits eine existenzielle Krise. So wird auch hier diskutiert, ob man in Zukunft den Zugang zu Wasser als ein Menschenrecht mit aufnimmt, oder zumindest in den nationalen Verfassungen den Zugang zu Wasser als Grundrecht eines Menschen in seinem Land sicherstellt. Die Kontroverse ist natürlich immer die, wer ist dafür verantwortlich und wer stellt dieses Wasser bereit? Und da scheiden sich immer noch die Geister.

Ostermann: Herr Steiner, welchen Rat haben Sie in diesem Zusammenhang für die bundesdeutsche Entwicklungszusammenarbeit? Ist Berlin eine Hilfe wenn es gilt, die weltweite Wasserkrise in den Griff zu kriegen?

Steiner: Sicherlich wird die Entwicklungszusammenarbeit eine sehr wichtige Rolle spielen, zum einen einfach aus dem Gesichtspunkt, dass viele Länder finanzielle Hilfen brauchen, um diese Investitionen vornehmen zu können. Aber es geht auch um Technologietransfer, denn wir können nicht immer weiter Wasser einfach nur aus der Natur, aus den Kreisläufen, herausnehmen. Sondern wir müssen auch mit Recyclingmöglichkeiten, mit effizienterer Wassernutzung, mit hochmodernen Computermanagementsystemen, wo man sicherstellen kann, dass Wasserverluste in den Verteilungssystemen uns nicht unnötig kostbares Wasser einfach vergeuden, in diesen Bereichen den Entwicklungsländern mehr Unterstützung bereitstellen. Und das ist ja auch das Ziel, das gemeinsam verabschiedet worden ist auf verschiedenen Gipfeln und auch wieder letztes Jahr beim großen Gipfel der Vereinten Nationen in New York. Da spielt natürlich ein Land wie die Bundesrepublik eine enorm wichtige Rolle, nicht nur als finanzieller Geber, sondern auch als Bereitsteller von Technologie und Know how.

Ostermann: Herr Steiner, Sie treten demnächst ein neues, ein unheimlich wichtiges Amt an, werden Nachfolger von Klaus Töpfer als Chef des UN-Umweltprogramms. Es ist sicherlich noch zu früh, so etwas wie eine Regierungserklärung von Ihnen zu erwarten. Aber was haben Sie sich für dieses neue Amt vorgenommen?

Steiner: Es ist sicherlich zu früh für eine Regierungserklärung, da haben Sie Recht. Aber die Herausforderungen im Rahmen der Vereinten Nationen sind sicherlich von allen akzeptiert. Wir brauchen in einer Welt, die zunehmend durch politische und wirtschaftliche Interessen sich zweiteilt oder in Blöcke aufteilt, ein Konsensforum, wo gemeinsam die großen Themen angegangen werden, was Umwelt und nachhaltige Nutzung von Ressourcen angeht. Die Vereinten Nationen sind das Forum, das wir haben für die Länder dieser Welt, um gemeinsam an diesen Lösungen zu arbeiten. Hier stellt sich natürlich eine ganze Reihe von Themen inzwischen vorne an: vom Klimawandel über Verlust von Biodiversität, aber eben auch die nachhaltige Nutzung von Ressourcen. Ich denke mir, das vorrangige Ziel eines jeden Exekutivdirektors muss es sein, vor allem die vermittelnde und konsensbildende Dialogstiftung zu sein. Wir müssen es schaffen, dass die Differenzen, die wir haben in der Welt, uns nicht davon abhalten, die Themen gemeinsam anzugehen, die wir nur gemeinsam lösen können. 

Und da ist natürlich vor allem die Umwelt das Paradebeispiel. Es gibt keine Lösungen für die meisten Umweltprobleme ohne dass die Länder dieser Erde zusammenarbeiten. Und das ist für mich sicherlich auch der Kernauftrag als Exekutivdirektor von UNEP in der Zukunft. 

Ostermann: Achim Steiner war das, noch Generaldirektor der Weltnaturschutzunion und der künftige Chef des UN-Umweltprogramms. Ich danke Ihnen für das Gespräch.

____________________________________________________________________________

Die Tageszeitung:"Wasser darf kein Konfliktstoff werden"

Interview Gerhard Dilger

21.3.2006
Das Potenzial für Kriege ums Wasser wächst, sagt Achim Steiner, zukünftiger Leiter der UN-Umweltbehörde. Unternehmen könnten bei der effizienten Versorgung helfen. Doch Regierungen und Firmen müssen über Beton und Stahl hinausdenken

taz: Herr Steiner, sie werden Klaus Töpfer als Leiter der UN-Umweltbehörde Unep nachfolgen. Töpfer hat immer wieder vor Kriegen um das Wasser gewarnt. Stecken wir nicht schon heute in diesem Szenario?
Achim Steiner: Natürlich kann Wasser zu gewalttätigen Konfrontationen führen. Bei der zunehmenden Krise im Wassermanagement wird auch das Konfliktpotenzial immer dramatischer, weil Menschen ihre Wasserressourcen sicherstellen müssen. Aber wir haben auch Gegenbeispiele. Gerade Länder, die sich zum Teil in langjährigen Konflikten befunden haben, wie Indien und Pakistan, waren sich auch in den kriegerischsten Momenten einig, wie man sich das Wasser teilt. Es ist also nicht das Wasser und die Knappheit als solche, von der wir uns bedroht fühlen müssen, sondern fehlende Mechanismen zur Konfliktlösung. Da sehe ich eine wichtige Aufgabe der UNO und auch des Unep. Wir müssen erreichen, dass Länder Wasser gar nicht als Konfliktstoff betrachten.

Gestritten wird aber dennoch um das Wasser, zum Beispiel wenn es um die Privatisierung der Versorgung geht.
Wir befinden uns seit 10 Jahren in einer Scheindiskussion. Früher sprach man von der "Privatisierung von Wasser". Aber meiner Meinung nach wird Wasser niemals als solches privatisiert. Wir können Wasser auch nicht nur auf ein ökonomisches Gut reduzieren. Die Diskussion geht vielmehr um die Frage, wie wir die Wasser Ver- und Entsorgung effizient regeln. Solange man akzeptiert, dass Wasser ein öffentliches Gemeingut ist, sollte man auch offen dafür sein, dass eine Gemeinde in Zusammenarbeit mit einem Privatunternehmen Wasser billiger bereitstellt. Wir haben in den letzten Jahren aber auch gesehen, dass sich die Wasserwirtschaft mit ihrem Engagement schwerer tut, als sie das vor ein paar Jahren geglaubt hat.

Wie beurteilen Sie die neue Linie der Weltbank, wieder mehr auf Großstaudämme zu setzen?
Der Bau eines Staudamms sollte nie wegen einer ideologischen Perspektive ausgeschlossen werden. Es geht vielmehr um folgende Fragen: Was ist ein guter und was ein schlechter Staudamm? Wer gewinnt, wer verliert. Was leistet die Gesellschaft im Sinne einer Kompensation und beim Schutz der Grundrechte? Da ist die Weltbank sehr langsam gewesen. Zugleich hat sie mit ihrer Wasserpolitik aber auch für neue Diskussionen über nötige Investitionen in diesem Sektor gesorgt.

Was kann das Unep der weltweit herrschenden Wachstumsideologie, die sich in umweltzerstörerischen Staudamm- oder Bergbauprojekten niederschlägt, entgegensetzen?
Es bringt nichts, sich auf Gegenkurs zu begeben. Wenn die Diskussion derzeit unter dem ökonomischen Primat geführt wird, dann kann man sie kaum gewinnen, indem man auf die langfristigen Umweltfolgen hinweist. Die Frage ist: Wie schaffen wir es, dass Regierungen in ihrer ökonomischen und entwicklungspolitischen Planung sich mit den wahren Kosten von Entwicklungsentscheidungen auseinander setzen? Diese Länder haben zum Teil sehr wenig eigene Kapazitäten, um die Kosten einer solchen Entscheidung zu begreifen. Diese Kosten könnten den Unternehmen aufgebürdet werden. Dann ist es unsere Aufgabe, das ökologische und ökosystemische Fachwissen, das wir heute haben, für eine optimale Nutzung der Ressourcen einzusetzen. Wir müssen auf die Länder einwirken, damit sie ihre Infrastrukturentwicklung im Wasserbereich auf Ökosystemmanagement ausrichten und nicht nur auf Beton und Stahl.

1,2 Milliarden Menschen haben kein sauberes Trinkwasser, 2,6 Milliarden keine Abwasserentsorgung. Ist das nicht ein Armutszeugnis nach fast 60 Jahren Entwicklungspolitik?
Man kann das Glas immer halb leer oder halb voll sehen. Wenn man betrachtet, wie viele Menschen heute schon Zugang zu sauberem Trinkwasser haben, muss man auch anerkennen, das sehr viel getan worden ist. Manche Länder schaffen manchmal in fünf oder zehn Jahren Entwicklungssprünge, die bei uns manchmal 20, 30 oder 50 Jahre gedauert haben.

Welche Länder können denn als positive Beispiele dienen?
Südafrika hat eine moderne Wassergesetzgebung geschaffen. Es hat in seinem Grundgesetz das Recht auf Wasser verankert. Oder Uganda, das zweite Land der Welt, das eine nationale Politik für den Schutz seiner Feuchtgebiete entwickelt hat. Das Land hat mit seinen Umweltgesetzen Standards gesetzt - auch für Industrieländer.

_____________________________________________________________________________

Kölner Stadt-Anzeiger:  „Wasser wird wie Religion manipuliert“
21.03.06, 07:00h

Mit Achim Steiner (44), dem künftigen Chef des UN-Entwicklungsprogramms Unep und damit Nachfolger von Klaus Töpfer in Nairobi, sprach Klaus Ehringfeld über das 4. Weltwasserforum in Mexiko-Stadt.

KÖLNER STADT-ANZEIGER: Herr Steiner, am Mittwoch ist Weltwassertag. Wofür ist dieser Tag gut?

ACHIM STEINER: Wir brauchen das internationale Bewusstsein, dass wir zwar in manchen Teilen der Welt genug Wasser haben, aber uns dort solidarisch engagieren müssen, wo es wie in manchen Entwicklungsländern zu wenig davon gibt. Sonst wird es dort in den nächsten Jahren zu Katastrophen kommen. Und der Begriff Umweltflüchtling kann genauso mit dem Begriff Wasserflüchtling beschrieben werden. Deswegen ist der Weltwassertag wichtig, um sich in Erinnerung zu rufen, dass wir uns nicht aus dieser Problematik herausbegeben haben.

Was kann eine Massenveranstaltung wie das Weltwasserforum in Mexiko zur Lösung dieser Probleme beitragen? 

STEINER: Das Treffen ist Ausdruck eines Bedürfnisses, über verschiedene Sektoren hinweg den Dialog zu suchen. Die Wasserfrage wird in bestimmten Ländern immer dramatischer, und wir suchen nach neuen Ansatzwegen. Keiner hat im Moment die Fähigkeit, die Herausforderungen allein anzugehen, ob das der Staat oder die Menschenrechts- oder Umweltbewegungen sind oder die Wasserunternehmen, die vor ein paar Jahren noch glaubten, sie könnten auf dem Wege des Marktes, das Wasser der Zukunft bereitstellen.

Klaus Töpfer, der Chef des UN-Entwicklungsprogramms, dessen Amt Sie demnächst übernehmen, hält künftig Kriege ums Wasser für möglich ...

STEINER: Jeder Mensch weiß, dass kein anderer Mensch ohne Wasser leben kann. Daher wird Wasser genauso wie Religion manipuliert. Und es kann darum zu Konflikten und kriegerischen Auseinandersetzungen kommen. Aber die Geschichte hat uns an sich das Gegenteil bewiesen. Wie Pakistan und Indien gezeigt haben, arbeiten Länder selbst im Krieg noch zusammen, um das Wassermanagement gemeinsam zu bestreiten.

Was halten Sie von der Forderung einiger Basisgruppen, Wasser als Menschenrecht festschreiben zu lassen?

STEINER: Kein Mensch hat das Recht, einem anderen Menschen den Zugang zum Wasser zu verwehren. Ob man dies nun im Rahmen einer UN-Charta für Menschenrechte verbrieft oder im Rahmen von nationalen Grundgesetzen festhält, ist eine Diskussion, in der es noch keinen Konsens gibt.

Ein umstrittenes Thema auf dem Weltwasserforum ist die Privatisierung ...

STEINER: Die Diskussion um Privatisierung ist leider vor zehn Jahren auf die falschen Gleise gesetzt worden. Allgemeiner Konsens heute ist, dass Wasser nicht als Privatgut behandelt werden kann, Wasser ist Gemeingut. Es muss ein gesetzliches Rahmenwerk geben, dass das Grundrecht auf Wasser sicherstellt und auch die Umweltbelange nicht einfach auf dem marktwirtschaftlichen Altar bloßlegt. Die Privatisierungsdiskussion dreht sich heute darum, wie man bei den Dienstleistungen, die im Zusammenhang mit der Wasserversorgung und -entsorgung entstehen, auch mit der Wirtschaft zusammenarbeiten kann.

Was sind zukünftig die größten Herausforderungen, die sich für den Erhalt der Ressource Wasser stellen?

STEINER: Wir müssen vor allem sehr schnell den Menschen in den Regionen zur Seite stehen, wo Wasser knapp wird, wie in Ostafrika oder im südlichen Afrika. Sonst nimmt die Zahl der Umweltflüchtlinge zu, oder es werden Bevölkerungsgruppen aus bestimmten Regionen verdrängt. Zum anderen müssen wir vor allem in Afrika darüber nachdenken, wie künftig die Bereitstellung von Wasser stattfindet. Ist eher die von der Weltbank vertretene Perspektive richtig, in Infrastrukturmaßnahmen wie Staudämme zu investieren, oder können wir einen Ausgleich finden zwischen Investment in Infrastruktur und Erhalt der natürlichen Systeme, die schon heute Wasser bereitstellen, aber zum Teil durch Entwicklungsmaßnahmen mit Scheuklappe zerstört werden. Dieser Ausgleich wird für die internationale Gemeinschaft eine zentrale Herausforderung.

Sie folgen demnächst Klaus Töpfer an der Spitze des Unep nach. Was werden Sie anders machen?

