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Inter Press Service: Brazil's Lula Lashes Out At Rich Nations
Haider Rizvi 
27.3.2006
CURITIBA, Brazil, Mar 27 (IPS) - Brazilian President Luis Inacio Lula da Silva Monday castigated the wealthy and technologically advanced countries of the world for failing to live up to their responsibility in tackling poverty and environmental degradation on the planet. 

"We are concerned at cutbacks in funding for development," he told a major international conference here on biological diversity, which is being attended by more than 4,000 officials, including scientists and conservationists, from around the world. 

Despite repeated pledges, most developed countries have not achieved the targets set for official development assistance to poor countries. At the two-week Conference, many delegates from other developing countries have also voiced similar concerns. 

In his speech at a ministerial-level meeting on biodiversity, the popular Brazilian leader, known widely as "Lula", also criticised the West for what many economists consider unsustainable patterns of consuming the world's resources, which are contributing to an alarming level of poverty. In 1980, the rich had 30 times more wealth than the poor, noted Lula. Now that ratio has almost doubled. 

"The industrialised nations spend about 900 billion dollars to defend their national borders," the Brazilian president said. "But they allocate less than 60 billion dollars for development in poor countries, where hunger has become a silent weapon of mass destruction." 

Lula told delegates that the developed world is willfully neglecting the widening gulf between the rich and poor because it continues to cling to a model of development that has no room for collective sharing of resources and lacks concern for environmental degradation. 

"Biodiversity is our planet's greatest treasure. Anything that is contrary to its conservation and to fair benefit sharing must be rejected," Lula said. "It's time to act. It's time for change." 

Last weekend, over 100 environment ministers arrived here to sort out how they can reverse the adverse effects of unsustainable development on earth's biodiversity. The U.N. Convention on Biodiversity has already set targets which are due to be achieved by 2010. The Convention's implementation requires accessibility to genetic resources, fair and equitable share in ecosystem benefits and funding for technology transfers to developing countries. 

Lula's critical take on the West's attitude towards environmental rehabilitation comes at a time when delegates are still engaged in negotiations on a variety of contentious issues, including funding. Observers think that his call for funding will be taken seriously because under his rule, Brazil has taken a number of practical actions to protect the environment. 

Last month, for example, Lula signed a presidential decree to place over six million hectares of the Amazon rainforest under direct governmental protection. He also launched a "zero hunger" campaign and agreed to sponsor Baze, the Brazilian Alliance for Zero Extinction, with 25 other partners. 

At the conference, Brazil also led the way in maintaining a moratorium on the contentious issue of testing and marketing of some types of genetically modified seeds. On Mar. 24, the working group in charge of addressing the issue elected to keep a ban on field trials of Terminator technology, which produces seeds whose sterile offspring cannot reproduce, over the opposition of Australia, Canada and New Zealand. 

"Anything that threatens life is unacceptable," Lula said referring to the ban on testing of so-called "suicide seeds". 

Lula's government has also been widely praised for helping the international community adopt what is now known as the Curitiba accord under the Cartegena Protocol on Biosafety, which Dr. Klaus Topfer, the head of the U.N. Environment Programme, has described as "the new legal instrument of the 21st century". 

"For your contributions to fulfilling the 2010 Biodiversity promise of the heads of state, I would like to say to you in my capacity as a mere citizen of the world and on behalf of my wife and two children, obrigado (thank you), Mr. President," Ahmed Djoghlaf, executive secretary of the Convention, told Lula. 

In a recent interview with IPS, Djoghlaf shared Lula's concern over the question of funding for environmental protection and sustainable development in industrially developing countries. "Financing is very crucial. Is it enough? No, and no," he said. 

Djoghlaf, who likes to describe the Convention on Biodiversity as the 14-year-old daughter of Rio (a reference to the 1992 Earth Summit in the Brazilian coastal city Rio de Janeiro), urged environment ministers to agree on the "roadmap" for achieving the 2001 biodiversity target. 

"We are probably the last generation that still has the possibility of stopping the destruction of the living environment before an irreversible threshold is crossed," Djoghlaf quoted French president Jacques Chirac as stating at a biodiversity meeting held in Paris last year in January. 

Meanwhile, for his part, Lula has expressed his disappointment with the slow pace of progress on the Implementation of the Convention, which he sees as the outcome of the lack of political will in much of the developed world. "Since 1992, how much have we advanced?" he asked. "Yes, we have signed many agreements. But they have offered nothing but protocols." 

The environment ministers are scheduled to have a series of interactive dialogues for the next two days.
____________________________________________________________________________

Environment News Service: Political Will Determines Fate of Earth's Diverse Species
27.3.2006

CURITIBA, Brazil, March 27, 2006 (ENS) - The preservation of biological diversity on the planet depends mainly on the political will of countries, especially the developed ones, Brazilian President Luiz Inácio da Silva told delegates from around the world gathered here for an international conference on halting the loss of species. 

Opening the high-level meeting of the 8th Conference of the Parties to the Convention Biological Diversity, a global treaty that aims to preserve the dwindling variety of species on Earth, President Lula said today, "It also requires developed countries to fulfill their promises in terms of international cooperation." 

Speaking to 3,600 delegates from 173 countries, Lula said democracy is the path to defense of the planet's biodiversity. 

"Finance, technology, and world trade can take globalization as far as possible, but it is up to democracy, with more and more social participation, to avert a constant collision between our needs and our excesses," he said. 

At least 15,580 species of plants and animals are facing extinction, according to the latest Global Species Assessment isued by the IUCN-World Conservation Union in 2004. One in three amphibians and almost half of all freshwater turtles are threatened, as well as the one in eight birds and one in four mammals known to be in jeopardy. 

The President spoke of what Brazil has done to preserve nature, such as approving the forest management law and the National Water Resources Plan, reducing deforestation in the Amazon, and producing biodiesel fuel. 

Still, he admitted that much remains to be done, and he asked environmental activists to continue making their demands. 

Some activists were pleased with Friday's decision by conference delegates to reject language that would have undermined the moratorium on Genetic Use Restriction Technologies, a class of genetic engineering technologies which allow companies to introduce seeds whose sterile offspring cannot reproduce, preventing farmers from re-planting seeds from their harvest. 

The so-called "terminator" seeds also could be used to introduce specific traits which would only be triggered by the application of proprietary chemicals by the same companies that engineered them. 

"This is a momentous day for the 1.4 billion poor people worldwide, who depend on farmer-saved seeds," said Francisca Rodriguez of Via Campesina a worldwide movement of peasant farmers. 

"Terminator seeds are a weapon of mass destruction and an assault on our food sovereignty," said Viviana Figueroa of the Ocumazo indigenous community in Argentina on behalf of the International Indigenous Forum on Biodiversity. "Terminator directly threatens our life, our culture and our identity as indigenous peoples." 

At the conference, Australia, Canada and New Zealand along with the United States, which is not a Party to the Convention, and a number of biotech companies were leading attempts to open the door to field testing of terminator seeds by insisting on case by case assessments of such technologies. 

This text was unanimously rejected Friday in the CBD's working group dealing with the issue. The decision still must be formally adopted by a majority of delegates in the CBD plenary. 