STEINER: Ich bin noch nicht in der Lage, neue Anstöße zu definieren. Meine Ernennung kommt zu einem Zeitpunkt, in dem sich die Vereinten Nationen in einer schwierigen Situation mit einer ganzen Reihe von Reformprozessen befinden. In den kommenden zwölf Monaten werden Entscheidungen getroffen, die von grundlegender Bedeutung sind auch für die Zukunft von Unep, wie die Zusammenarbeit mit dem UN-Entwicklungsprogramm UNDP. Mein Amt beginnt mit einem dramatischen Veränderungsprozess um Unep herum, und daraus werden sich sicher neue Impulse ableiten.


_____________________________________________________________________________

Der Standard (Austria): Künftiger UNEP-Chef warnt vor Wasserflüchtlingen

20.3.2006
Designierter Chef des UNO-Umweltprogramms Achim Steiner: Ganze Bevölkerungsgruppen könnten vertrieben werden

Mexiko-City - Der designierte Chef des UNO-Umweltprogramms UNEP, Achim Steiner, hat vor einer steigenden Zahl von Wasserflüchtlingen vor allem in Afrika gewarnt. "Wenn wir uns nicht dort solidarisch engagieren, wo es zu wenig Wasser gibt, dann wird es in den nächsten Jahren zu Katastrophen kommen", sagte Steiner anlässlich des Weltwassertages am Mittwoch.
Die Zahl der Wasserflüchtlinge werde zunehmen und ganze Bevölkerungsgruppen könnten vertrieben werden, warnte Steiner, der in Mexiko-City gerade am Weltwasserforum teilnimmt. Niemand könne ohne Wasser leben, weshalb angesichts der knappen Ressourcen künftig auch Konflikte und kriegerische Auseinandersetzungen nicht auszuschließen seien. Der Nachfolger des Deutschen Klaus Töpfer als oberster Umweltschützer der Vereinten Nationen sprach sich dafür aus, das Grundrecht auf Wasser gesetzlich festzuschreiben.
"Wasser ist Gemeingut"

"Allgemeiner Konsens ist heute, dass Wasser nicht als Privatgut behandelt werden kann. Wasser ist ein Gemeingut", unterstrich der 44-Jährige. Bei der Diskussion über die Privatisierung gehe es darum, wie auch die private Wirtschaft bei den Dienstleistungen rund um die Wasserversorgung und Wasserentsorgung einbezogen werden kann.

Als größte Herausforderung sieht Steiner die Unterstützung der trockenen Regionen in der Welt. Er forderte ein kritisches Nachdenken über die Art der Bereitstellung von Wasser in diesen Regionen, wie etwa in Afrika. "Ist eher die von der Weltbank vertretene Perspektive richtig, in Infrastrukturmaßnahmen wie Staudämme zu investieren, oder können wir einen Ausgleich finden zwischen neuer Infrastruktur und dem Erhalt der natürlichen Systeme?" Diese seien vorhanden, würden aber oft durch Entwicklungsmaßnahmen zerstört, wodurch den Ärmsten der Zugang zum Wasser verstellt werde. (APA/dpa) 

____________________________________________________________________________

Xinhua: M. Chirac félicite Achim Steiner pour sa nomination du directeur du PNUE
21.3.2006

PARIS, 20 mars (XINHUANET) -- Le prÃ©sident franÃ§ais Jacques  Chirac a fÃ©licitÃ© lundi l'Allemand Achim Steiner pour sa  nomination du directeur exÃ©cutif du Programme des Nations Unies  pour l'Environnement (PNUE).  

     Dans une lettre fÃ©licitations Ã  M. Steiner, M. Chirac a  rÃ©itÃ©rÃ© sa proposition de transformer le PNUE en un organe plus  politique.  

     La transformation du PNUE en une vÃ©ritable Organisation des  Nations Unies pour l'Environnement constitue un objectif  prioritaire de la politique extÃ©rieure de la France, a Ã©crit M.  Chirac dans sa lettre Ã  M. Steiner.  

     Le prÃ©sident franÃ§ais dÃ©clare vouloir travailler avec le  nouveau directeur du PNUE pour "faire progresser ces idÃ©es" et  convaincre notamment les pays du sud que "le renforcement de la  protection de l'environnement constitue un dÃ©fi global qu'il nous  faut relever ensemble".   

     M. Steiner a Ã©tÃ© dÃ©signÃ© le 15 mars par le secrÃ©taire gÃ©nÃ©ral  de l'Onu Kofi Annan pour prendre la tÃªte du PNUE oÃ¹ il remplace un autre Allemand Klaus Toepfer. AgÃ© de 44 ans, il est actuellement  directeur gÃ©nÃ©ral de l'Union internationale pour la conservation  de la nature (IUCN).  

     CrÃ©Ã© en 1972, le PNUE est la plus haute autoritÃ©  environnementale au sein du systÃ¨me des Nations unies. Le PNUE  joue le rÃ´le de catalyseur, de dÃ©fenseur, d'instructeur et de  facilitateur oeuvrant Ã  promouvoir l'utilisation avisÃ©e et le  dÃ©veloppement durable de l'environnement mondial


____________________________________________________________________________

Xinhua:  Germany's Bayer contributes 1 million dollars to China's university 

20.3.2006

World's major pharmaceutical and chemical enterprise Bayer AG will contribute one million US dollars to China's Tongji University in the next five years to establish a chair for sustainable development. 

Bayer signed a memorandum of understanding with Tongji University here Monday concerning the establishment of the chair.

Under the document, Bayer will support this initiative with funding and non-cash contributions totaling one million US dollars for an initial period of five years.

Tongji University attaches maximum priority to the subjects of environmental protection and sustainable development, said Dr. Wang Gang, President of Tongji University in Shanghai.

The cooperation enables both sides to offer international students a first-class program of studies in this area, he said.

At the same press conference, Bayer and the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) endorsed their collaboration in global youth environmental activities. Bayer and UNEP concluded a cooperation agreement in June 2004 with an initial duration of three years. Under the agreement, Bayer will provide an annual funding of one million euros as well as implement some individual projects with UNEP.

Only comprising the chemical industry into the overall global environmental protection move could the great millennium goal of the United Nations be realized, said Professor Klaus Topfer, the UNEP Executive Director. As the world's largest developing countries, China is now confronted with the contradiction between rapid social development and limited resources and worsening environment, said Wan.

Through cooperation with transnational enterprises such as Bayer, Tongji hopes to pass the concept of sustainable development to the Chinese, he said. China has made some improvements in environmental protection as the concept has become a common sense of the top leaders of the government, said Dr. Topfer.

UNEP and Tongji University signed an agreement in May 2002 to establish the UNEP Tongji Institute for the Environment and Sustainable Development in Tongji.  In the past few years, the institute provided advanced training courses on the environment and sustainable development for future managers in the Asia Pacific region. 

It will accept master students for a course of study specializing in the environment and sustainable development this year, the first one for UNEP to cooperate with a university on matters on higher education ending with an academic title. 

_____________________________________________________________________________

FAZ net: Bayer: 2005 rund 50 Mio EUR für Umwelt und Kultur aufgewendet 

20.3.2006

DÜSSELDORF (Dow Jones)--Die Bayer AG, Leverkusen, hat im vergangenen Jahr rund 50 Mio EUR für Projekte in Bereichen wie Umweltschutz, Bildung oder Kultur aufgewendet. Vorstandsvorsitzender Werner Wenning sagte am Montag bei Vorstellung einer Zwischenbilanz der Zusammenarbeit des Konzerns mit dem Umweltprogramm der Vereinten Nationen (UNEP) in Leverkusen weiter, derzeit umfasse das weltweite gesellschaftliche Engagement des Konzerns etwa 300 Projekte. 

Zu ihnen gehört auch eine Kooperation mit der Tongji-Universität mit Sitz in Schanghai. Bayer und die Universität unterzeichneten in Leverkusen am Montag eine Absichtserklärung, einen Lehrstuhl für Nachhaltige Entwicklung einzurichten. Das Unternehmen stellt für zunächst fünf Jahre Finanzmittel und Sachleistungen in einer Höhe von 1 Mio USD bereit. DJG/rib/jhe 

_____________________________________________________________________________

Kölnische Rundschau: Mittel für Umwelt

VON ULI JANSEN

20.03.06,

LEVERKUSEN. Der Vize-Generalsekretär und Direktor des Umweltprogrammes UNEP der Vereinten Nationen, Klaus Töpfer, fordert einen Minimal-Standard für die weltweiten Chemieanlagen. Aufstrebende Länder wie China oder Indien müssten bewusst mit ihren Ressourcen umgehen. So sei das von China gesetzte Ziel, das Bruttoinlandsprodukt bis 2020 zu vervierfachen, nicht ohne den vernünftigen Umgang mit der Umwelt - beispielsweise bei dem Aufbau von Chemie-Werken - möglich. Dies sagte Töpfer gestern bei einem Besuch des Bayer-Konzerns. 

Das Leverkusener Unternehmen - das selbst in China derzeit 3,1 Milliarden Dollar in einen Industriestandort für Lacke und Kunststoffe investiert - ging vor zwei Jahren als erstes privates Unternehmen eine Partnerschaft mit der UNEP ein. „Der Kooperationsvertrag hat uns geholfen, andere Unternehmen für uns zu interessieren“, sagte Töpfer.

Seitdem gibt der Bayer-Konzern, der 2005 rund 50 Millionen Euro in 300 Projekte aus den Bereichen Bildung, Forschung und Umweltschutz investierte, jährlich eine Million Euro für UNEP aus. Das Geld dient beispielsweise für einen Umweltgipfel mit Jugendlichen. Ein Teil der Bayer-Fördermittel fließt seit gestern auch an die Tongji-Universität in Shanghai / China, die ebenfalls mit UNEP kooperiert. Dort will Bayer bis 2011 für eine Million US-Dollar einen Lehrstuhl für „nachhaltige Entwicklung“ einrichten.
_____________________________________________________________________________

Kölner Stadt-Anzeiger:  Bayer macht sich stark für die Umwelt
VON WILLI FELDGEN

21.03.06

Leverkusen - Ethische, soziale und ökologische Aspekte spielen bei der Bewertung von Unternehmen eine immer größere Rolle. In den USA orientierten sich bereits 15 Prozent der institutionellen Anleger daran, wie die Unternehmen in diesen Punkten beurteilt würden, sagte Bayer-Chef Werner Wenning in Leverkusen. Dieser Trend werde sich künftig auch in Europa auswirken. 

Bayer habe sich in vielen Teilen der Welt für Belange der Gesellschaft und der Umwelt bereits eingesetzt, als es den modischen Begriff der „Corporate Social Responsability“ noch gar nicht gegeben habe, sagte Wenning. Der Konzern unterstütze weltweit 300 Projekte. Schwerpunkte seien die Förderung der Wissenschaften, die Stärkung sozialer Grundbedürfnisse (wie Trinkwasser-Initiativen, Kampf gegen die Kinderarbeit, Sozialprojekte in Schwellenländern), Umweltfragen sowie Kultur und Sport. Bayer wolle Ökonomie, Ökologie und gesellschaftliches Engagement in Einklang bringen, sagte Wenning. 2005 habe der Konzern für sein gesellschaftliches Engagement 50 Millionen Euro aufgewandt. Das Umweltprogramm der Vereinten Nationen (UNEP) werde nicht nur mit Finanzmitteln von einer Million Euro pro Jahr und vielfältigen Sachmitteln, sondern auch mit eigenen Aktivitäten unterstützt. Mehrere Hundert besonders engagierte Jugendliche aus Asien, Afrika, Lateinamerika und Osteuropa seien zu einwöchigen Studienreisen nach Deutschland eingeladen worden, „um hier modernen Umweltschutz aus erster Hand zu erleben“, sagte Wenning: „Nach der Rückkehr in ihre Heimatländer geben die jungen Botschafter des Umweltschutz-Gedankens ihre neuen Erfahrungen und Kenntnisse in ihren Netzwerken weiter.“ In der Bayer-Zentrale in Leverkusen werde zudem 2007 eine Jugend-Umweltkonferenz mit 150 Delegierten aus 70 Ländern stattfinden. UNEP-Exekutivdirektor Klaus Töpfer sagte, Bayer sei mit seinem Engagement „Trendsetter“ für eine erfolgreiche Zusammenarbeit zwischen einer globalen Regierungsorganisation und einem global tätigen Unternehmen gewesen. 

Bayer und die Tongji-Universität in Schanghai unterzeichneten gestern zudem eine Absichtserklärung zur Einrichtung eines Lehrstuhls für nachhaltige Entwicklung. Bayer stellt für fünf Jahre Finanzmittel und Sachleistungen von insgesamt einer Million US-Dollar zur Verfügung.

____________________________________________________________________________

The Hindustan Times:  Kodagu  is world grove capital 
19.3.2006

 The centuries old, but declining, tradition of conserving forest as a local deity has earned Kodagu district of Karnataka an international recognition - 'the sacred grove capital of the world. The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) has selected Kodagu district in the Western Ghats of Karnataka for its international initiative to conserve ancient sacred sites and termed it as 'the grove capital'. The district consists of deep forests associated with flower gardens on mountain slopes and paddy cultivation in the valleys. 

Good news for the locals is that UNEP wants to pump in money to conserve the centuries old tradition of sacred grove, locally known as 'Devara Kadu', which has been on decline for several years now. Devara Kadu is a traditional institution wherein a patch of forest in each village is devoted to the worship of the local deity. Spread in over 346 villages of the district, size of Devara Kadu ranges between one acre to 1,000 acres. However, the introduction of rich cash crop of coffee has hurt the tradition badly. According to World Bank assessment, there were 755 Devara Kadu before 1900. The number has now fallen to about 300. Reduction in Devara Kadu is estimated to be about 59.5 per cent.

"The fall in the number has been primarily because of increase in coffee crop. If the present encroachment continues, the watershed, ecological functions served by Devara Kadu and their rich biodiversity of medicinal plants would be at stake," a recent World Bank report says. According to UNEP officials, the site has been selected, as it harbours the richest bio-diversity of the area and is the only site in Asia selected for the prestigious project. Initially, $1.7 million will be made available from Global Environment Facility to start the project. Thereafter, additional resources will be generated.
____________________________________________________________________________

Radio Netherlands: VN gaat heilige plaatsen beschermen

19.3.2006

Het milieuprogramma van de Verenigde Naties wil historische heilige plaatsen in de wereld gaan beschermen.

Heilige plaatsen van inheemse volkeren spelen volgens de VN een cruciale rol bij de bescherming van bedreigde plant- en diersoorten. In aanmerking komen onder meer het Kakagema-woud in Kenia, de Mexicaanse Chihuaha-woestijn, de Boloma-Bijagos-archipel in Guinee-Bissau en de heilige bossen in het zuiden van India. Deze plaatsen zijn praktisch onaangetast door de mens, maar worden in toenemende mate bedreigd door bijvoorbeeld toerisme, landbouw en stroperij.

De exacte plannen voor de bescherming van heilige plaatsen zullen worden ontvouwd tijdens de VN-conventie over Biologische Diversiteit, die maandag in Brazilie begint.

_____________________________________________________________________________

New Era (Namibia): National PCB Inventory in Progress
20.3.2006 

In line with SADC Environmental Protocols, the Stockholm, and Basel Conventions, the Ministry of Environment and Tourism is currently coordinating a project on the development of a National PCB Inventory for Namibia. PCB stands for Polychlorinated biphenyls.

These are deadly chemicals with a concentration of chlorinated constituents. They are found mainly in electrical transformers and capacitors. They are very effective, keeping the efficiency of a transformer up to 40 years and more in operation. However, they are critically harmful to human health and the environment and are being phased out. 

As mentioned above, the Environmental Programme of the United Nations has only two sister pollution conventions which deal with the problem of persistent organic pollutants like PCB. They are the Basel and the Stockholm conventions. These conventions came out of the intensity of the environmental revolution which began in the 1950s. Because the conventions are strictly environmental, they are globally focal-pointed and coordinated by the world's ministries of environment. In other words, if a persistent organic pollutant like benzine is found to pollute the environment, the United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP) will address its concerns directly to the Ministry of Environment. This is mainly because the Ministry of Environment is the primary coordinate and sister government organ to the United Nations.

Indeed, the Stockholm Convention was introduced by global environmental agencies mainly to address the pollution problem of stubborn chemicals in the environment. 

Respectively, the Basel Convention was introduced to deal with the cross-border movement of a wide range of hazardous waste chemicals, like PCBs and others.

Namibia is a party to both the Basel and the Stockholm conventions.

Recently, Dr. Mupoti Sikabongo, coordinator of the National PCB Project in the Ministry of Environment and Tourism, collected oil samples from transformers to determine whether Namibia was free from PCB or not.

Like all other SADC countries, it was found that Namibia may not be totally free from PCB operating transformers. In fact, Dr Sikabongo applied the internationally recognized PCB testkits to analyse the presence of PCB chemicals in the oil medium. The test-results showed that 8 of the 33 samples analysed were PCB positive. This result accounted for about 24.2 percent of the total sample. Dr Sikabongo stated that the next step is to send the samples to another advanced PCB laboratory for further screening. This is a normal procedure in science. You need to verify your findings by conducting further tests with other devices to rule out the impact of room temperature, for example, on your experiment. The good news is that all 8 transformers which tested positive are no longer in use.

Moreover, Dr Sikabongo states that even if a transformer is pregnant with PCB, that does not mean that such a transformer must be removed if it is running well and is not leaking. He says that what is important is to know that the transformer is PCB pregnant to enable us to service it in such a way that its oil is never mixed with other oils which are PCB free. This is the main reason why we need an inventory. So far, a national PCB Committee has been established. The purpose of the National PCB Committee is to plan and foresee all the necessary proceedings associated with the development of a National PCB Inventory for Namibia. It is important to note that SADC countries have earmarked 2010 as the target year for the elimination of PCB within the SADC Region. From this date, trade in transformers and capacitors that are PCB positive will be strictly controlled or even rejected by SADC governments to ensure that no further PCB contaminations are likely to take place in the re gion. In view of this, Namibia is expected to be free from PCB running equipment by 2010.

Furthermore, Dr Sikabongo noted that the manufacture of the test-kits for PCB did not provide sufficient information on how to dispose those kits after use.

Some users tend to mix them with domestic waste. Dr Sikabongo agues that this is not good practice for occupational and environmental health. He states that those who have conducted PCB screening should be aware that there is only one non-reactor ampule that has to be applied to the second test-tube to suspend the chemical reaction but which leaves some contents of the first test-tube intact. In view of this, Dr Sikabongo recommends that the disposal of all used PCB test-kits must follow the strict procedure that is applicable to the disposal of hazardous substances. It is only through this way that our people can be assured to benefit from sound occupational safety and environmental health.
_____________________________________________________________________________

The Daily Telegraph (UK): Flow of the Nile is cut to let Lake Victoria fill up again 
Mike Pflanz 

9.3.2006 

DROUGHT in East Africa has caused Lake Victoria to drop to its lowest level in 80 years and forced Uganda to reduce the flow of water to the Nile. 

Output into Africa's longest river from the huge Owen Falls Dam, 50 miles east of Kampala, will be cut by a third to allow the lake to refill, said Uganda's water minister, Maria Mutagamba. 

Dismal rainfall has reduced water levels by 18in or more, driving fishermen further from shore, stopping ferries from docking at shallow jetties and causing power cuts at hydroelectric plants. 

Reservoirs around the dam must be allowed to fill up again, Mrs Mutagamba said, by cutting the flow from 242,000 gallons per day to 76,000 gallons. 

Uganda's move is likely to anger Egypt, which claims 82 per cent of the 819 million gallons shed by the Nile every second under the contentious 1929 Nile Waters Treaty, updated in 1959 to give Sudan most of what was left. 

The colonial-era agreements, masterminded by Britain, limited the other countries of the Nile basin - Kenya, Tanzania, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Burundi, Rwanda, and the Democratic Republic of Congo - from interfering with the flow of the 4,200-mile river. 

Tensions between the Nile basin nations have been rising as countries such as Kenya and Ethiopia, struggling with poor rainfall, have called for greater access to the water for irrigation and hydroelectric schemes. 

In February, a report by Daniel Kull, a United Nations hydrologist, accused Uganda of secretly draining water from Lake Victoria to generate electricity. 

However, the current drought, brought on by persistent poor rain across parts of Kenya, Ethiopia, Somalia, Eritrea and Djibouti, has also caused water levels to sink. 

More than 11 million people across East Africa and the Horn of Africa are at risk of starvation, the World Food Programme has warned, due to drought that has left areas without water or pasture. 

While drought is a natural occurrence, it is happening more frequently due to global warming and environmental destruction, scientists say. 

Kenya's meteorological department said yesterday that rainfall expected from March to May is likely to be below average in the country's north, where the drought is hitting hardest. 

"We used to see these conditions every five or six years, but now they are coming every one, two or three years,'' said Daniele Donati, emergency co-ordinator for Africa for the UN Food and Agriculture Organisation. 

"These people have developed the most sophisticated mechanisms for survival, but even they cannot cope with repeated droughts coming ever more often, making them progressively more vulnerable.'' 

Global warming is changing climate patterns and reducing rainfall, but man-made factors including deforestation and overpopulation, of both humans and livestock, have worsened the current crisis. 

"Deforestation is clearly a major problem,'' said Klaus Toepfer, executive director of the United Nation's Environment Programme (UNEP), based in Nairobi. 

Almost two thirds of rainfall is generated not from oceans, but from lakes, wetlands and forests, he said. 

Their widespread commercial exploitation has hampered the environment's ability to produce enough moisture to keep rainfall levels up to historical averages. "Drought is a natural climatic phenomenon, but what has dramatically changed in recent decades is the ability of nature to supply essential services like water and moisture during hard times. 

"This is because so much of nature's water and rain-supplying services have been damaged, destroyed or cleared.'' 

_____________________________________________________________________________

New Vision (Uganda): UN hails Uganda on gorillas

By Gerald Tenywa 

20.3.2006
THE World Bank and the UN have recognised the initiative of the Uganda Wildlife Authority (UWA) in the protection of the globally endangered mountain gorillas. 
In a recent report of the World Bank, it was noted that the government had got accolades from the Great Apes Survival Project (GASP) of the United Nations environment Programme at a recent meeting in Kinshasa. 
“GASP noted that Uganda is the only country in which gorillas have been consistently on the rise and where the population is part of effective legislation that recognises its habitats within a gazetted national system of protected areas,’’ said the report. UWA has been getting funds from the World Bank in the last decade to undertake conservation activities. 
The mission also recognised the tourism ministry and UWA on the recent achievements in entering the Goma Accord with Congo and Rwanda on October 13. 
The accord was signed by the three states and commits the countries and their respective wildlife authorities to manage the gorilla habitat of the Virunga Conservation Area in a sustainable way. 
UWA’s head Moses Mapesa said the increase of gorillas shows that UWA was working with its partners to protect nature and promote its sustainable use. 
Uganda’s Bwindi impenetrable national park has more than half of the global population of an estimated population of 780 mountain gorillas. 
UWA shares revenue generated from entrance fees with the communities living at the borders of the protected areas.

_____________________________________________________________________________

Vanuatu Independent: Kanaka mo Vanua launched in Vanuatu
By Tony Ligo 
21.3.2006
A small but significant launching ceremony took place two weeks ago initiating the Kanaka mo Vanua indigenous organisation at the Malvatumauri headquarters in Port Vila.

Witnessed by chiefs and representatives from NGOs and organisations with an interest in indigenous people's rights, the association hopes to open an office in August.

Kanaka mo Vanua is a sub regional branch of the International Alliance of Indigenous and Tropical Peoples of the Tropical Forests (IAITPTF). This was formed in 1991 to combat encroachment and colonisation of the indigenous people's territories which are undermining their lives, livelihood and cultures through deforestation.

Covering a hundred and fifty indigenous bodies throughout the world, IAITPTF passed its charter in 2002 during its fourth international conference held in Nairobi, Kenya. While nine regions of the world are represented from Europe, Africa, Asia, Australia, New Zealand, Canada, North, Central and South America, the Pacific is yet to have a member and it is with this new body the members hope to win over more Pacific island states to form a regional branch.

"Our aim is to get a sub-regional branch formed (Kanaka mo Vanua), basically to focus on getting on board Melanesian states which make up the biggest group in the Pacific before reaching the Polynesian and Micronesian states so we have our headquarters in this part of the region," said Lae Sakita, one of those instrumental in starting Kanaka mo Vanua.

In his speech to the members of Kanaka mo Vanua, the minister for internal affairs, Georges Wells extended his appreciation to the organisation, promising his ministry's support.

The mission of the association is guided by conventions and treaties on Bio-Diversity and Climate Change.

Funding comes from the Global Environmental Facility (GEF) with executing agencies such as the World Bank, UNDP and UNEP.

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________

Other Environment News
BBC: Life's diversity 'being depleted' 

By Tim Hirsch
20.3.2006

Virtually all indicators of the likely future for the diversity of life on Earth are heading in the wrong direction, a major new report says. 
The Global Biodiversity Outlook (GBO) is published as national delegates gather in Brazil under the UN Convention on Biological Diversity. 

The Convention commits governments to slow the decline in the richness of living systems by 2010. 

The GBO says "unprecedented efforts" will be needed to achieve this aim. 

It sets out 15 indicators of progress towards the 2010 target, ranging from trends in the extent of wildlife habitats to the build-up of nutrients such as nitrogen which can harm aquatic life. 

Only one of the 15 - the area of the world's surface officially protected for wildlife - is moving in the right direction for biodiversity. 

	
	GLOBAL ECOLOGIAL FOOTPRINT 

Resource demand challenges Earth's regeneration capacity 

Fish are harvested faster than their natural replacement rate 

Water is being withdrawn faster than aquifers are replenished 

The biosphere takes one year and nearly three months to renew what humanity exploits in one year, on this analysis 


Even here, however, most areas still fall far short of targets to protect 10% of each region with distinctive combinations of species. 

The other indicators point to an accelerating decline, which has seen the rates of species extinctions surge to their highest levels since the demise of the dinosaurs 65 million years ago. 

Forests continue to be lost at a rate of six million hectares a year - that's about four times the size of the English county of Yorkshire - and similar trends are noted for marine and coastal ecosystems such as coral reefs, kelp beds and mangrove forests. 

The abundance and variety of species continue to fall across the planet, according to an index measuring the percentage of species with good prospects for survival; bird variety is on the decline in every ecosystem type from the oceans to the forests. 

Less complete indications are available for other groups of animals and plants, but it is feared they would show a similar picture. 

Within reach 
The report stresses that despite the gloomy trends, the target set by the Convention - involving a stabilisation, not a reversal of these losses - is still within reach. 

"Meeting the 2010 target is a considerable challenge, but by no means an impossible one," the GBO notes. 

"Unprecedented additional efforts are needed, and these must be squarely focused on addressing the main drivers of biodiversity loss." 

These "drivers" are identified as: 

· the loss of habitat, largely through the expansion of agriculture 

· climate change 

· the introduction of alien species which can badly disrupt ecosystems after being carried across the world, often accidentally in ship ballast tanks 

· over-exploitation of wildlife, for example through overfishing 

· the build-up of nutrients through chemical fertilisers, sewage and air pollution 

The great challenge in meeting the biodiversity target comes in the fact that these pressures are currently projected to remain constant or to accelerate in the near future - so slowing the extinction slide would involve major changes over wide areas of human activity. 

In the jargon, this requires "mainstreaming" of biodiversity concerns into areas of policy well beyond the remit of the environmental officials and ministers from more than 180 countries meeting in the Brazilian city of Curitiba over the next fortnight. 

Unless they can convince their colleagues responsible for agriculture, energy, world trade and industry that losing biodiversity threatens people and economies across the planet, the decisions and pledges they make will do little to reverse the trends identified in this report. 

	ECONOMIC BENEFITS UNDER ALTERNATIVE MANAGEMENT PRACTICES 

The full economic value of sustainable ecosystem management is rarely recognised and frequently ignored 

Converting mangroves to shrimp farms brings immediate monetary benefit but diminishes other important 'services' 

For example, mangroves provide timber, boost fisheries and provide storm protection - all of value to a much wider community 

If these 'externalities' are properly taken into account, the benefits of ecosystem conversion look weaker 


___________________________________________________________________________

Le Figaro: Le combat pour le droit à l'eau 
21 mars 2006,

 

Faire reconnaître la notion de droit à l'eau par la communauté internationale : tel est l'un des objectifs du partenariat français présent au Forum mondial de l'eau de Mexico et qui regroupe sous une même bannière des collectivités territoriales, des ONG, des entreprises, des experts... «Attention, le droit à l'eau ne signifie pas l'eau gratuite», précise d'emblée Guy Carcassonne, professeur de droit et membre d'un groupe de réflexion sur l'eau baptisé Ressources. Il s'agit en revanche d'accorder à tout un chacun la possibilité d'accéder à une quantité d'eau suffisante pour «sa survie et sa dignité».