"Today's decision is a huge step forward for the Brazilian Campaign against GMOs," said Maria Rita Reis from the Brazilian Forum of Social movements and NGOs on Friday. "This reaffirms Brazils' existing ban on terminator. It sends a clear message to the national government and congress that the world supports a ban on terminator." 

"Common sense has prevailed - lifting the moratorium on the terminator seeds would have been suicidal - literally," said Greenpeace International's Benedikt Haerlin at the conference. "This is a genuine victory for civil society around the world. It will go a long way to ensuring that biodiversity, food security and the livelihoods of millions of farmers around the world are protected." 

A new United Nations report launched at the CBD conference shows that wildlife watching is becoming a multi-billion dollar industry with the potential to fight poverty by pumping funds into local communities and conservation initiatives. 

Many wild animals are “worth far more alive than dead," said Robert Hepworth, executive secretary of the United Nations Environment Programme’s Convention on Migratory Species of Wild Animals (CMS) which commissioned the report. 

“It is clear that sensitive and well managed whale, dolphin, gorilla and bird watching can generate real and long lasting economic returns when compared with the often short term income from catching them for food, processing and trade,” Hepworth said. 

People are spending over a US$1 billion a year on whale watching, and this activity benefits close to 500 communities globally, according to the report, "Wildlife Watching and Tourism." 

) 
While whales are charismatic, all kinds of species are in demand. “A far wider range of species are attracting tourists and sightseers - from bats and butterflies in the United States up to sting rays in the Cayman Islands," Hepworth said. 

The report, produced in collaboration with the tourism group TUI, focuses on 12 case studies to highlight the growing economic importance of wildlife watching while pointing out pitfalls that may arise through poor or insensitive management. 

Coral reefs or turtle nesting sites can be loved to death. Some birds are sensitive to noise, flash photography, and brightly colored clothing. And whales can be injured by whale watching vessels, as occured twice this month in Hawaiian waters. 

To avoid such damage, the report recommends zoning schemes, special management areas, fee programs and visitor education. 

Paola Deda, coordinator of CMS’s wildlife watching initiative, said, “The motto, ‘Watch - Don’t Touch' might sum up the advice emerging from this research. Tourists need to also respect basic rules. These include: no physical contact with animals, safety distances and no visits if you are ill, up to the removal of litter and the sensible use of flash photography. This should be accompanied by careful planning on the part of the responsible local or national authorities.” 

The full text of the study is available at: http://www.cms.int/publications/wildlifewatching.pdf 

The Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) entered into force in 1993, and currently has 187 signatory nations, plus the European Union. The treaty acts as an alliance among countries to work in cooperation for the preservation of the environment, the sustainable use of natural resources, and the division of benefits. As a general rule, its decisions are simple recommendations, without the force of law. 

The conference opened on March 20 and closes on Friday. The CBD has set itself the goal of significantly reducing the number of plants and animals that are going extinct by 2010 for life on land and 2012 for ocean life. 

While formal negotiations continued among government representatives in the plenary sessions and working groups, civil society, the private sector and governments, met Friday and Saturday in the Global Biodiversity Forum. Its recommendations will be reported to the Ministerial Meeting now under way in the conference hall. 

The looming 2010 target date to reverse the loss of biodiversity was the focus of the Global Biodiversity Forum. Looking ahead five years, the pan-European alliance Countdown 2010, led by the IUCN-World Conservation Union, is coordinating the preparation of a 2010 Biodiversity Forum. 

“This Forum provides an ideal vehicle to share success stories around the 2010 Biodiversity Target and to move toward implementation,” said Sebastian Winkler, who heads Countdown 2010. 

The IUCN announced that it will organize a meeting in September in Paris to transform European political commitments into concrete actions. Delegates to this meeting will develop recommendations for the European Commission and EU member states on how to pro-actively address the integration of biodiversity concerns into development cooperation programs and policies. 

The IUCN will organize the meeting in partnership with the European Commission and with the financial support of the governments of Belgium, Finland, France and Sweden. A message from conference participants will be forwarded to the European Council of Ministers.

_____________________________________________________________________________

Le Figaro:  Hommage à Charcot, père de la recherche polaire française 
Jean-Luc Nothias 

27 mars 2006

Océanographie Le Musée de la Marine à Paris présente trois expositions sur les navires d'exploration scientifique.  

LA RECHERCHE scientifique océanographique est à l'honneur au Musée de la Marine de Paris. L'exposition «L'océan, un défi commun» présente trois facettes de l'exploration des mers, polaire, environnementale et océanographique. 

A tout seigneur, tout honneur, hommage est rendu au père fondateur de la recherche polaire française. A l'entrée de l'exposition consacrée à Jean-Baptiste Charcot, disparu lors du naufrage de son navire le Pourquoi-pas ? il y a soixante-dix ans, une grosse et vieille échelle de bois semble monter la garde. Il s'agit-là de l'échelle de coupée du Pourquoi-pas ? qui permit au maître-timonier Gonidec de regagner sain et sauf la côte islandaise et d'être le seul survivant de l'expédition.

Jean-Baptiste Charcot (1876-1936), marin émérite, scientifique rigoureux et meneur d'hommes charismatique, en était à sa douzième expédition polaire, les deux premières ayant été effectuées au pôle Sud. Certains des documents et des objets rassemblés pour cette évocation, à la fois de sa jeunesse, des expéditions, des rencontres avec les esquimaux, de la vie à bord, sont inédits. Ils sont tous riches d'enseignement et d'émotions. Et campe bien la naissance de l'exploration polaire française.

Aujourd'hui, le voilier Tara, ex-Antarctica de Jean-Louis Etienne, est l'un de ceux qui poursuivent cette oeuvre. Tara mène des travaux d'études de l'environnement polaire sous l'égide du Programme des Nations-Unies pour l'environnement (PNUE). Il arrivera à Lorient à la mi-avril pour préparer sa prochaine campagne arctique. L'exposition présente de saisissantes photographies des paysages polaires.

Salles rénovées

 

De leur côté, les deux plus récents navires océanographiques français, le Pourquoi-pas ?, lancé en 2005 par l'Institut français de recherche pour l'exploitation de la mer (Ifremer) et le Beautemps-Beaupré (du nom du père de l'hydrographie moderne, 1766-1854), lancé en 2003 par le Service hydrographique et océanographique de la marine (Shom), présentent leurs missions hauturières et leurs impressionnants équipements.

L'occasion aussi de visiter les nouvelles salles rénovées du musée, très joliment mises en lumière, comme celle des plus belles maquettes de grands bateaux à voile du XVIIIe siècle. Une escale fort agréable.

Jusqu'au 2 octobre au palais de Chaillot. Tous les jours de 10 h à 18 h sauf le mardi.
_____________________________________________________________________________

The Bahamas Journal:  Energy Co. On Defensive
By Quincy Parker 

28.3.2006

The AES Corporation has gone on the defensive in the wake of reports that it sought to dump industrial waste on a man-made Bahamian island.
The energy company, which is seeking approval to construct an liquefied natural gas (LNG) plant at Ocean Cay near Bimini, is also facing a legal fight with the government of the Dominican Republic, which claims rock ash dumped on beaches in the Caribbean nation caused illness and in some cases death.