 

Une notion relativement facile pour les pays développés. En France, la prochaine loi sur l'eau doit comprendre un article obligeant à maintenir une certaine alimentation en eau pour les familles à très faibles revenus. «C'est évidemment beaucoup plus complexe pour les pays en voie de développement», reconnaît Gérard Payen, membre du conseil consultatif des Nations unies sur l'eau et l'assainissement, «mais dès lors que l'on aura passer l'étape de cette notion de droit à l'eau, on pourra discuter de ce que cela doit signifier concrètement pour ces pays». 

 

Dans un rapport consacré exclusivement à ce sujet, le Conseil mondial de l'eau suggère que ce droit à l'eau, une fois bien définies les responsabilités des autorités et des usagers, soit mis en oeuvre à l'échelon local. Il préconise de la même manière un renforcement des financements, en particulier les subventions destinées aux infrastructures des pays pauvres et à la formation de personnes susceptibles de les faire fonctionner.M. C.
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Associated Press: U.S. Government Plan to Line Canal with Concrete Sparks Mexican Opposition
 By Elliott Spagat

20.3.2006
MEXICALI, Mexico — Despite its name, the All-American Canal has been leaking water to the Mexican side of the desert border for more than 60 years, nourishing alfalfa, onion and cotton crops that might otherwise wither. 

Now the U.S. government is preparing to line the earthen channel with concrete. Mexican farmers' loss will be California's gain: Scarce water that will no longer be able to seep away instead will help flush toilets and water lawns more than 100 miles west in San Diego. 

That would affect thousands of families whose fields cover thousands of acres around Mexicali, an industrial city of 800,000 that is gobbling up farmland on its outskirts. Critics of the project say the lining would prevent the replenishment of about 100 rural wells they use. 

Nazario Ortiz, who farms 100 acres about three miles inside Mexico, worries that his hardscrabble community will not survive. 

"Everything comes from the canal, so everything is going to be ruined," said Ortiz, 46, who lives in a village where old pickup trucks and unleashed dogs share dirt roads. "How are people going to make a living?" 

For many of its 82 miles, the canal's green waters trace the U.S.-Mexican border, running through sand dunes and verdant fields to California's Imperial Valley, where it is the lifeblood for 500,000 acres of U.S. farmland. 

The project to line 23 miles of the canal is slated to begin this summer and be completed in 2008. Project managers expect that the refit canal will capture enough water for 135,000 new homes, mostly in San Diego and its suburbs. 

The deal is not, however, ironclad. A group of Mexicali farmers and businesses has sued in federal court in Las Vegas to stop construction; a hearing is scheduled April 24. 

Nearly 3,000 acres in Mexico depend entirely on the All-American, according to the Mexicali Economic Development Council. California also relies on water that the canal siphons from the Colorado River as one of the West's major water sources winds from the Rocky Mountains to the Gulf of Mexico. 

For years, water consumption spurred by breakneck growth in Southern California prompted Western states to complain they were not getting their share. A water-redistribution deal in 2003 cleared the way for the lining project, which, at an estimated cost of $225 million, will ease some of the pinch California feels from being able to gulp less water from the Colorado. 

Mexico already gets 489 billion gallons of Colorado River water each year. Supporters of the lining project say that that should suffice -- that the canal's seepage is water Mexico is not entitled to get. The Mexican government estimates 90 percent of the canal's seepage ends up in Mexico, according to Enrique Villegas, environmental protection secretary for Mexico's Baja California state. 

"We don't mind sharing, but enough is enough," said Stella Mendoza, who serves on the board of the Imperial Irrigation District, which oversees the canal and solicited construction bids last month. 

Colorado River water first flowed to California's arid southeast in 1901 on the Alamo Canal, which dipped into Mexico. California farmers soon decided they needed a canal completely within the United States, leading to completion of the All-American in 1942. 

Farmers are not the only Mexicans fretting about the concrete casing. Opponents say lost seepage threatens about a dozen hidden lagoons in Mexicali enjoyed by outdoor enthusiasts and hunters. 

Critics also say migrants may die crossing the 175-foot-wide canal because the concrete lining will deprive desperate swimmers of tall grasses to grab. Although the canal appears calm, migrants who cram onto inflatable rafts can be swept away by a fierce undercurrent. 

Nine people died in the canal last year, down from 29 in 2001, according to the Imperial County coroner's office. The drop tracked a shift in border crossings to Arizona as the U.S. government heightened enforcement in California. The coroner's office says canal drownings could rise if California ever regains favor among illegal border crossers. 

To prevent such deaths, crews will build ladders 750 feet apart on both sides of the concrete lining to give desperate swimmers something to grab. 

____________________________________________________________________________

Reuters:Court Rejects Bush Administration Power Plant Pollution Rule
By Tom Doggett

20.3.2006
WASHINGTON — In a big win for environmentalists, a federal appeals court on Friday struck down a Bush administration rule that would have made it easier for coal-burning power plants to make equipment changes without installing controls to fight the pollution that would result. 

The court shot down an Environmental Protection Agency rule that said power plant owners would only have to install modern pollution fighting controls if equipment changes cost more than 20 percent of the replacement cost of the plant. 

Environmental groups and several states sued, arguing the rule would gut the new source review enforcement provisions of the Clean Air Act and allow the oldest, dirtiest coal-fired power plants to expand output without cutting polluting emissions. 

The court agreed, saying the agency rule was "contrary to the plain language" of the Clean Air Act that says the new source review provisions would kick in if a power plant is modified to cause "any physical change" that increases the amount of air pollutants. 

The court said the EPA's rule that has the 20 percent replacement cost trigger would require that Congress's definition of modification in the Clean Air Act include a phrase such as "regardless of size, cost, frequency, effect" or other distinguishing characteristic. 

"Only in a Humpty Dumpy world would Congress be required to use superfluous words while an agency could ignore an expansive word that Congress did use. We decline to adopt such a world-view," the court said in its ruling. 

Scott Segal, director of the Electric Reliability Coordinating Council that is made up of power-generating companies, said he was disappointed by the court's ruling and that it will create a roadblock for companies to install pollution control equipment. 

"To place the decision in context, we believe it is a step backwards for the protection of air quality in the United States. It may be St. Patrick's day, but this decision is far from good luck for the environment or consumers," he said. 

However, environmentalists welcomed the decision against the EPA rule that they said had been pushed by Vice President Dick Cheney's energy task force to help the energy industry. 

The court's decision closed "a loophole big enough to drive a coal-hauling truck through," said Frank O'Donnell, executive director of Clean Air Watch. "The court ruled that the Bush administration can't just ignore a law it dislikes." 

"This is a victory for public health," said Howard Fox, an attorney at Earthjustice. "It makes no sense to allow huge multi-multimillion dollar projects that drastically increase air pollution without installing up-to-date pollution controls or even notifying nearby residents." 

Former EPA Administrator Christie Whitman was against the final rule to relax the new source review provisions. "I must say that I'm glad they weren't able to finish the work until after I was home in New Jersey," she wrote in her book, "It's My Party, Too," after she left the Bush administration. 

____________________________________________________________________________

The Boston Globe: Asia's role in the illicit trade of wildlife

By Vanda Felbab-Brown 

20.3.2006

THIRTY-ONE years after the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species was approved, illicit trade of wildlife continues in many regions, endangering numerous species of animals and plants. Asia is among the worst offenders.

Mong La, the main city in the eastern autonomous part of Burma, was once a haven for poppy fields and methamphetamine labs. Under foreign pressure, however, Mong La authorities largely wiped out poppy cultivation. But eradication also wiped out the livelihood of thousands of people.

Authorities came up with an innovative twist on alternative livelihood by converting Mong La into a Burmese Las Vegas, with casinos and nightclubs frequented by Chinese tourists. But a few months ago, the Chinese government abruptly closed the border, and business in Mong La collapsed. In the surrounding rural areas, many people have food security for only eight months a year. It is only a matter of time before the pressure to grow poppies again becomes irresistible.

Meanwhile, whatever is left of life around Mong La is fed by another illicit trade -- this one of wildlife. Recently in the main market, terrapin turtles, monkeys, rodents, and birds were crammed into tiny cages, all for sale for a few dollars. So were bear claws, dried genitals from civets, and antlers from deer. A female accipiter hawk was advertised for $4. The bird was barely alive, unfed for several days, and when its owner yanked it out of its cage, it became apparent that its leg was broken and it would probably die within a matter of days. When I asked the seller whether she knew that she was doing something illegal, she reduced the price to $3.

Although some of these unfortunate animals supply the domestic market in Burma, many go to China and elsewhere in Asia for food consumption as well as homemade medicines and good luck charms. Many of the species are protected under the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species, but the local authorities in Mong La, the Burmese government, and China have not shown much of an interest in enforcing the prohibitions.

For the desperately poor villagers in the hill areas, the wildlife trade now represents the only source of income. Cutting through tropical forest, the road from Kentung to Mong La is often dotted by boys and men with slingshots hunting for birds.

The ecological impact of hunting and poaching is smaller overall than the environmental destruction caused by other human activities, such as deforestation. Paradoxically, the direct consequence of drug eradication in Burma has been a rampant increase in deforestation as an alternative source of livelihood, fed by demand for timber in China. Vast tracks of hills along Burma's border with China have been completely stripped of trees, collapsing entire ecosystems.

Yet for certain endangered species, such as rhinos and tigers, hunting represents a more imminent source of demise. Hornbills have been killed out in parts of Burma. Hill mynas, laughing thrushes, and other songbirds now decorate households in China and Indonesia, but no longer sing in the wild.

A commitment on the part of governments in the region to uphold environmental treaties would help many critically endangered species. The United States should pressure countries to crack down on illicit wildlife trade. However, it is difficult to monitor large forests, and interdiction efforts generally capture only a small portion of illicit flows. A potentially greater impact would come from a concerted effort -- both by governments and environmental nongovernment organizations -- to dry up the demand around the world for wildlife as exotic food, medicine, and pets.

Such an effort is not simply a matter of protecting endangered species, but also one of health protection. SARS is believed to have spread in China by hunting and consuming wild civets. Similarly, capturing wild birds and keeping them in close proximity to chickens and other domestic animals greatly increases the chance of spreading diseases, including avian flu.

A serious educational campaign that tiger testicles and eagle eyes will not cure impotence or blindness and that wildlife should remain wild would not only help save the planet's vanishing biodiversity, but would also limit the spread of devastating infectious diseases among people and wildlife.

Vanda Felbab-Brown is a research fellow at the Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs at Harvard University's John F. Kennedy School of Government. [image: image1.png]
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UN or UNEP in the news

Protecting the lost heritage - Sacred sites are key to protecting species, says the United Nations 
Financial Express, India - Mar 19, 2006 - Marie-Louise Gumuchian - From skull caves in southern Kenya to Mexico’s searing Chihuahuan desert, preserving sacred sites is key to slowing the loss of animal and plant species, environmentalists said on Saturday. Experts have pinpointed a string of religious sites across the globe as pilot ecosystems where local customs have helped safeguard troves of biological richness. 
A new $1.7 million UN-led initiative aims to help protect those sites by documenting species, conducting surveys with local communities and assessing potential for ecotourism. 
“There is clear and growing evidence of a link between cultural diversity and biodiversity,” Klaus Toepfer, UN Environment Programme (UNEP) executive director, said announcing the plan. 
http://www.financialexpress.com/fe_full_story.php?content_id=120850 

Also in:

Sacred sites key to protecting species: UN 
Leading The Charge, Australia - Mar 17, 2006 - Staff and agencies, 17 March, 2006 - http://www.leadingthecharge.com/stories/news-00160537.html 

******************

UNEP head awarded honorary professorship by China 

People's Daily Online, China - Mar 17, 2006 - Klaus Toepfer, head of the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP), has been awarded an honorary professor title by one of China's most prestigious universities in acknowledgment of his great contribution to the environment protection efforts in China. 

At a ceremony in Nairobi on Friday, Toepfer was handed the Letter of Appointment from Tsinghua University by Guo Chongli, China's permanent representative to UNEP and ambassador to Kenya. 

Honorary professorship is an honor of the highest ranking in Tsinghua University, which is widely believed to be the best one in China, especially in terms of science and engineering. 

|"I am greatly honored, on behalf of Tsinghua University, to inform you that we have just got the approval from the Ministry of Education of China for conferring on you an honorary professor title," said Gu Binglin, president of Tsinghua University, in a letter read on his behalf by the Chinese ambassador. 

"I would like to express my heartfelt congratulations and our appreciation of your outstanding achievements made in academic studies, in administrative work, and in assisting environmental protection and sustainable development in China," he said. 

Toepfer, also the United Nations undersecretary-general and the director-general of the United Nations Office in Nairobi, thanked the Chinese side for the exceptional honor, adding that he will continue to work closely with the Chinese government in its endeavor to acquire a better environment in the process of rapid economic development. 

"The economic development of China can only be successful if it is integrated with environment protection," said Toepfer. 
http://english.people.com.cn/200603/18/eng20060318_251599.html 


also in:

UNEP head awarded honorary professorship by China
Xinhua, China - Mar 17, 2006 - http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2006-03/17/content_4314691.htm 

****************



Skin-deep enforcement
New Straits Times, Malaysia - Mar 18, 2006 - Lax laws make snake-skin trade lucrative
THIS snake has no bite. It wraps its sleek, glossy self handsomely around your feet in the form of boots.
Sitting high on a shelf in a closet-sized leather goods shop in a city centre departmental store, the snake’s poison has travelled from its fangs to the deceptively plain price tag. 
On the tag is printed the eye-popping figure of RM800. 
Made of gleaming black leather, the boot’s uppers are covered in the unmistakable patterns of a snake’s skin, in the shape of flames.
It is the only one on display not because it is expensive but because it is illegal.

… According to the United Nations Environment Programme World Conservation Monitoring Centre trade database, countries reported exporting over 30,261 leather products made from python skin to Malaysia between 2002 and 2004.
Can snakes continue to be traded, legally and illegally, at these levels without becoming threatened? The answer: No one really knows. 
If no one can tell how many there are in the wild, how are export quotas set?
In the case of the reticulated python, they are set using inventory data and average five-year trade records rather than actual figures from population surveys.
Despite its listing on the Appendix II of CITES — which has species that may become threatened if trade in them is not strictly controlled to a level compatible with their survival — there isn’t even an estimate for python populations in the wild.
http://www.nst.com.my/Current_News/nst/Sunday/National/20060319082452/Article/index_html 

Water: A precious resource for Kashmir
Kashmir has got tremendous resource in the shape of water. But this resource has gone waste for want of proper planning. Capitalization of this resource in today’s scarce water market could have fetched huge monies to Kashmir, comments
GreaterKashmir.com (press release), India - Mar 18, 2006 - MEHRAJU DIN BHAT - The future economies of the countries will be decided on the basis of water resources. The inflation which today is dictated by oil will soon be influenced by water. 
The wrong priorities and flawed pattern of development coupled with whimsical decision making in Kashmir has greatly contributed to the destruction of this beautiful landscape and robbing of its rich water resources. The illegal encroachments, silting and sedimentation of once crystal clear lakes, springs and rivers and the huge pollution level have disturbed our ecological balance. What we have today is the hot-summers, lesser snowfalls. This has further caused huge pollution in water. 
 … The water is the most valuable resource but most neglected one. The emergence of the water crises in the world has led the world community to think over the issue seriously. The imminent challenge the world faces today is to provide safe drinking water to millions and millions of people for whom water is the most scarce commodity. 
In 1999 United Nations environment programme reported that 200 scientists in 50 countries had identified water shortage as one of the most worrying problem of the new millennium (the other was the global warming). In Dec 22, 1990 the United Nation adopted a resolution by which the 22nd of March every year was declared “World Water Day” to be observed to increase participation and cooperation between governments,…
http://www.greaterkashmir.com/full_story.asp?Date=19_3_2006&ItemID=2&cat=12 

General Environment News

Coral reefs seen threatened by tsunami rebuilding
March 17, 2006 — By Reuters -GENEVA — Coral reefs that survived the devastating Indian Ocean tsunami are coming under threat from rushed rebuilding efforts in the region, two international environmental groups said on Thursday. 

In a report issued in Geneva, they said studies along coastlines hit by the tsunami, the tidal wave which left nearly 200,000 dead on December 26, 2004, found little harm to coral formations. 

Only a few reefs were severely damaged, and most would recover naturally within 10 years, said the two bodies -- the inter-governmental World Conservation Union and the Global Coral Reef Monitoring Network. 

They said clean-up efforts had already addressed much of the initial damage which came from debris backwashed from shorelines mainly off the coasts of India, Sri Lanka, Thailand and Indonesia.
http://today.reuters.com/news/newsArticle.aspx?type=tsunamiNews&storyID=2006-03-16T110403Z_01_L16720575_RTRUKOC_0_UK-ENVIRONMENT-REEFS-TSUNAMI.xml 
_____________________________________________________________________________
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UNEP in the news

Namibia: National PCB Inventory in Progress

New Era (Windhoek): In line with SADC Environmental Protocols, the Stockholm, and Basel Conventions, the Ministry of Environment and Tourism is currently coordinating a project on the development of a National PCB Inventory for Namibia. PCB stands for Polychlorinated biphenyls. These are deadly chemicals with a concentration of chlorinated constituents. They are found mainly in electrical transformers and capacitors. They are very effective, keeping the efficiency of a transformer up to 40 years and more in operation. However, they are critically harmful to human health and the environment and are being phased out. As mentioned above, the Environmental Programme of the United Nations has only two sister pollution conventions which deal with the problem of persistent organic pollutants like PCB. They are the Basel and the Stockholm conventions. These conventions came out of the intensity of the environmental revolution which began in the 1950s. Because the conventions are strictly environmental, they are globally focal-pointed and coordinated by the world's ministries of environment. In other words, if a persistent organic pollutant like benzine is found to pollute the environment, the United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP) will address its concerns directly to the Ministry of Environment. This is mainly because the Ministry of Environment is the primary coordinate and sister government organ to the United Nations. Namibia is a party to both the Basel and the Stockholm conventions. Recently, Dr. Mupoti Sikabongo, coordinator of the National PCB Project in the Ministry of Environment and Tourism, collected oil samples from transformers to determine whether Namibia was free from PCB or not. Like all other SADC countries, it was found that Namibia may not be totally free from PCB operating transformers. In fact, Dr Sikabongo applied the internationally recognized PCB test kits to analyze the presence of PCB chemicals in the oil medium. The test-results showed that 8 of the 33 samples analyzed were PCB positive. This result accounted for about 24.2 percent of the total sample. Dr Sikabongo stated that the next step is to send the samples to another advanced PCB laboratory for further screening. The good news is that all 8 transformers which tested positive are no longer in use. http://allafrica.com/stories/200603201041.html
General Environment News

Africa prioritizes access to safe drinking water

Mexico, Mexico (PANA) – Africa is determined to do everything possible to halve by 2015 the number of its inhabitants still lacking access to safe drinking water, Ugandan water minister, Mrs. Maria Mutaganba, has emphasized at the 4th World Water Forum in Mexico City. "We have come to assert before you our entire continent's commitment to turn water into an absolute priority. We are convinced that without water, no sustainable development is possible," she declared here Sunday in her capacity as president of the African Ministers Conference on Water (AMCOW). UN-Habitat Director, Anna Kajumulo Tibaijuka of Tanzania, flanked Mrs. Mutaganba, as she spoke during the day dedicated to Africa at the forum. Her intervention was followed by the presentation of the African Water Facility (FAE), an initiative of the African Development Bank (AfDB). "FAE is an initiative designed by Africans for the Africans. It translates the determination of the continent's political leaders to exert all efforts to facilitate access to the greater number of Africans to safe drinking water," FAE Director, Kordjé Bédoumra, explained. "The AfDB decided to pool its efforts with UN-Habitat to work more efficiently on water and sanitation issues in Africa," he added. The fourth World Water Forum, which opened last Thursday in Mexico City, will continue until 23 March.
http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng108181&dte=20/03/2006
CILSS allots 79 million euros for drinking water
Mexico city, Mexico (PANA) – The Permanent Inter- State Committee for Drought Control in the Sahel (CILSS) plans to spend 79 million euros to implement a solar-powered water-pumping system in its nine member states, a senior CILSS official said here Monday. The project will provide 500 water access points using solar energy to member countries by 2008, CILSS executive secretary Musa Mbenga told PANA on the sidelines of the Fourth World Water Forum convening here. CILSS comprises Burkina Faso, Cape Verde, Gambia, Guinea Bissau, Chad, Niger, Mauritania, Senegal and Mali. The first phase of the project using solar energy saw the setting up of some 610 drinking water supply terminals within the CILSS member states. "The first phase of the programme was a total success thanks undoubtedly to the simple use of the solar mechanism. We particularly attribute this success to the involvement of the local communities whose role was to ensure the maintenance of equipment," he said. The access to safe drinking water would reduce morbidity in the Sahel and strengthen policies to fight food insecurity. The use of energy in the management of water resources is one of the initiatives presented by Africa at the Fourth World Water Forum which ends on 23 March. http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng108157&dte=20/03/2006
400 million Africans lack access to sanitation facilities
Mexico City, Mexico (PANA) – Some 437 million Africans do not have access to sanitation facilities, according to the Burkinabe Water and Fisheries Minister, Salif Diallo. Speaking Sunday on behalf of the Conference of African Ministers in Charge Of Water (AMCOW), at a Round Table in Mexico City, Diallo said women, children and people living in the periphery of the big African cities, were mostly affected. "Factors like political instability, conflicts and bad governance are behind this tragic situation. The lack of sanitation facilities is a serious poverty-aggravating factor. We must act quickly to address the situation," he told the Round Table under the theme: "Water and sanitation for all," part of the fourth Mexico Forum, which opened last Thursday. The Minister called on donors, political leaders and experts to find a lasting solution to sanitation problems in Africa. Meanwhile, an official of the African Development Bank (ADB) Serign Jallow, said the Bank had launched a water and sanitation access programme in Africa, which should be reinforced in the coming years. The ADB official said the objective is to increase the number of Africans with access to sanitation from 40% currently to 80% by 2020. Donors represented at the round table promised to support Africa overcome the difficulties of access to sanitation. http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng108103&dte=20/03/2006
Uganda: Government Not Ready for Meet

New Vision (Kampala): THE Government and environmental activists have not made any preparations ahead of the global conference organized under the Convention on Biological Diversity taking place from today to March 31, in Brazil. The global agreement that was made about 20 years ago on how to protect biological diversity is one of the most important global conventions. It brings together countries to cooperate in the protection and sustainable use of nature. Officials in Government and NGOs said there was no meeting to discuss issues relating to Uganda. "Most of the NGOs are working on issues relating to the convention, but they cannot articulate them in relation to the Convention on Biological Diversity," said Dr. David Mutekanga of the Uganda Wildlife Society. The meeting is expected to attract over 1,000 delegates from contracting parties and NGOs that have promoted the regulated use of resources. http://allafrica.com/stories/200603200834.html
Aftershocks continue in Mozambique, weeks after quake 

Maputo, Mozambique (PANA) - Three minor earth tremors were recorded on Sunday in the central Mozambican province of Manica, affecting the same areas hit by the earthquake of 23 February, a senior geologist said on Monday. According to the National Director of Geology, the tremors measured between 4.2 and 4.8 on the Richter scale. There were no reports of any casualties or damage due to the tremors. He said the Sunday tremors were aftershocks from the February earthquake, resulting from readjustments of the tectonic plates under the earth's crust. Since the post-quake readjustment of the plates could take months, more aftershocks are likely to happen. But as time passes they will diminish in intensity, he said.
http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng108141&dte=20/03/2006
_____________________________________________________________________________
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Bahrain
An Export Process of  a Dangerous Gas was Hindered

The National Ozone Unit (NOU) at the Directorate of the Public Commission for the Protection of Environment & Wildlife was able to uncover a commercial bilk in refrigerating and conditioning gas cylinders that contained different type of gas of what was revealed as information at these cylinders. The National Officer at the NOU examined the contents of the cylinders and found out that it’s also inflammable.  
http://www.akhbar-alkhaleej.com/arc_Articles.asp?Article=158543&Sn=BNEW&IssueID=10223
UAE

Key conference on high performance materials in harsh environments

The opening of the Second International Conference on Applications of Traditional and High Performance Materials in Harsh Environments was held at the AUS School of Engineering yesterday under the patronage of His Highness Dr Shaikh Sultan bin Mohammed Al Qasimi, Member of the Supreme Council, Ruler of Sharjah, and President of American University of Sharjah (AUS). 

More than 60 scholars and experts are participating in this two-day conference, which will conclude today.

Speaking on the occasion, Dr Winfred Thompson, Chancellor of AUS, welcomed the international delegates to the conference and wished them success. 

http://www.khaleejtimes.com/Displayarticle.asp?section=theuae&xfile=data/theuae/2006/march/theuae_march672.xml
Palestine

PCBS Starts Environmental Economic Survey 2006

Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics (PCBS) started the fieldwork of the Environmental Economic Survey 2006.

In a press release, issued on Saturday, PCBS revealed that "this survey is attached with the Economic Series Surveys and will be finished at the beginning of June2006." 

The goal of the survey is to collect environmental data about the economic establishments in the Palestinian Territory and the sample size in this survey is around 3,600 economic establishments, PCBS added.

It concluded that "the collected data will be about the consumed water in the economic establishments, the produced wastewater and produced solid waste in these establishments

http://english.wafa.ps/body.asp?field=enews&id=5678
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Ahead of elections for new Human Rights Council, Annan urges support for its work

20 March - Upcoming elections for the new United Nations Human Rights Council will mark a fresh

departure from its predecessor, the much-criticized UN Commission on Human Rights, Secretary-

General Kofi Annan wrote today in a leading newspaper, urging all Member States to fully support the

work of the new body.

In an historic move last week, the General Assembly voted overwhelmingly to set up the 47-member

Council, which is scheduled to hold its first session on 19 June and which has a higher status and greater accountability than the much criticized Commission that meets yearly in Geneva.“In just seven weeks time, on May 9, the UN will elect its first Human Rights Council. That moment can, and must, mark a

new beginning for all the UN's human-rights work,” Mr. Annan wrote in an Op-Ed published in The Wall Street Journal,

noting that 170 nations, including all of Washington’s NATO allies, voted last Wednesday for the resolution creating this

new Council.

“In short, there is every reason to hope that the new Council will combine the best features of the old system with some

much-needed changes. All those who want it to fulfill this promise now have seven weeks to make it happen. Let no one

who cares about human rights remain on the sidelines of this struggle.”

Despite last week’s overwhelming vote to set up the Council, Mr. Annan noted that “sadly, the US voted against, joined only by Israel, the Marshall Islands and Palau.” Belarus, Iran and Venezuela abstained.

However, he wrote that it was “very encouraging” that despite the United States ‘no’ vote, US Ambassador John Bolton had

explained its position “in a constructive speech” and pledged that his country will work cooperatively with other Member

States to make the Council as effective as possible.

“Ever since Eleanor Roosevelt helped to draft the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948, the US has been a

leading champion of human rights at the UN. I hope and believe it will remain so,” Mr. Annan wrote, referring to the wife of

former US President Franklin Delano Roosevelt.

The Secretary-General outlined why he believed “some Americans were disappointed with the text,” noting that this was

“essentially because they fear that in the new Council, as in the Commission that it replaces, some notorious human-rights

abusers will win seats and shield themselves from scrutiny.”

While acknowledging that this concern was shared by many other countries, he noted that General Assembly President Jan

Eliasson had persuaded Member States to “include other provisions which will make it more difficult for gross human-rights

violators to sit on the Council.”

In particular, he noted that Council members must be elected, "directly and individually by secret ballot by the majority of

the members of the General Assembly," and said this means that “nations will not get on the Council as they did on the

Commission, simply because there is no rival candidate from their own region.”

Another safeguard, wrote Mr. Annan, is that Council members are required to "uphold the highest standards in the

promotion and protection of human rights," and to submit their own human-rights record to the Council's scrutiny during

their term of membership.

The General Assembly will have the power to suspend Council members that do commit gross and systematic violations

during their term – a power it did not have over the Commission, he noted.