Last night, AES spokesman Robin Pence told The Bahama Journal the company will defend itself against what it sees as baseless allegations.

The complaint filed against the AES Corporation by the government and the Secretariat of State of the Environment of the Dominican Republic is a tale of alleged corruption and bribery, and reads like pulp fiction in some places, and a horror story in others. 

Shell companies, corrupt officials, attempted car fire-bombings and threats of murder and both successfully and unsuccessfully attempted bribery all figure into the lawsuit, filed on behalf of the Dominican government by the law offices of Dr. Bart Fisher.

There are seven counts in the complaint, ranging from "Violation of Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organizations Act" (RICO) and "Civil Conspiracy to violate the laws prohibiting bribery and regulating waste disposal" to "claim under the Alien Tort Statute" – under this last claim, the Dominican government says:

"(The) Defendants act as modern-day pirates – roaming the seas in the Caribbean with barges full of waste trying to bribe or intimidate officials from poor Caribbean nations into placing their own citizens at risk by accepting the waste. Such conduct is reprehensible and must be stopped."

And – according to the Dominican government – all this occurred with the knowledge and under the sanction of the AES "parent" company, headquartered in Virginia, named as Defendant along with three of its alleged 700 subsidiaries (AES Puerto Rico, L.P., AES Atlantis and AES Aggregate Services Ltd.), and one independent contractor (Silverspot Enterprises).

But Ms. Pence said the company will be defended "vigorously" against the charges.

The complaint alleges that the defendants violated numerous American, Dominican and international laws including the U.S. RICO and Foreign Corrupt Practices Act (FCPA), and the Basel Convention on the Control of Transboundary Movements of Hazardous Wastes and Their Disposal.

The RICO Act was passed in the U.S. in 1970, and was intended to eliminate the effects of organized crime on that nation’s economy. One legal commentary says "to put it bluntly, RICO was intended to destroy the Mafia."

The Department of Justice says, "in general, the FCPA prohibits corrupt payments to foreign officials for the purpose of obtaining or keeping business."

The Basel Convention is an international agreement under the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). 

Under the General Obligations of the Basel Convention, parties to the agreement "shall prohibit or shall not permit the export of hazardous wastes and other wastes if the State of import does not consent in writing to the specific import…"

Each party to the convention agrees, among other things, to ensure the availability of adequate, environmentally sound disposal facilities for hazardous waste and other waste.

The parties also agree to minimize trans-boundary movement of waste, and to ensure that the State agreeing to the import of waste materials is informed of the effects of the waste on human health and the environment.

The Bahamas, the Dominican Republic, and the United States are all parties to the convention.

The complaint also alleges that the Bahamas was a target destination for the rock ash.

Paragraph 60 of the complaint reads:

"The contract between Defendants AES Puerto Rico and AES Aggregate Services attempts to shift the liability for the disposal of the waste to AES Aggregate Services (a company formed in the Cayman Islands). The contract includes provision for the disposal of the waste in the Bahamas."

Paragraph 65 reads in part:

"Upon information and belief (a phrase used to denote allegations the Dominican government expects to be able to prove in court after further investigation or discovery), the AES Defendants were unsuccessful in persuading the Bahamas to accept the waste…"

In the complaint, the Dominican government says AES engaged in this "wanton misconduct" in order "merely to save themselves the funds that should have been expended to dispose of the waste in a lawful manner…"

According to the complaint, the AES power plant in Guayama, Puerto Rico, generates about 250,000 tons of rock ash every year, or about 1,000 tons each working day. It is this ash – a form of industrial waste – that is at the heart of the lawsuit. The government claims that compacted ash from the Puerto Rico power plant was dumped on beaches in two Dominican provinces without proper permits and without containment measures between October 2003 and March 2004.

According to the figures given in the complaint, proper disposal of the ash in the United States would have cost AES between $25 and $30 per ton.

This works out to between $6.25 million and $7.5 million each year.

The Dominican government believes the evidence will show that AES at first tried to designate the ash as "manufactured aggregate" which it could sell for a profit as material that could be used in a manufacturing process, like making cement.

The complaint alleges that AES discovered that the ash was unsuitable for such a designation, and then sought to dispose of the waste for between $5 and $10 per ton, a third of the price or less.

The complaint alleges that AES Corporation conducts its daily operations through more than 700 subsidiaries, and that this "elaborate web" was constructed "to protect the parent company from legal and financial liabilities resulting from its global operations."

AES is a multinational power company whose 2004 revenue was pegged at $9.5 billion. The company is the largest direct foreign investor into the Dominican economy and also supplies much of that country’s electricity.

The complaint says that because of these factors, the Dominican government has "a valid and well-founded fear that the present judicial system (in the D.R.) may be susceptible to being influenced by corruption. AES would likely succeed, the complaint continues, in using the same alleged unlawful conduct it is charged with now to evade accountability.

In fact, the complaint names a number of Dominican officials who the current government alleges were bought off in order for AES to secure the necessary permits, and notes that criminal charges have been filed in the Dominican Republic.

_____________________________________________________________________________

Diario Agrario: Medio Ambiente prevé destinar 413.295 euros para el pago de contribuciones voluntarias a convenios y protocolos internacionales en materia ambiental

27.03.2006

 El Ministerio de Medio Ambiente va a destinar 413.295 euros de sus presupuestos para 2006 al pago de diferentes contribuciones voluntarias derivadas de convenios y protocolos internacionales. 
El importe de estas contribuciones voluntarias permitirá financiar los siguientes fondos, siempre de acuerdo con las necesidades expresadas por las Secretarías de estos convenios internacionales ratificados por España:

—Al Protocolo de Cartagena sobre Seguridad de la Biotecnología del Convenio de Diversidad Biológica para diversas actividades de creación de capacidades y evaluación de riesgos y participación de los delegados de países latinoamericanos en las reuniones y grupos de trabajo del protocolo;

—Contribuir a la creación de capacidad para la aplicación del Convenio de Rótterdam sobre aplicable a ciertos plaguicidas y productos químicos peligrosos objeto de comercio internacional;

—Al Convenio de Estocolmo sobre Contaminantes Orgánicos Persistentes en los países de habla hispana del grupo regional América Latina y el Caribe.

—Asimismo, se contribuirá a financiar el Programa de Inicio Rápido apoyando las actividades de fomento de la capacidad para la aplicación de los objetivos del enfoque estratégico para la gestión de productos químicos en el ámbito internacional.

—Por su parte, se realizará una contribución voluntaria de España a la Secretaría del Programa de Naciones Unidas de Medio Ambiente (PNUMA) destinada al Enfoque Estratégico Internacional para la Gestión de Productos Químicos.

—Por último, España contribuirá a sufragar las actividades de la Red Española de Medición de la Contaminación Atmosférica.

Como puede deducirse de estas contribuciones, el Ministerio de Medio Ambiente concede la máxima importancia a la vía internacional para el abordaje de los problemas más importantes y candentes para el medio ambiente.

Las contribuciones anteriores deberán ser objeto de fiscalización previa y su cuantía deberá ser establecida mediante acuerdo formalmente adoptado en Consejo de Ministros.
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________

Other Environment News

Reuters: World Must Tackle Wildlife Smuggling, UN Official Says

By Alister Doyle

27.3.2006 
OSLO — The world must do more to halt wildlife smuggling and slow extinctions caused by criminals such as a woman caught with the egg of an endangered bird in her bra, a U.N. official said on Friday. 