While the Commission was “entirely reactive, the Council is mandated to contribute to preventing human-rights violations,”

he noted.

But he emphasized that much would ultimately depend on the support of Member States.

“Taken together, these provisions should make it very hard for a notorious violator to win election, and should deter the

worst offenders even from running. How effective they are depends, of course, on how seriously the UN membership takes them.”

Two peacekeepers wounded in attack on UN post in southern Sudan

20 March - In the second attack on a United Nations post in southern Sudan in less than a week, two

peacekeepers from Bangladesh were wounded yesterday when 100 armed men tried to confine the

blue helmets to their base in order to loot other compounds in Yambio near the border with the

Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC).

The two wounded men, part of a UN force supporting a peace agreement that ended a two-decadelong

civil war, were hit by ricocheting bullets rather than any fired at them, and initial indications are

that the attackers were seeking communications equipment, the UN Mission in Sudan (UNMIS) reported today.

Three of the gunmen were killed in the attack, which occurred just past midnight on Saturday and ended soon after local

Sudanese troops reached the scene. UNMIS said security will be upgraded at the base.
Last Wednesday, a local guard was killed and a staff member and a second local guard seriously wounded when two

gunmen attacked a UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) compound in Yei, forcing the suspension of the planned

repatriation of some of the hundreds of thousands of Sudanese who fled the civil war.

UNMIS, which is authorized to field up to 10,000 military personnel to support implementation of last year’s

Comprehensive Peace Agreement between the Government and southern rebels, currently has 6,300 uniformed personnel on

the ground. A separate conflict in Sudan’s western Darfur region was not covered by the agreement.

Uzbekistan gives UN refugee agency 1 month to end its operations

20 March - The Government of Uzbekistan has given the United Nations refugee agency (UNHCR),

which last year helped to relocate more than 400 Uzbeks fleeing violence in their homeland, one

month to close down its more than decade-long presence in the Central Asian country, the

organization announced today.

Expressing regret over the Government’s decision, a UNHCR official said the agency would seek to

make alternative arrangements to meet ongoing needs of some 2,000 mainly Afghan refugees and

asylum seekers in Uzbekistan.

“The basic principles of refugee protection will continue to guide all of our activities on behalf of refugees wherever we

operate, even when this might have negative consequences on our relations with a state,” UNHCR Assistant High

Commissioner for Protection Erika Feller declared.

“We are fully satisfied that our work in Uzbekistan has been performed in accordance with the mandate given to us by the

UN General Assembly to protect and find solutions for refugees,” she added.

Last July, UNHCR assisted in the evacuation to Romania of 439 Uzbeks who had fled to neighbouring Kyrgyzstan two

months earlier after violence in the eastern city of Andijan may have claimed hundreds of lives.

At the time the agency said it was very concerned that other Uzbeks detained by the Kyrgyz authorities not be returned to

their homeland, where UN High Commissioner for Human Rights Louise Arbour has said returnees “may face an imminent

risk of grave human rights violations, including torture and extra-judicial and summary executions.”

Today, UNHCR said it was still concerned about the fate of four detained Uzbek refugees in Kyrgyzstan, two of whom were

denied asylum following a Supreme Court decision in mid-February, and it called on the Kyrgyz Government to refrain

from any action aimed at forcibly returning them to Uzbekistan.

The fate of an increasing number of Uzbek asylum seekers who have been detained in the former Soviet countries of the

Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) and forcibly returned to Uzbekistan is also of continuing concern, UNHCR

said.

The agency opened its office in Uzbekistan in 1993 to support its operations during the 1992-93 civil war in Tajikistan and

in northern Afghanistan. Its work currently focuses on the voluntary repatriation and resettlement of some 2,000 refugees

mainly from Afghanistan.

In a 17 March communiqué, the Uzbek Ministry of Foreign Affairs said “UNHCR has fully implemented its tasks and there

are no evident reasons for its further presence in Uzbekistan. With this regard, the ministry requests UNHCR to close its

office in Tashkent (the capital) within one month.”

In a report in July on the Andijan violence, the High Commissioner for Human Rights noted that while the Government

claimed fewer than 200 people were killed, other sources put the death toll at hundreds more. “It is not excluded, as

described by eyewitnesses interviewed, that the Andijan incidents amounted to a ‘mass killing,’” it said.
“In light of the consistent pattern of human rights violations in Uzbekistan reflected in the findings of United Nations human

rights treaty bodies and the special procedures of the Commission on Human Rights, the international community may also

consider the need for the establishment of a public mechanism of scrutiny of the situation in Uzbekistan,” the High

Commissioner’s report added.

UN food agency running out of supplies in blockaded Gaza Strip

20 March - Warning that food is running out in the Gaza Strip, the United Nations World Food Programme

(WFP) today appealed to the Israeli authorities to allow consignments to reach the tens of thousands of people

there who depend on outside assistance to survive.

At the same time, WFP called on the Palestinian Authority (PA) to take all necessary steps to ensure the

security of WFP staff and other humanitarian aid workers inside the occupied Palestinian territory so they can

work unimpeded.

The agency said the extended closures of the Karni commercial crossing between Israel and Gaza have had a devastating

effect on food availability in the Palestinian enclave. Stocks of wheat flour are already critically low and some fear there

will soon be no basic commodities in Gaza.

“Our food supplies have almost run out and the bakeries are also empty. People are now having to rely on their own stocks,

which will last only a few days at best,” said William Hart, WFP Deputy Country Director in the area. “The situation is

critical, especially for the poorest and most vulnerable, who are dependent on our food aid.”

WFP provides food aid to some 430,000 people in the occupied Palestinian territory, including 160,000 in the Gaza Strip.

Even before Hamas won parliamentary elections in January, WFP’s operations were 65 per cent under-funded. Since then,

the Israeli blockade, combined with deteriorating security in the occupied Palestinian territory, have reduced food supplies

to a trickle.

Mr. Hart called on all sides to allow humanitarian operations to continue unimpeded. “This means lifting the blockade on

aid convoys and commercial food deliveries, as well as ensuring safe conditions in the West Bank and Gaza for our

international and national staff to work normally.”

As a result of the blockade, flour mills have been unable to provide 8,000 metric tons of wheat contracted earlier by WFP.

Wheat flour makes up 80 per cent of the basic diet in Gaza. Other commodities, including sugar, baby formula and dairy

products, are also in short supply, causing food prices to soar more than 30 per cent since January.

WFP has so far received only 37 per cent of the $81 million required for its two-year operation to provide food aid for nonrefugee

Palestinians up to 31 August 2007.

UN rights commission again suspends work after approval of new Council

20 March - The outgoing United Nations Commission on Human Rights suspended its work for a further week today pending new directives after last week’s historic approval by the General

Assembly of a stronger Human Rights Council to replace it.

Ambassador Manuel Rodriguez Cuadros of Peru, chairman of the panel’s 62nd session in Geneva,

said he was awaiting a resolution from the UN Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC), which

would contain substantive elements for the form of the Commission's work.

As a subsidiary body of the General Assembly, the new Council has a higher status and greater accountability than the much

criticized Commission, which meets yearly in Geneva. It will meet year round as opposed to the six-week annual session of

the Commission, and its members will be elected by a majority of all 191 UN Members.
The Commission, which first suspended its work shortly after opening its 62nd session on 13 March, decided by consensus

to continue the suspension until Monday, 27 March at 3 p.m.

“The establishment of the Council marked the consolidation of a system that should improve the capacity of the United

Nations to protect human rights,” the Commission said in a statement.

“In that connection, the Council had a number of instruments and mechanisms that should allow for the effectiveness and

legitimacy of the system to be channelled towards greater promotion and protection of human rights.”

States need help in cooperating with arms embargoes: UN official

20 March - In order to cut off the supply of weapons that fuel conflicts, States need more support for

complying with arms embargoes, a United Nations disarmament official told the Security Council today as it

reviewed progress in controlling the illicit trade in small arms and light weapons ahead of a major June

conference on the subject.

“Such support could include technical assistance for improved monitoring of national air spaces and maritime

borders as well as the development of means to identify and prosecute those that violate arms embargoes” said

Hannelore Hoppe, Officer-in-Charge of the Department for Disarmament Affairs, as she introducing a review

of progress in the area since a milestone 2002 report by UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan.

In that report, Mr. Annan called for support to a small arms advisory service within the UN to assist States’ control efforts.

Ms. Hoppe said initiative, called the Coordination Action on Small Arms (CASA), had made great strides but required more

backing from Member States.

The report had also called for an international convention to identify and trace illicit arms, suggesting that countries fully

utilize the Interpol tracking system for weapons and explosives. Ms. Hoppe noted that the General Assembly had recently

adopted a politically binding international pact for that purpose, as well as an arms-trade protocol to the convention against

trans-national organized crime.

She suggested the Council urge States that have not yet ratified or acceded to that treaty to do so.

The 2002 report also urged the Council to include in the mandate of peacekeeping operations clear provisions for the

disarmament, demobilization and reintegration (DDR) of former combatants, including measures for the collection and

disposal of weapons.

There had been some progress in that area, Ms. Hoppe, but efforts to systematically integrate long-term weapons control

measures in the DDR process had to be intensified.

An encouraging sign of progress, she said, was the increased focus on the link between the illicit arms trade and the illicit

exploitation of natural resources, as well as on measures to disrupt that linkage.

In her presentation, Ms. Hoppe called attention to the upcoming major UN conference to review progress made in the

implementation of the 2001 programme of action to eradicate the illicit trade in small arms and light weapons.

She said the intensity of the debates during the preparatory process for the conference confirmed, on the one hand, that

States remained as committed as they were in 2001 to tackle the challenges posed by the trade.

On the other hand, she said the wide diversity of views expressed regarding the question was “symptomatic of the

complexity of the challenges posed by the problem of the illicit trade and its multifaceted nature.” The conference will be

held from 26 June to 7 July.
In the day-long discussion that followed Ms Hoppe’s presentation, in which some 40 delegations took part, most speakers

agreed that in order to halt conflicts, particularly those decimating Africa, it was crucial to complete the implementation of

the 2001 action programme and the 2002 recommendations of the Secretary-General.

This year’s Review Conference presented a vital opportunity to focus on areas where obstacles to full implementation

persisted, namely marking and tracing, brokering regulations, transfer controls, ammunition, and the integration of small

arms measures into development assistance, participants said.

While the majority of speakers welcomed the recent adoption of the instrument for marking and tracing arms, they regretted

that it did not have a legally binding character or contain provisions regarding ammunition.

Iran: Annan welcomes release of journalist Akbar Ganji

20 March - United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan said today he is pleased at the freeing of Iranian

journalist Akbar Ganji following a six-year prison sentence.

Mr. Ganji received his term in 2000 after returning from a human rights conference in Berlin where he

reportedly expressed views critical of the Iranian authorities and the country's Supreme Leader. He was

charged with “harming national security” and “spreading propaganda against the regime.”

In August 2005, the Secretary-General appealed to the Iranian authorities to grant Mr. Ganji’s release on humanitarian

grounds following a prolonged hunger strike, spokesman Stephane Dujarric recalled today.

Following Mr. Ganji's arrest in 2000, various mechanisms of the Commission on Human Rights had repeatedly appealed to

the Iranian authorities to review his situation, as well as the situation of other intellectuals and journalists imprisoned for

press and opinion-related offences.

In a separate development, Asma Jahangir, an expert with the Commission, today drew attention to a letter in which the

Supreme Leader of Iran asked governmental agencies to identify persons who adhere to the Bahá'í faith and collect

information on them.

Ms. Janhangir, the UN Special Rapporteur on religious freedom, expressed concern that the information gained as a result of

such monitoring will be used as a basis for the increased persecution of, and discrimination against, members of the Bahá'í

faith, in violation of international standards.

“Such monitoring constitutes an impermissible and unacceptable interference with the rights of members of religious

minorities,” she said in a statement released today.

The Bahá'í community has an estimated 300,000 to 350,000 adherents throughout Iran but is not recognized as a religious

minority in the country

Ms. Janhangir, who is unpaid and serves in an independent capacity, called on the Government of Iran to refrain from

categorizing individuals according to their religion and to “ensure that members of all religious minorities are free to hold

and practise their religious beliefs, without discrimination or fear.”

Senior UN envoy on Lebanon issues starts talks with key Arab leaders

18 March - Beginning a round of meetings with key Arab leaders in the Middle East, a senior United

Nations envoy dealing with Lebanon today held what he called “constructive” talks with senior officials in

Saudi Arabia.

Terje Roed-Larsen, Secretary-General Kofi Annan's Special Envoy for the implementation of Security

Council 1559, which focuses on an end to foreign interference in Lebanon, met in Riyadh today with Saudi

Crown Prince Sultan bin Abdulaziz and Foreign Minister Prince Saud al-Faisal.

Mr. Roed-Larsen lauded the important role played by the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia in the efforts to resolve the multiple

conflicts in the Middle East. He characterized his talks with Saudi leaders as “constructive and forward-looking” with a

“strong convergence of views.”

“We are working hand in hand, and the Secretary-General and I are looking forward to continuing this partnership,” he said.

Subject of the talks was the implementation of Security Council resolution 1559, which calls for the strict respect of

Lebanon's sovereignty and political independence, the withdrawal of foreign forces, and the disarming and disbanding of

militias in the country.

Discussions focused in particular on the ongoing national dialogue among all factions in Lebanon, which to date has yielded

a consensus on the need to establish formal diplomatic relations between Syria and Lebanon and to delineate in full the

international border between the two countries.

“The implementation of Security Council resolution 1559 is proceeding in the context of a difficult and tense climate in the

region, where a number of fires are burning at present, all of which impact on our efforts to fully implement the resolution,”

said the envoy, who recently completed meetings in the capitals of all permanent members of the Security Council: China,

France, the Russian Federation, the United Kingdom and the United States.

He emphasized that achieving all the objectives outlined in resolution 1559 “remains high on the Secretary-General's

agenda.”

UN envoy to Lebanon holds talks with senior officials in Cairo

20 March - A senior United Nations envoy dealing with Lebanon today held talks on that country and other

regional hotspots during meetings in Cairo with Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak and other senior

officials.

Terje Roed-Larsen said afterwards that he and the President had discussed the situation in the broader

Middle East, which is now reaching a critical juncture in its history.

The Special Envoy also met with the Secretary-General of the League of Arab States, Amr Moussa, and with Egyptian

Foreign Minister Ahmed Abul Ghait on Sunday night.

Upon the conclusion of his talks in Cairo, Mr. Roed-Larsen left for Doha this afternoon for consultations with senior

officials in Qatar, which currently represents the Arab group in the Security Council.

Mr. Roed-Larsen is tasked with following up on Security Council resolution 1559, which calls for an end to foreign

influence in Lebanon, the disarming and disbanding of militias and the holding of free and fair presidential elections. Last

year, Syria complied with the text's provision calling for the withdrawal of foreign forces from Lebanon.

‘Extremely fragile’ conflict-ridden Burundi needs close monitoring: Annan

20 March - Improvements in human rights, good governance and other areas are urgently needed in

conflict-ridden Burundi, Secretary-General Kofi Annan said in a report released today, calling for

close monitoring of the impoverished country in the countdown to the planned withdrawal of the

United Nations mission there by the end of this year.

In his latest report to the Security Council on the UN Operation in Burundi (ONUB), covering the

situation since November, Mr. Annan noted that “significant challenges remain,” with the “most

immediate task facing the Government is ending the 12-year conflict and restoring durable peace.”

“After more than a decade of devastating conflict, the security and economic situation in Burundi remains extremely fragile,

requiring massive commitment of all involved,” the Secretary-General pointed out.

“Urgent improvements are required in the areas of good governance, transparency and accountability and respect for human

rights, as well as the continuation of major economic, security and political reforms,” he said, stressing the importance of the

active involvement of the region, bilateral partners and the UN.

The conflict, along with recurring drought and frequent displacements, had driven “two thirds of the population into extreme

poverty and thousands are still facing serious food shortages,” he said.

Describing the humanitarian and social crises in Burundi as “acute,” Mr. Annan emphasized that the plan to fully withdraw

the ONUB by 31 December had been developed with the Government, “following its specific and strong request for the

early disengagement of the United Nations peacekeeping presence.”

He noted that the “initial tasks” of the UN operation had been completed, but warned that “given the severity of the

challenges facing the country…the possibility of a relapse remains strong,” and recommended altering the withdrawal time

depending on the situation on the ground.

“In that regard…it will be prudent to continue to monitor developments closely and assess the situation in the coming

months, in consultation with the Government and major stakeholders,” he pointed out.

“Should the situation at that time so require, the pace of the ONUB drawdown could be adjusted accordingly in full

consultation with the Government,” Mr. Annan concluded.

Earlier this month the UN said that 2.2 million people in Burundi -- including refugees and returnees – will need food aid in

2006 because of poor rains, crop disease and poverty.

As rains continue, UN assists flood victims in Ecuador

20 March - With some 17,000 families directly or indirectly affected by flooding and landslides in Ecuador, United Nations agencies today announced plans for emergency relief focusing on food, drinking water, medicines and sanitation supplies as well as assistance for the repair and reconstruction of homes.

“The main challenges are that the buildings housing evacuated families are improvised and lack basic

services such as safe drinking water and electricity,” the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA)

said, noting that the world organization has already allocated two cash grants totalling $80,000.

“Local authorities also lack the necessary food and other relief supplies, as well as of the means to protect and care for the

most vulnerable groups,” it added of the national response, which is focusing on 5,000 families classified as highly

vulnerable. According to national authorities, the flooding has taken nine lives and destroyed the homes of 474 families.
Gedaref, Kassala and South Kordofan, the UN World Health Organization (WHO) said.

Mass vaccination campaigns with bivalent vaccines are continuing in South Kordofan and Gedaref, while two campaigns

have already been completed in Blue Nile and Kassala. Another outbreak has been confirmed at a displaced persons’ camp

in war-torn West Darfur where 28 cases and one death (case fatality rate of 3.57 per cent) have been reported to WHO. A

vaccination campaign is expected to start there later this week.

WHO, the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and non-governmental organizations are collaborating in the effort to stem the

spread of the disease, which even when diagnosed early and with adequate therapy instituted, kills 5 to 10 per cent of

patients, typically within 24 to 48 hours of the onset of symptoms, the most common of which are stiff neck, high fever,

sensitivity to light, confusion, headaches and vomiting.

WHO Sudan is providing technical guidance for outbreak control and case management in addition to drugs and other

emergency supplies for outbreak investigation.

Meningitis may result in brain damage, hearing loss, or learning disability in 10 to 20 per cent of survivors. The bacteria are

transmitted from person to person through droplets of respiratory or throat secretions.

Close and prolonged contact such as kissing, sneezing and coughing on someone, living in close quarters, and sharing eating

or drinking utensils, facilitates the spread. The incubation period ranges between two and 10 days.

Republic of Congo: Annan praises reconciliation at weaponsburning ceremony

20 March - On the third leg of a trip to Africa, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today

conferred with President Sassou Nguesso of the Republic of Congo and attended a ceremony for the

destruction of weapons, one of the landmarks on the Central African country’s road to peace after a

decade of bloody civil war.

“The process has been put in motion, now we must maintain it. That means progress must also be

made on the other elements of the national programme for the disarmament, demobilization and

reintegration of the former combatants,” Mr. Annan said at the ceremony, attended by the President

and First Lady, and Nane Annan.

“I pray that the flame which will soon shoot forth from this burning pile in front of us may be the symbol of hope reborn for

the Congolese people and an inspiration for all the peoples who continue to be the victims of armed conflict in Africa and

elsewhere.”

The destroyed arms – 80,000 pieces of ammunition, 800 weapons and 500 grenades – were collected from former

combatants by the Government with UN technical support and financial assistance from the European Union (EU).

In his talks with the President, who currently heads the African Union (AU), Mr. Annan discussed UN reform, the work of

the Security Council, and developments in Darfur, Liberia, Iran and the June elections in the neighbouring Democratic

Republic of the Congo (DRC).

He also has meetings scheduled with opposition leaders, before attending a state dinner in his honour, hosted by the

President.

Mr. Annan, who has already visited South Africa and Madagascar, leaves tomorrow for the DRC, where the UN is fielding

over 16,800 uniformed personnel to back up a peace agreement while helping to organize national elections to be held in

June.

Lebanon: Head of Gulf Cooperation Council backs work of UN envoy

19 March - Recent developments in Lebanon and their broader regional context topped the agenda during

talks in Riyadh between Secretary-General Kofi Annan's Special envoy and the head of the Gulf

Cooperation Council (GCC), Abdel Rahman Al-Atiyyeh, a United Nations spokesman reported today.

Mr. Al-Atiyyeh expressed the support of the six GCC member States – Kuwait, Oman, the United Arab

Emirates, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and Bahrain – for the implementation of Security Council Resolution 1559

and praised the UN Secretary-General's work in Lebanon, according to the spokesman.

Resolution 1559 calls for an end to foreign influence in Lebanon, the disarming and disbanding of militias and the holding

of free and fair presidential elections. Last year, Syria complied with the text's provision calling for the withdrawal of

foreign forces from Lebanon.

Today, Mr. Roed-Larsen met with the Secretary-General of the Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC), Ekkmeleddin

Ihsanoglu, in Jeddah, before departing Saudi Arabia for Egypt, where he will confer with the Secretary-General of the

League of the Arab States, Amre Moussa, and the Egyptian Foreign Minister, Ahmed Aboulgheit.

Departing Madagascar, Annan urges political dialogue ahead of elections

19 March - United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today departed Madagascar with a call for

dialogue among all political parties ahead of planned elections in the country.

Speaking to reporters before leaving the Indian Ocean nation, Mr. Annan said during meetings with its

leaders he had encouraged all to engage in talks to foster conditions necessary for the polling. “I hope

it will be transparent, open and equitable,” he said.

The Secretary-General voiced confidence that a genuine dialogue among all the political parties would

enable them to solve many issues.

UN electoral experts have been helping to prepare for the elections, and are expected to produce a report on the process, he

noted.

Asked about his forthcoming visit to the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), Mr. Annan said the UN would need all

possible assistance in preparing for elections to be held there in June, including from the European Union. .

In addition to going to the DRC, Mr. Annan will visit the Republic of Congo as part of his current trip to Africa.
With Côte d'Ivoire election commission up and running, UN official departs

18 March - Now that Côte d'Ivoire has established its Independent Electoral Commission (IEC), the United

Nations High Representative for elections in the country has departed, the world body's peacekeeping

operation there (ONUCI) announced today.

Before leaving Abidjan on Friday, Antonio Monteiro expressed satisfaction with the results achieved so far

in preparations for the polls.

The High Representative also acknowledged that problems remain and called for dialogue between all Ivorian parties in
order to overcome their differences. He also stressed the need to let the Commission work in all fairness.

Mr. Monteiro, who spent eight months in Côte d'Ivoire supporting the electoral process, leaves his post to become Portugal's

Ambassador to France.

Elections are scheduled for October in Côte d'Ivoire, which was divided into a Government-ruled south and rebel-held north

after the failure of an attempted coup against President Laurent Gbagbo in September 2002 triggered a civil war.

Troops from the UN Operation in Cote d'Ivoire (UNOCI) and the UN-authorized French Licorne forces have been guarding

the so-called Zone of Confidence separating the two areas in this nation, once the world's top cocoa producer. More than

7,500 uniformed UN personnel are present in the country as part of UNOCI's mission.

UNICEF hails International Criminal Court arrest of suspect in child conscription

18 March - The United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) today lauded the International Criminal Court's

(ICC) arrest of a man accused of conscripting and enlisting children to fight in the Democratic Republic of

Congo (DRC).

“It is important to protect children from being recruited and used in armed conflict,” UNICEF Executive Director Ann M.

Veneman said, reacting to Friday's arrest of Thomas Lubanga by ICC.

“Wars must never be fought by children. Whether children are forcibly recruited, join armed groups in order to escape

poverty or hunger, or enlist to actively support a cause, the first loss is their childhood,” she said.

UNICEF estimates that at any given time, up to 300,000 children globally are being used in armed groups and forces in a

variety of roles, including as combatants, cooks, porters, messengers, spies and for sexual purposes.

Mr. Lubanga, a Congolese national and alleged founder and leader of the Union des Patriotes Congolais, was arrested in

Kinshasa on Friday and transferred to the ICC in The Hague as part of the judicial proceedings under the Rome Statute,

which makes the conscription, enlistment or use of children under 15 in hostilities by national armed forces or armed groups

a war crime.

He is the first person to be arrested and transferred to the ICC since the Rome Statute took effect in 2002.

International corporations pledge assistance to UN refugee agency

20 March - Following a week-long trip to refugee camps in Africa, top executives of five international

companies have pledged to use their business expertise to help the United Nations refugee agency (UNHCR)

in its global mission to help persons who have been forced to flee their homelands.

Directors of Nike, Microsoft, Merck, PricewaterhouseCoopers and Manpower visited Somali and Burundian

refugees in camps in Kenya and Tanzania.

The executives promised to help UNHCR upgrade its information technology in order to better facilitate its international

tasks. Nike also announced donations of new sports facilities and classrooms for girls’ education.

The five corporations are part of UNHCR's Council of Business Leaders, set up last year at the World Economic Forum in

Davos, Switzerland, to build additional bridges between the corporate and the humanitarian communities.

“The role of the Council is to advise UNHCR on the best strategies to capitalise on existing joint projects and to develop

new and innovative public-private partnerships,” UNHCR spokesperson Jennifer Pagonis said last week.
“The Council also aims to raise awareness of refugee issues in the business world,” she added.

There are more than 240,000 refugees in Kenya, the majority from Somalia and Sudan, according to UNHCR, while

Tanzania is home to more than 400,000 refugees from the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) and Burundi.

At UN meeting, countries call for strengthening treaty to curb overfishing

20 March - Faced with continuing illegal, unregulated and unreported fishing that is severely depleting the world’s oceans

of their fish stocks, countries represented at a United Nations meeting on the issue today called for new measures to

strengthen a global treaty to manage fishing on the high seas.

“There is a wide consensus that the world’s marine capture fisheries are at a crossroads,” Nicholas Michel, the UN Legal

Counsel, told the opening of a preparatory round of talks for a review conference of the 1995 Agreement for the

Conservation and Management of Straddling Fish Stocks and Highly Migratory Fish Stocks, to be held at the UN from 22 to

26 May.

“It is widely recognized that fisheries policy now has to balance short-term economic and social benefits with the need to

ensure long-term sustainability of fishery resources,” Mr. Michel observed.

Participants at the meeting stressed that the treaty requires far more effective implementation, and that more countries need

to ratify the treaty.

Secretary-General Kofi Annan, in a recent report on the subject, said that certain fish stocks have “declined to the point

where their commercial value has become insignificant,” while other stocks “have been so substantially reduced that their

biological survival is seriously threatened.”

The report found that unsustainable fishing practices such as overcapacity, overfishing, illegal, unreported and unregulated

fishing, and destructive fishing techniques are threatening the world’s fisheries and as a result, almost three-quarters of the

world’s fish stocks have been overexploited or depleted.

David Balton of the United States, the Chairman of the preparatory talks that will continue through this week, said the report

confirmed the importance of the Agreement. “There is much more to be done,” he said.

Many countries voiced concern that while the treaty must not be reopened or renegotiated, better mechanisms are needed to

implement and enforce the Agreement. Others stressed that since the treaty needed universal acceptance, the discussions had

to address the concerns of countries that had not yet adopted the Agreement.

The treaty elaborates on the fundamental principle, established in the Convention on the Law of the Sea, that States should

cooperate to ensure conservation and promote the optimum utilization of fisheries resources both within and beyond the

Exclusive Economic Zone. The Agreement provides a framework for cooperation in the conservation and management of

those resources.

In another development, 65 experts from across Europe gathered today at the Rome headquarters of the UN Food and

Agriculture Organization (FAO) for a meeting on how to improve global fisheries databases as a test case for improved

information exchange in other areas.

“Managing the world’s fish stocks is a major challenge both at present and in the future”, said Richard Grainger, FAO’s

Chief of Fishery Information, Data and Statistics. “If successful, the project will help us to keep track of fisheries across the

world by taking information from a wide variety of sources and providing us with rapid real-time information.”

Liberia: bridge built in a week inaugurated by UN envoy

20 March - A steel bridge with a 33-ton capacity, built in one week by the Chinese contingent of the United Nations

Mission in Liberia (UNMIL), was officially inaugurated this weekend by the top UN envoy to the country, which is

recovering from a decade-long civil war.