Wildlife crime-busters have scant resources compared with squads devoted to stopping drugs or arms trading even though the products -- from caviar to shawls made from the wool of an endangered Tibetan antelope -- can sell for more than their weight in gold. 

"Winning the battle against trafficking in narcotics, humans or firearms will be a long-term war," said John Sellar, senior enforcement officer of the U.N. Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES). 

"But in wildlife crime several of the species don't have that time," he told Reuters. "And if this war is lost, unlike drugs or firearms, you can't go away and make any more." 

Governments are meeting from March 20-31 in Curitiba, Brazil, to discuss how to protect the world's biodiversity under a U.N. goal set in 2002 to slow the loss of species by 2010. 

A U.N. study this week said humans were responsible for the worst wave of extinctions since the dinosaurs died out 65 million years ago. 

The shadowy wildlife trade is adding to threats such as deforestation, pollution and global warming by feeding demand for tiger skins, shark fins, rare parrots or ground-up rhino horn used as a male potency aid in parts of Asia. 

"One of the problems is that the reporting of data on wildlife crime is extremely haphazard. We don't have any feel for what is taking place compared to trafficking in firearms, humans or narcotics," Sellar said. 

MINIMAL RISKS 

"If you're in the right type of wildlife crime the risks are minimal and it is very lucrative," said Sellar, a Scot and former policeman. 

In Abu Dhabi last year, officials reported that one man had paid $200,000 for an endangered falcon. Shawls of shahtoosh -- the wool of the rare Tibetan antelope -- can sell for $20,000. 

"We have many examples where the products are smuggled are worth -- weight for weight -- more than cocaine, heroine, gold or diamonds," he said. 

Women have several times been caught with endangered bird eggs hidden in their bras -- an aid to incubation and far easier to transport than a squawking parrot. 

Traffic, an international wildlife monitoring group, says legal wildlife trade totals billions of dollars, dominated by timber and fisheries. CITES regulates trade in 30,000 endangered species of plants and animals. 

Sellar noted that the U.N. talks in Brazil, under the Convention on Biological Diversity, wanted more monitoring of wildlife trade because of bird flu. "We look forward to increased cooperation," he said. 

_____________________________________________________________________________

Khaleej Times: Are we winning the race to stop biodiversity loss?
BY JAMES P. LEAPE 
28 March 2006 
WITH the natural forest loss rate at 13 million hectares a year — about 25 hectares a minute — the race is on to protect what’s left of the world’s forests. If the world’s governments want to significantly reduce the current rate of biodiversity loss by 2010, as they have signed up to do under the United Nation’s Convention on Biological Diversity, they are going to have to stem the tide of deforestation, and increase protection efforts and sustainable uses, such as certified forest management.

Forests are the lungs of the earth, regulating the earth’s climate, and are our storehouses of biological diversity, hosting over two-thirds of known terrestrial species and numerous plants and herbs, some of which may hold the secrets to curing cancer and other diseases. It is estimated that some 1.6 billion people worldwide depend on forests, including 60 million indigenous people who call them home.

But, only about 12 per cent, or 480 million hectares, of the planet’s forests have been formally protected. WWF, the global conservation organisation, has been part of the drive to increase protection, helping to safeguard large tracts of forests and pristine landscapes in the Amazon, Borneo, the Congo Basin, Russia, Canada, China and beyond. The WWF aims to see another 75 million hectares of the world’s most outstanding forests brought under protection by 2010. With such a timeline just several years away, the only way to accomplish these ambitious — but achievable — goals is through creative partnerships.

The single most ambitious partnership to date is the Amazon Region Protected Areas initiative, led by the Brazilian government in collaboration with the World Bank, Global Environment Facility, the German Development Bank (KFW), WWF and together with local communities. Through this initiative, some 50 million hectares of the Amazon’s diverse habitats and species will be protected in a system of well-manage and well-financed parks and reserves — surpassing the size of the entire US National Park system.

Protecting the Amazon from high rates of deforestation and land clearing is no easy task, but the multi-stakeholder initiative has been living up to expectations and delivering extraordinary conservation results. Nearly 16 million hectares of protected areas have already been created. And, just last month Brazilian President Luiz Inácio Lula Da Silva signed a decree creating new protected areas in the Amazonian State of Para. Comprising an area of 6.4 million hectares — twice the size of Belgium — the designation includes two new national parks and the major expansion of a third, four national forests, and an environmental protection zone where development is strictly regulated. This mosaic of new protected areas opens genuine prospects for halting deforestation, conserving biodiversity, and promoting sustainable local and regional development.

Hundreds of indigenous communities living in the Amazon account for the region’s rich, cultural diversity. Protecting forest areas helps these communities protect their land and culture from external threats and development, and in some areas, allows them access to the forests to sustainably harvest such important commodities as Brazilian nuts. It is critical for local and indigenous groups to be part of the conservation process. Without them, biodiversity would surely be lost.

This large-scale conservation vision in Brazil, based on good science, strong public and private partnerships, and community involvement is a recipe for success and must be replicated elsewhere. In fact, half way across the world, WWF is working with the governments of Brunei, Indonesia and Malaysia to conserve 22 million hectares of inter-connected equatorial rainforest in Borneo — the world’s third largest island — through a network of protected areas and sustainably-managed forests.

And in Africa, WWF helped bring together African heads of states to sign an agreement to protect and sustainably manage over seven per cent of the Congo Basin, the second largest area of tropical forest in the world after the Amazon. These forests are home to more than half of the continent’s animal species, including most of the forest elephants left in Africa and the entire world’s population of lowland gorillas. They also provide food, materials, and shelter to some 20 million people.

The conservation and sustainable management of forests and the species that live in them are critical for the survival of local, rural and indigenous communities in the developing world, many of whom are poor and have been marginalised by poorly designed development strategies of the past. Bold commitments and ambitious partnerships are the secret to achieving successful conservation. As diplomats and environmentalists gather in Brazil this week at a meeting of the UN Convention on Biological Diversity to address the rate at which the world’s natural resources are being degraded and destroyed, they should look to large-scale, multi-partner conservation initiatives as a way to make it to that 2010-targeted finish line.

James P. Leape is Director-General of WWF, the global conservation organisation, based in Switzerland. WWF, the global conservation organisation, works to stop the degradation of the planet’s natural environment and to build a future in which humans live in harmony with nature. Visit www.panda.org for further information.
____________________________________________________________________________

EFE: Buscan nuevas fórmulas financieras para conservar la biodiversidad
CURITIBA, Brasil, 27. (EFE). Los ministros o responsables de medio ambiente de más de cien países negocian en Curitiba (Brasil) nuevos instrumentos financieros que puedan ser eficaces para detener la pérdida de la biodiversidad en el planeta. El presidente de Brasil, Luiz Inácio "Lula" da Silva, inauguró hoy el "tramo ministerial" de la octava Conferencia de las Partes del Convenio de Diversidad Biológica de la ONU.


Miembros de la Federación de los Trabajadores en la Agricultura Familiar queman soja transgénica en el marco de la octava Conferencia de las Partes del Convenio de Biodiversidad Biológica de la ONU, a la que asisten ministros de medio ambiente de más de cien países, en Curitiba, Brasil. (EFE). 

En su discurso inaugural, el Presidente brasileño advirtió contra las políticas que amenazan la pérdida de biodiversidad o que tratan de "monopolizar" los recursos genéticos de países en vías desarrollo. 
Lula da Silva se refirió a la biodiversidad como "el mayor tesoro del planeta", y defendió un reparto equitativo de los beneficios derivados de la explotación de los recursos genéticos y de los conocimientos ancestrales de las comunidades indígenas. 
Encontrar nuevas fórmulas financieras para primar a los países por conservar sus hábitats y conseguir que las comunidades locales o indígenas sean beneficiarias del uso y explotación de esos recursos genéticos (procedentes de plantas, animales o microorganismos) son los asuntos que centran las negociaciones. 
Desde hoy, y tras las sesiones técnicas que han precedido a las reuniones de "alto nivel", las delegaciones oficiales negocian cómo se plasmarán estos asuntos en la declaración final de la Conferencia. 
Sobre la mesa de la negociación, el Foro Global de la Sociedad Civil para la Biodiversidad ha puesto varios ejemplos de cómo conseguir fondos adicionales a los presupuestos propios de cada Estado o a los fondos específicos del Banco Mundial. 
Fuentes de la delegación española que han participado en este foro social -en el que están presentes entre otros el Programa de Naciones Unidas para el Medio Ambiente o la Unión Mundial para la Naturaleza (UICN, en sus siglas en inglés)- apuntaron cuáles pueden ser esos nuevos instrumentos. 
Además de los fondos de cooperación internacional en proyectos "limpios", se refirieron a las contribuciones filantrópicas de grandes organismos, particulares o fundaciones, y a la necesidad de potenciar mercados como el del ecoturismo, la agricultura ecológica o la certificación forestal que asegure una explotación sostenible de la madera. 
El ejemplo de Costa Rica planea sobre la negociación, según las mismas fuentes, que subrayaron que este país consiguió detener la pérdida de biodiversidad tras poner en marcha medidas económicas y financieras específicas para proteger la naturaleza. 
Así, este país ha conseguido proteger el 10 por ciento de su territorio pagando a los propietarios privados del terreno cincuenta dólares anuales por cada hectárea conservada "intacta".

_____________________________________________________________________________

Reuters: IFC Eyes Carbon Market Blueprint for Biodiversity
 By Gilbert Le Gras

27.3.2006
WASHINGTON — The World Bank's private sector agency has been lending to nature conservation projects with a view to laying the foundation for a market akin to carbon trading, the project head said Friday. 

The International Finance Corp. unveiled a Web site this week to help industry avoid harming the ecosystems they work in as well as to entice new markets that reward biodiversity protection. 

Biodiversity conservation markets are still at the conceptual stage and IFC officials met industry leaders in Brazil this week to brainstorm on how to make the leap from direct project financing to market-driven incentives. 

"Can you develop biodiversity markets in the same way carbon markets are being developed?," asked Richard Caines, knowledge and innovation manager in the environment and social development department at the IFC. 

Under the Kyoto Protocol, industries in developed countries offset carbon dioxide emissions by buying credits from projects that cut emissions in developing countries. 

The Kyoto pact commits about 40 industrial countries including European Union nations, Russia and Japan to cut their emissions of heat-trapping gases by 5.2 percent below 1990 levels by 2008 to 2012. 

Hedge funds are looking at investing more in carbon trading as European utilities opt to buy credits from developing countries until they switch to cleaner power generation. 

Just as the cost of climate change is becoming a growing concern for governments and companies, so is the risk of losing wealth in the form of natural and biological resources. 

"There's a shift going on. We clearly recognize that risk management is very important to our clients and it's not going to go away," Caines said in a phone interview from Brazil. 

But the path to creating biodiversity markets is still in its infancy, IFC officials said, so conservation efforts run on direct funding until an incentives system is devised. 

SUSTAINING NATURE 

The early rewards, however, are tangible, Caines said. 

Two years ago the IFC committed about a quarter of the funding to a $21.6 million marine aquarium protection project in the Philippines and Indonesia, countries which supply more than half the world's ornamental fish. 

"The initiative is shifting the industry from cyanide fishing and coral blasting to sustainable techniques," he said. 

In remote northeastern Brazil, the IFC has partly funded a project that involves a relatively new commercial crop that at the same time protects the ecosystem and is improving incomes. 

"The business case for this palm fruit is that it's been the staple food in northeastern Brazil and become popular in the rest of Brazil recently, and now in the United States," the IFC's Juan Jose Dada said. 

Sustainable harvesting of the palm fruit's acai berry has raised incomes of the 500 families who pick the fruit by 40 percent in recent years, Dada said. 

The dark purple berry is rich in antioxidants, protein fiber and omega-6 and omega-9 fatty acids and is being marketed as the latest craze in the health food industry. 

"This is a genuine business opportunity in biodiversity," Caines said. 

The IFC's biodiversity Web site can be found at: http://www.ifc.org/BiodiversityGuide 

____________________________________________________________________________

Libération: Coupes sombres au Congo-Kinshasa
Par Blandine FLIPO
 22 mars 2006
Forêts. La surexploitation du bois par des sociétés étrangères menace la survie des populations.
Ferdinand Kitambi est en colère. Le chef d'Alibuku, village du nord-est de la République démocratique du Congo (RDC), vit, comme ses administrés, des richesses de la forêt équatoriale, y recueille fruits, feuilles... et chenilles, principal apport protéique de la communauté. Mais l'accès à ces ressources est, depuis quelques mois, devenu difficile : une entreprise forestière libanaise a débarqué à Alibuku et détruit son environnement à une vitesse phénoménale. «Ce n'est pas la première qui vient ici, raconte Ferdinand. Mais ceux-là ne respectent rien. Ils nous interdisent même de traverser les chantiers.»
Lors d'un tour en forêt, le chef prend la tête de l'expédition, malgré les menaces physiques dont il sait l'entreprise coutumière. La route de terre rouge, comme une blessure, trace son sillon au milieu des bois. Arbres et arbrisseaux sont abattus, ou pliés en deux par les bulldozers. Des grumes par centaines pourrissent sur le bas-côté.

Afromosia. Depuis 2003, la RDC, grande comme l'Europe occidentale et qui possède la plus importante forêt d'Afrique, s'est dotée d'un code forestier définissant les règles de conduite pour les exploitants. La coupe du fameux bois rouge Afromosia qu'exporte l'entreprise qui sévit à Alibuku est certes autorisée, sauf les troncs en dessous d'un certain diamètre pour permettre le renouvellement de la forêt. Mais ici, tout est coupé et les jeunes arbres abandonnés sur place.

Par ailleurs, le code stipule que l'entreprise doit contribuer au développement socio-économique de la communauté locale. Notamment en employant et en payant correctement les habitants, et en construisant écoles et dispensaires. A Alibuku, les rares jeunes recrutés disent être payés un dollar par jour. Quant à l'école et au dispensaire, les villageois attendent toujours.