Pointing out that the Sarbo Bridge is the fourth bridge completed by the contingent, Alan Doss, the Special Representative

of Secretary-General Kofi Annan, said the achievement “demonstrates not only the contingent’s technical abilities and

competence, but also the great dedication and commitment to their job as peacekeepers, and shows their contribution to the

recovery of Liberia.”

He added that “roads are not only economically important, but they also ensure security, the free movement of people and

unify countries.”

The new bridge unites River Gee and Maryland counties in Liberia.
DAILY PRESS BRIEFING BY THE OFFICE OF THE SPOKESPERSON FOR THE SECRETARY-GENERAL

20 March 2006

The following is a near-verbatim transcript of today’s noon briefing by Stéphane Dujarric, Spokesman for the Secretary-General.
Good afternoon.

**Statement on Iranian Journalist
I’ll start off with a statement attributable to the Spokesman.

“The Secretary-General is pleased that Akbar Ganji, an Iranian journalist, is now free after having served a six-year prison sentence.  The Secretary-General wishes him good health.  In August 2005, the Secretary-General appealed to the Iranian authorities to grant Mr. Ganji’s release on humanitarian grounds following a prolonged hunger strike.”

And that statement is available upstairs.

**Secretary-General in Congo
Today, the Secretary-General met in Brazzaville, Congo- Brazzaville, with the Prime Minister of the Republic of the Congo, as well as with members of Parliament, the diplomatic corps and the UN country team.

He then met this afternoon with the Congolese President, who currently serves as the head of the African Union.  That meeting was a tête-à-tête.  The two discussed UN reform, the work of the Security Council, developments in Darfur, Liberia, Iran, and the June elections in the Democratic Republic of the Congo.

The Secretary-General and his wife Nane Annan, accompanied by the Congolese President and First Lady, then presided over a ceremony to destroy arms collected by the Congolese authorities –- arms that had been collected from combatants following the civil war there.

In a statement, the Secretary-General commended the President and the Congolese people for committing themselves to engaging in dialogue and reconciliation.  And we do have copies of that speech available upstairs.

And later today, the Secretary-General also plans to meet with opposition leaders before attending a State dinner in his honour, hosted by the President.  Tomorrow, the Secretary-General is scheduled to make his way across the river to the Democratic Republic of the Congo.

**Security Council
The Security Council is holding an open debate this morning on small arms, and Hannelore Hoppe, the Officer-in-Charge of the Department for Disarmament Affairs, told the Council that the recent adoption by the General Assembly of an international instrument to identify and trace illicit small arms and light weapons was an important step forward in fighting the spread of such arms.

She said that the Secretary-General’s recent report on small arms underscored that, despite progress made so far, more needs to be done to implement fully some key recommendations.  She noted the need to support States in their efforts to improve the effectiveness of arms embargoes imposed by the Council.  And we have her statement available upstairs.

** Sudan
The UN Mission in Sudan (UNMIS) says that one of its temporary operating bases in Yambio, in the country’s south near the border with the Democratic Republic of the Congo, was attacked over the weekend, leaving two Bangladeshi peacekeepers wounded.

Shortly after midnight on Saturday, 100 armed men entered Yambio and tried to contain the peacekeepers at the base in order to loot other compounds in the town.  The two wounded peacekeepers were both hit by ricocheting bullets, and not from bullets that were apparently fired directly at them.  Initial indications are that the attackers were looking to obtain communications equipment.

Three of the assailants were killed in the attack, which ended soon after local Sudanese troops reached the scene.  And the UN Mission says security will be upgraded at the base.

** Lebanon
Turning to Lebanon, Terje Roed-Larsen, the Secretary-General’s Special Envoy for the implementation of Security Council resolution 1559, met with Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak in Cairo today.

Roed-Larsen said that afterwards they had discussed the situation in the broader Middle East, which is now reaching a critical juncture in its history.  The Special Envoy also met with the Secretary-General of the League of Arab States, Amr Moussa, and with Egyptian Foreign Minister Ahmed Abul Ghait on Sunday night.

Upon the conclusion of his talks in Cairo, Roed-Larsen left for Doha where this afternoon he will have consultations with senior Qatari officials.  And as you know, Qatar currently represents the Arab group in the Security Council.  And we do have a note to correspondents with more information upstairs.

**World Food Programme/Gaza
The World Food Programme (WFP) says that food is running out in the Gaza Strip.  And WFP has, therefore, appealed to the Israeli authorities to allow food shipments to reach tens of thousands of people in Gaza who depend on such aid to survive.

At the same time, WFP also has called on the Palestinian Authority to ensure the security of humanitarian aid workers inside the Occupied Palestinian Territory is respected.  The agency currently provides food aid to some 430,000 people in the Occupied Palestinian Territory, 160,000 of whom are in the Gaza Strip.  And we have more information from WFP upstairs.

** Burundi
The Secretary-General’s latest report on the UN Operation in Burundi (ONUB) is out on the racks today.

In it, he says the security and economic situation in Burundi remains extremely fragile and in need of urgent improvements in good governance, transparency and respect for human rights.

The report outlines steps that are being prepared for the withdrawal of the UN Mission by the end of the year.  He says that the UN would continue to assess the situation there in the coming months and that the pace of the Mission’s drawdown could be adjusted accordingly, in full consultation with the Government.

And the Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Burundi, Carolyn McAskie is scheduled to be at the UN, I think this week, and we are arranging for her to speak to you at some point during the week.

**Human Rights
The Commission on Human Rights meeting in Geneva decided this morning to suspend its work for a further week, in light of the General Assembly’s recent decision to create the Human Rights Council.

Meanwhile, the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) here in New York, under which the Commission works, is expected to meet this week here in New York to formally ask for the Commission to end its work.  And we have more details upstairs.

** Uzbekistan
And the UN’s refugee agency, UNHCR, today expressed regret over Uzbekistan’s decision to give the agency one month to leave the country.  UNHCR remains concerned about the fate of four detained Uzbek refugees in Kyrgyzstan, as well as the increasing number of Uzbek asylum-seekers who have been detained in former Soviet republics and forcibly returned to Uzbekistan.

UNHCR’s work in Uzbekistan currently focuses on the voluntary repatriation and resettlement of some 2,000 refugees, mainly from Afghanistan.  And we have a press release from UNHCR upstairs.

**UNHCR/Private Sector
And lastly, UNHCR also reports today that top executives from five international companies have pledged to use their business expertise to help the agency in its work with refugees worldwide.  The announcement came after a week’s visit to Somali and Burundian refugees in camps in Kenya and Tanzania by directors of Nike, Microsoft, Merck, PricewaterhouseCoopers and Manpower.

Nike also announced donations of new classrooms for girls’ education, and sports facilities.  And these five companies will help UNHCR in information technology, to streamline its work around the world.  And we have a press release on that upstairs.

And I think that is it for me.  Any questions?

**Questions and Answers
Question:  I have two questions.  The first one is, Mr. Roed-Larsen is in Cairo -- he was in Cairo.  He met with President Mubarak.  You stated here that the discussions were covering the broader Middle East.  Can you elaborate more on this subject?

Spokesman:  I will see if we can reach Mr. Larsen and get a little bit more of a readout on the meeting for you.

Question:  And my second question is, is he going to go to Lebanon?

Spokesman:  Yes, he will go to Lebanon.  I don’t have the exact date, but we do expect him to go to Lebanon.

Question:  I apologize if I missed [inaudible], does the United Nations have a comment on the elections in Belarus?

Spokesman:  We are at this point waiting for the OSCE report.  The OSCE was in the lead in the election monitoring there.  We were not involved, we are awaiting their report, and at this point, we have nothing to say until we see that report.

Question:  Is there any change in Terje Roed-Larsen’s job description?  Because, I mean, it was defined until now as Special Envoy to Lebanon and 1559 -- not even to Lebanon -- just to 1559.  And now it’s like Beijing, Saudi Arabia...

Spokesman:  I think, you know, Beijing was part -- first of all, there is no change in his job description.  Beijing was part of his stops -- the capitals of the five permanent members, Beijing being the last stop on that tour.  He’d been obviously to Washington, Paris, London, Moscow and Beijing.

And the other countries he’s seeing in the region are all part of the 1559 mandate because it does have regional implications, and I think Lebanon’s neighbours, and other regional Powers in the Arab world, have a role to play in the implementation.

Question:  So, it’s a regional approach to 1559 as opposed to a narrow --

Spokesman:  The approach is the full implementation of 1559, and do Lebanon’s neighbours and other Powers in the Arab world and the Security Council have a role to play?  I think the answer would be “yes”.

Question:  Given the Secretary-General’s itinerary, I hope this one could be answered.  Over the weekend it was reported that the Lord’s Resistance Army’s Joseph Kony has crossed into the Democratic Republic of the Congo.  That’s a report.  One, whether the UN or MONUC has confirmed that or could confirm that?  And two, what the UN would, given that he’s wanted by the ICC and you have personnel there, what might be done?

Spokesman:  One is that no we have not -- I have not seen confirmation of that.  We will look into it.  Obviously the UN would work closely with the Congolese security forces in order to help out in any way they can with people who are wanted.

Question:  Is there any follow-up to, remember that operation in Ituri and Grava and the town of Che -– there was an operation and then there was some disarray.  Has there been any update on that?

Spokesman:  We’ll get you an update after the briefing.  We’ll ask.  [The Spokesman later told the journalist that United Nations and national units were still in position.  He added that, apart from a few skirmishes, there were no new developments.]

Question:  Once the Commission on Human Rights actually begins meeting in Geneva, what are they going to do?

Spokesman:  No, the Commission on Human Rights suspended its meeting in light of –-

Question:  Sorry, what if they do begin?

Spokesman:  Well, they will obviously have some wind-up work to do.  What they’re awaiting now is a formal meeting of ECOSOC, because the Commission –- the Human Rights Commission -– as it operates now operatives under the umbrella of ECOSOC.  So, ECOSOC will pass a resolution declaring the end of the Commission.  And the Commission may have some wind-up work to do, but obviously, the focus is now on the new Human Rights Council.

Question:  So they’re not going to be undertaking or considering any resolutions as they normally do?

Spokesman:  Not as far as I know, but obviously it’s something we could help you check with our colleagues in Geneva.

Question:  Would they vote themselves?

Spokesman:  Well, the decision’s been taken by the General Assembly to create the Council.  What the Economic and Social Council, ECOSOC, what they will do, is put an end to the Human Rights Commission with this vote.

Question:  With that vote, is there a chance the Commission will meet at all?

Spokesman:  Let’s wait and see exactly what the resolution says, and if indeed, the Commission still needs to have some wind-up work to do in Geneva.

[The Spokesman’s Office later noted that the General Assembly, in the resolution it passed last week, requested the Economic and Social Council to abolish the work of the Commission on Human Rights on 16 June 2006.]

Question:  The Secretary-General in his talks, has he been focusing at all on Iran and the Iran issue?

Spokesman:  The Iran issue did come up in the meeting with the President of the Congo, as Congo serves on the Security Council.

Question:  On the Nicholas Michel report, can you confirm that it will be released on Thursday?

Spokesman:  We expect it to go the Security Council this week and I will check for you exactly what date Mr. Michel is scheduled to present it to the Council.  [The Spokesman later added that the report will go to the Security Council on Thursday.]

Thank you very much.




            UNEP and the Executive Director in the News


UN warns of worst mass extinctions for 65m years (� HYPERLINK  \l "_The_Guardain_(UK):" ��The Guardian�)


La naturaleza, una cuestión sagrada (� HYPERLINK  \l "_ABC_(España):_La" ��ABC�)


Curitiba, an Indigenous Conference (� HYPERLINK  \l "_Inter_Press_Service:" ��Inter Press Service�)





UN report warns on overuse of water for farming (� HYPERLINK  \l "_Reuters:_UN_report" ��Reuters�)


Annan sorgt sich um Trinkwasserknappheit (� HYPERLINK  \l "_Schweizerische_Depeschen_Agentur:" ��Schweizerische Depeschen Agentur�)


Weltweiter Dialog zugunsten der Umwelt (� HYPERLINK  \l "_Deutschlandradio:_Weltweiter_Dialog" ��Deutschlandradio�)


"Wasser darf kein Konfliktstoff werden" (� HYPERLINK  \l "_Die_Tageszeitung:"Wasser_darf" ��Die Tageszeitung�)


„Wasser wird wie Religion manipuliert“ (� HYPERLINK  \l "_Kölner_Stadt-Anzeiger:_" ��Kölner Stadt-Anzeiger�) 


Künftiger UNEP-Chef warnt vor Wasserflüchtlingen � HYPERLINK  \l "_Der_Standard_(Austria):" ��(Der Standard�)


M. Chirac félicite Achim Steiner pour sa nomination du directeur du PNUE (� HYPERLINK  \l "_Xinhua:_M._Chirac" ��Xinhua�)





Germany's Bayer contributes 1 million dollars to China's university (� HYPERLINK  \l "_Xinhua:__Germany's" ��Xinhua�)  


Bayer: 2005 rund 50 Mio EUR für Umwelt und Kultur aufgewendet (� HYPERLINK  \l "_FAZ_net:_Bayer:" ��FAZ net�)


Mittel für Umwelt (� HYPERLINK  \l "_Kölnische_Rundschau:_Mittel" ��Kölnische Rundschau�)


Bayer macht sich stark für die Umwelt (� HYPERLINK  \l "_Kölner_Stadt-Anzeiger:__1" ��Kölner Stadt-Anzeiger�) 





Kodagu is world grove capital (� HYPERLINK  \l "_The_Hindustan_Times:" ��The Hindustan Times�)  


VN gaat heilige plaatsen beschermen (� HYPERLINK  \l "_Radio_Netherlands:_VN" ��Radio Netherlands�)





National PCB Inventory in Progress (� HYPERLINK  \l "_New_Era_(Namibia):" ��New Era�)


Flow of the Nile is cut to let Lake Victoria fill up again (� HYPERLINK  \l "_The_Daily_Telegraph" ��The Daily Telegraph�)


UN hails Uganda on gorillas (� HYPERLINK  \l "_New_Vision_(Uganda):" ��New Vision�)


Kanaka mo Vanua launched in Vanuatu (� HYPERLINK  \l "_Vanuatu_Independent:_Kanaka" ��Vanuatu Independent�)
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