L'entreprise Congo Futur se résume à des centaines de grumes entreposées et trois préfabriqués. Son responsable n'a aucun scrupule. Devant le chef du village, il assure n'avoir rien à se reprocher et bénéficier de l'appui des autorités. Il sous-entend même qu'il suffit de payer pour ça. «Ici, c'est difficile de gagner sa vie, soupire-t-il, avant de s'inquiéter de l'arrivée d'exploitants chinois dans la région : ce sont vraiment des barbares !»
Devant tant d'aplomb, Ferdinand reste de marbre. Il connaît la corruption des autorités fragiles de son pays, déstabilisées par les luttes des chefs de guerre qui se sont partagé le pouvoir à la fin de la guerre (1996-2002). Mais l'homme a de la ressource, et un appui de taille : l'Organisation concertée des écologistes et amis de la nature (Ocean), une ONG congolaise fondée en 1994, en pleine guerre, par un enfant du pays, René Ngongo Mateso. Son intense travail de lobbying, appuyé par la Banque mondiale, a abouti à la rédaction du code forestier. Mais, faute d'institutions politiques valables, ce texte n'est guère appliqué.

C'est pourquoi René Ngongo a décidé d'aller taper au niveau international, avec un raisonnement simple : «Si on n'a pas d'influence sur l'Etat, on peut influencer le consommateur.» Il a pris sa valise et s'est envolé pour l'Europe, là où se trouvent les consommateurs de bois précieux. Avec Greenpeace, les Amis de la Terre et le WWF, il a lancé une vaste campagne demandant la certification des bois venus d'Afrique (1), sorte de label garantissant la provenance et les conditions de coupe du bois.

Frontières. Bien sûr, cette certification ne s'applique pas aux bois vendus en Chine où la demande se fait de plus en plus forte. Et face aux clients chinois, l'exploitant doit casser les prix. Le bois sort aussi en toute illégalité du côté de la frontière ougandaise, bénéficiant de la corruption des autorités. «Nous espérons que le processus démocratique nous aidera à faire gagner la légalité», explique René Ngongo. En juin, la RDC élira ses représentants démocratiquement pour la première fois de son histoire. Avant cette date, les exploitants forestiers espèrent pouvoir couper le plus de bois possible. 

____________________________________________________________________________

BBC: Drilling into a hot volcano 

By Martin Redfern

27.3.2006


Geologists in Iceland are drilling directly into the heart of a hot volcano. 
Their $20m project will lead to boreholes that could ultimately yield 10 times as much geothermal power as any previous project. 

It is hoped the endeavour will also reveal more about the nature of mid-ocean ridges where new ocean floor is created. 

Twenty years ago, geologist Gudmundur Omar Friedleifsson had a surprise when he lowered a thermometer down a borehole. 

"We melted the thermometer," he recalls. "It was set for 380C; but it just melted. The temperature could have been 400 or even 500." 

Speaking in the first of a new series on BBC Radio 4, called Five Holes in the Ground, he describes how this set him thinking about how much energy it might be possible to extract from Iceland's volcanic rocks. 

At depth, the groundwater is way over 100C, but the pressure keeps it liquid. As Dr Friedleifsson puts it: "On the surface, you boil your egg at 100 degrees; but if you wanted to boil your egg at a depth of 2,500m, it would take 350." 

Splitting floor 
The landscape on the Reykjanes Ridge in southwest Iceland seems like an alien world. 

There are pools of boiling mud and the hiss of steam escaping from fissures. There are also signs of industry - past, present and future - with an abandoned salt factory, working geothermal power stations and a big new drilling rig. 

It is also an area of great natural beauty. Down on the shore, crashing Atlantic breakers are exposing fresh cliffs of pillow basalt, volcanic lava that has erupted under the sea and been rapidly quenched so that it forms features that look a bit like black toothpaste squeezed from a giant tube. 

This is a young landscape. The most recent eruptions here occurred in the 13th Century and there could be new ones at any time. 

Iceland is unusual geologically in that it exists above the ocean at all. It stands on the mid-ocean ridge system, the longest mountain range on the planet. This range runs around the world's oceans like the seam on a tennis ball. 

It is here that new ocean floor is created as the continents drift apart. 

For the most part, it is deep under the sea; it is the place where hydrothermal vents and their "black smokers" belch out super-heated water and dissolved minerals. 

But Iceland stands on an additional plume of volcanic mantle rock that has lifted it above the Atlantic and made it accessible to geologists. 

Hydrogen future 
Some 90% of all homes in Iceland are heated by geothermal energy; and a number of power stations are also producing electricity from steam at around 240C, extracted from boreholes between 600 and 1,000m deep. 

But now, the plan is to go much deeper. Omar Friedleifsson of the Iceland Geosurvey is leading the consortium of energy companies in the Iceland Deep Drilling Project. 

Last year, they drilled down to a depth of 3,082m and since then have been conducting flow tests. 

Later this year, they will put a pressure lining into their borehole and drill on down to more than 4km deep. 

At that depth, they hope to encounter what is called supercritical water: water that is not simply a mixture of steam and hot water but a single phase which can carry much more energy. 

Engineers on the project have calculated that increasing the temperature by 200 degrees and the pressure by 200 Bar will mean that, for the same flow rate, the energy extracted from such a borehole will go up from 5MW to 50MW. 

Power station manager Albert Albertsson predicts that, by the end of the century, "Iceland could become the Kuwait of the North". The vision is to use this cheap and carbon-free energy to split water, to yield hydrogen that could be despatched around the world in tankers. 

But interest in the Iceland Deep Drilling Project is not solely for energy production. 

Geologists have never had the chance before to penetrate the volcanic heart of a mid-ocean-ridge geothermal system and there is much they would like to learn. 

As they get deeper, bore teams will change from the rotary drill, which produces rock fragments but can drill up to 200m per day, to a slower drill that produces useful core samples. 

The project wants to study the geology, the energy flow and the chemical environment at great depth. 

Albert Albertson, at the nearby power station, likes to think of the energy as just a part of an integrated system. 

Iceland's volcanic rocks are highly fractured and so, below about 50m, there is plenty of water. 

For the next 40m or thereabouts, it is fresh drinking water, topped up by Iceland's generous rainfall. Below that, the water is salty; the ocean has managed to seep in. 

However, it is the really deep supercritical water that is also laden with dissolved minerals. Mr Albertsson believes he may also be able to extract precious metals, such as copper, silver and gold from the water. 

After the water has gone through his turbines, it is still at about 40C. Some of that excess energy is used for district heating and for horticulture in greenhouses. 

It also warms one of Iceland's biggest tourist attractions: the Blue Lagoon, a vast outdoor lake which, even in March, greets bathers with the temperature of a hot bath. 

There are supposed benefits from the silica rich water with its faint smell of sulphur, and the white silica mud is exported for health and beauty treatments. 

Mr Albertsson told the BBC that he himself is a regular visitor. 

"For me, the ideal time to take a dip is in the middle of winter, in the middle of the night, looking up at the stars and the Aurora Borealis, the Northern Lights." 

Five Holes in the Ground is broadcast this coming week on BBC Radio 4, starting on Monday 27 March at 1445 GMT / 1545 BST. You can listen again to the programmes on the website once they have been broadcast. 
____________________________________________________________________________

Los Angeles Times: Palau: An Island on the Verge

By Richard C. Paddock, Times Staff Writer

27.3.2006
Development is lapping at tiny Palau's shores, just as U.S. aid is about to dry up. Can the Pacific nation stick to its environmental guns?
 

KOROR, Palau — Tommy Remengesau Jr., the president of this tiny Pacific nation, will never forget the day four decades ago when he went sailing on his bamboo raft and returned with more fish than his family could eat.

He figured his parents would be pleased. Instead, his father hit him on the head and lectured him on the principles of conservation.

"I thought I was a hero," the president recalled. "But my father said, 'What are you going to do with the rest of this fish?' I never forgot that lesson."

It's the kind of story told by many Palauans to explain the tradition of preservation that has made their remote Micronesian country a leader in ecological protection in the Pacific.

Now, Remengesau, 50, and his country of more than 300 islands face an environmental challenge that goes way beyond a boy catching too many fish.
This year, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers is scheduled to complete a long-delayed, 53-mile road around the country's largest island, Babelthuap. The highway will open the shoreline to potential development on a scale unseen in Palau's brief history as an independent nation.

Palau also faces an economic crisis in three years, when the U.S. is to cut off foreign aid that totals 40% of the country's budget. The loss is certain to cause financial hardship, and there is a sense of urgency here to find new sources of income. Many Palauans hope the transition can be made without compromising the country's pristine character. 

"Palau is going to have a lot of changes, and there is going to be a lot of pressure to develop," said Noah Idechong, a member of the legislature and a prominent environmental activist. "Palau is going to have to learn to say no."

The former U.S. territory, granted independence in 1994, is renowned for the clarity of its water and the diversity of its coral reefs. One of its prized national assets and natural oddities is a lake with more than 1 million stingless jellyfish. Its noted Rock Islands have long lured divers and naturalists from around the world.

But these days, with the road coming, Palau also is attracting international hotel, casino and golf course developers, who have begun acquiring local partners and making deals.

Idechong, who was awarded the Goldman Environmental Prize in 1995 for his work protecting marine life, worries that economic pressure and the lack of a national land-use plan will lead to reckless development on Babelthuap that could endanger the reefs by destroying mangroves and causing sedimentation.

Others complain that the country is giving too much say over its future to foreign businesspeople who care little about preserving Palau's traditions. A 157-room hotel opened last year by a Japanese chain on the capital island of Koror is staffed almost exclusively by low-paid foreign workers. Guests can spend their entire holiday in Palau without meeting a Palauan.

"In 10 years, without proper planning, we will have flesh and blood but Palau will be a ghost race," said Duane Hideo, former governor of the state of Ngchesar. "Some of the investors are very aggressive, especially the ones that come from Asia — 'I want this. I want that.' "

Today, two-thirds of the country's economy is based on tourism. Palau is so oriented toward visitors that even the jail in Koror has a gift shop where inmates sell traditional wood carvings.

About 4,600 miles southwest of Hawaii, Palau is one of the world's smallest countries, with a land mass roughly 2 1/2 times that of Washington, D.C. It is also one of the newest: After nearly 40 years as a U.S. protectorate, it now is the world's second-youngest country, behind East Timor. 

With a population of 20,300, Palau is so low-key that it has only two stoplights. Both are switched off because motorists complained that they impeded traffic flow.

All told, there are fewer than 20,000 Palauans in the world. About 13,000 live in Palau, with most of the rest on Guam and the U.S. mainland. Tribal ties remain strong in business and politics; the candidate with the largest number of relatives usually wins. 

The rest of Palau's population consists of foreign workers, mainly from the Philippines and China, who are employed in the tourist industry and make up nearly three-quarters of the labor force.

Though Pacific islands are often marketed to tourists as paradise, they can be tough places for natives to make a living. Many island nations have few natural resources, a small labor pool and exorbitant prices for imported goods.

With the help of U.S. subsidies, Palau has maintained a per capita income of $6,870, one of the highest in the Pacific. Its leaders hope the country won't have to resort to the kind of questionable moneymaking activities adopted by some of its neighbors.

The Marshall Islands, Tonga and Kiribati, for example, have alarmed U.S. authorities by selling passports to foreigners. Vanuatu and Tuvalu have made handsome profits leasing their country telephone codes to sex talk providers. Tuvalu sold its Internet domain name (.tv) to a private company, as did Niue (.nu). 

Tiny Nauru, one of the wealthiest Pacific nations until its phosphate reserves ran out, became notorious as a "tax haven" where banks allegedly laundered Russian mafia money. Later, desperate for cash, Nauru accepted $15 million from Australia to set up a detention center for 900 unwanted asylum seekers. 

The Northern Mariana Islands, a U.S. territory, opened its doors to businesses that use cheap labor to produce "Made in America" clothing. At one point, the islands paid $6.7 million to the firm of lobbyist Jack Abramoff to seek U.S. concessions for the businesses — critics call them sweatshops — including exemption from the minimum wage. 

Under the compact granting Palau independence, the U.S. agreed to give the country about $20 million a year for a 15-year period ending in 2009. In exchange, the United States retains until 2044 the option of establishing a military base in Palau — although with large Air Force and Navy bases 800 miles away on Guam, it seems unlikely that will happen. 

The Palau government is the main employer of natives, and they are likely to be hit the hardest when the U.S. subsidy ends and the government must slash its payroll. 

As part of the independence pact, Washington agreed that the Army Corp of Engineers would build the road around Babelthuap, the second-largest island in Micronesia after Guam. The two-lane highway cuts through jungle and farms inland from the coast, connecting villages that have long been isolated.

The 12-year, $149-million undertaking is one of the corps' biggest peacetime ventures outside the United States. Plagued by heavy rains, landslides and cost overruns, the project is six years behind schedule and nearly $30 million over budget.

"It was a very astute move on the part of the Palauans to get the U.S. to commit to building the road instead of just committing funds," said Alex Morrison, the corps' senior manager in Palau and overseer of the project. "It assured the construction of the road."

The highway will more than triple the amount of paved road in Palau and allow the resettlement of much of Babelthuap, which has largely been abandoned for the ease of life in Koror, the most urbanized island. 

"This opens a lot of land and a lot of possibilities," Morrison said. "But Palauans are very well aware of the risk of the loss of the uniqueness and beauty of their country, and they will take steps to manage the development in ways that will accentuate rather than destroy their country."

Perhaps so. But the new government center being built on Babelthuap may be a sign of things to come.

Rising incongruously above the jungle midway up the island is a grand new building with a dome modeled on the U.S. Capitol. The air-conditioned edifice, a monument to Palau's democratic ideals, is visible for miles. Scheduled for occupancy when the Babelthuap road is finished, the $40-million structure is certain to spur a building boom in the area. 

The dome may look out of place, but it is intended to symbolize Palau's close ties to the U.S. and its commitment to democracy. Its construction was inspired by Raphael Ngirmang, a stocky, 27-year U.S. Marine Corps veteran who is now one of Palau's two top tribal chiefs. 

Critics say the capitol should have been built in traditional, open-air, Palauan style, but the chief defends the choice. "I want the world to know that Palau has a vision as large as any country," said Ngirmang, 73, who is better known as High Chief Reklai. 

"We feel the U.S. is a big brother," added Ngirmang, a leading member of the president's advisory council of chiefs. "Everything we do we follow the U.S. style. We are die-hard for the U.S."

Indeed, Americans are liked here more than in much of the world. The United States is still celebrated for driving out the Japanese during World War II.

Palauans fly American flags on their cars on the Fourth of July. U.S. dollars are the currency, and Palau still uses its U.S. Zip Code. Americans can come here without a passport. Television broadcasts American sports, and U.S. sailors are welcomed during shore leave.

In its governing style, Palau blends tradition with U.S.-style democracy. The government — the president and members of the legislature — is elected. The chiefs, who rule in the villages, are chosen by the female elders. Many believe tribal traditions are why Palau has been so successful in conservation. 

Soon after Palau gained independence, Idechong, then working as an environmental activist, invoked tribal customs to secure the country's first bul, a marine area where fishing is banned by a local chief. Today, chiefs have designated 20 buls, protecting a coastal area as big as Miami and constituting an essential part of the country's marine preservation program.

Palau has won praise for banning the practice of catching sharks and taking only their fins to sell in Asian markets for shark fin soup. President Remengesau set fire to a pile of confiscated fins to call attention to the ban.

But sometimes the laws fall short. 

One glaring gap in Palau's conservation ethic is the widespread sale of products made from the shells of endangered sea turtles. Environmentalists say efforts to limit the hunting of turtles have been blocked by members of Palau's legislature who own souvenir shops and profit from the trade.

And despite mounting pressure to approve construction of beach resorts and golf courses, the legislature has yet to come up with a master plan for development. "We don't have any land-use plans," Idechong said. "We are very late." 

In particular, Idechong worries that the Babelthuap highway, new secondary roads and other construction could create more sediment flowing into the sea and put more stress on reefs that have not recovered from damage caused by higher ocean temperatures.

Palau suffered massive bleaching of its coral in 1998 when water temperatures rose dramatically, in what some see as a sign of global climate change. Near the surface, many reefs remain a wasteland. Scientists say they are encouraged by the pace of recovery but warn that the coral remains highly fragile. 

Idechong argues that Palau must develop "new traditions" to preserve the pristine waters, mangroves and reefs that have made the country so attractive. 

"I often ask the question, how many millions of dollars does it take to support 15,000 Palauans?" he said. "I ask, how much do we need?" ____________________________________________________________________________

La Vanguardia:  El ADN confirma la existencia de un lince ibérico en Madrid
28/03/2006 

Los análisis de ADN han confirmado que las heces encontradas en octubre del 2005 en una zona protegida en el suroeste de Madrid son de un lince ibérico. El análisis realizado pertenece al CSIC y según confirmaron los investigadores "no deja lugar a dudas" de que esta especie amenazada también habita fuera de Andalucía. Los investigadores encontraron las heces "casualmente" en una zona de especial protección para las aves, recogieron cinco muestras fecales diferentes y las enviaron al laboratorio. Una pertenecía a un ejemplar de este mamífero, mientras que las cuatro restantes eran de otras especies animales.

___________________________________________________________________________

Nouvel Observateur: Eclipse totale de Soleil: chaussez vos lunettes 
 27.03.06 
M ercredi 29 mars la Lune va occulter le Soleil jusqu’à provoquer une éclipse totale visible depuis l’ouest de l’Amérique du Sud, le nord-ouest de l’Afrique, le Proche-Orient et l’Asie centrale. En France le phénomène sera visible partiellement : le pourcentage du disque solaire occulté par la Lune sera d’environ 34% à Paris, 15% à Brest et atteindra 54,6% à Bonifacio, en Corse. 

L’éclipse totale commencera à 8h34 TU (soit 10h34 en France) et s’achèvera à 11h47, le maximum étant atteint à 10h11 TU. L’ombre de la Lune aura alors parcouru 14.500 km à la surface de la Terre, depuis le Brésil jusqu’à l’Asie en passant par l’Afrique, plongeant certains endroits dans l’obscurité. En France le phénomène se produira entre 11h25 et 13h38, selon le lieu d’observation.

Certains pays, notamment en Afrique, se sont préparés à accueillir un grand nombre d’observateurs, amateurs ou scientifiques, qui font le voyage pour cette occasion. Une équipe du CNRS se déplace en Egypte, à As Saloum, près de la frontière avec la Lybie, pour observer l’éclipse totale. Leur objectif est d’étudier la couronne solaire grâce à des expériences d’imagerie et de spectroscopie.

La Direction générale de la santé rappelle qu’une éclipse de Soleil doit impérativement être observée avec des lunettes adaptées, vendues chez les opticiens, les pharmaciens ou les boutiques spécialisées dans l’astronomie. Sans protection l’observateur s’expose à des risques de lésions de la cornée ou de la rétine –ces dernières pouvant être irréversibles.

____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

ROWA Media Update 28 March 2006
UAE

Al Wathba Wildlife Sanctuary to undergo massive development

The Al Wathba Wildlife Sanctuary will undergo a massive development project which will be completed by the end of September, it was revealed yesterday. 

The plan includes the setting up of a visitors’ centre and a research unit, as well as an awareness and education centre, tourist centre and units for bird watchers in various parts of the Al Wathba Wildlife Sanctuary, said Khaldoun Kiwan, Director of the Al Wathba Wildlife Sanctuary . Wooden bridges will be built to link the various parts of the Al Wathba Wildlife Sanctuary . Wood and mud will be used so that the materials reflect the natural habitat of birds. These projects will be completed in full by the end of 2007.

The official said the Al Wathba Wildlife Sanctuary would not open in full to visitors. Some sections will be closed during breeding times of birds, particularly flamingos, from November to March. Part of the plan is a marketing initiative to be implemented in cooperation with the Abu Dhabi Tourism Authority (ADTA). He said there are many associations in Europe that have members interested in birds and this initiative will help attract tourists to Abu Dhabi. The ADTA, he said, cooperates with the Environment Agency to promote tourism in Seer Bani Yas island, and this is a major project that has a separate plan for it.

http://www.khaleejtimes.com/Displayarticle.asp?section=theuae&xfile=data/theuae/2006/march/theuae_march945.xml
Oman

Oman opens $700 million LNG plant

Oman’s third LNG train, built at a cost of $700 million, was on Saturday officially inaugurated by Sayyid Shabib bin Taimour al Said, His Majesty Sultan Qaboos bin Said's Advisor for Environmental Affairs, at Qalhat in Sur in the Sharqiya region. The plant, owned by Qalhat LNG Company (QLNG), has an annual capacity of 3.3million tonnes. 

Sayyid Shabib, describing the new facility as a "milestone national project", said it would play a key role in Oman's economic diversification programme. He added the country was "now venturing into a new horizon of economic and social development." 

Shaikh Al Fadhal bin Mohammed Al Harthy, Development Affairs Under-secretary and chairman of the company, said the LNG industry's contribution in the GDP increased during the sixth five-year plan (2001-05) at an annual average of 36.8 per cent, reaching RO626 million last year.

http://www.khaleejtimes.com/Displayarticle.asp?section=middleeast&xfile=data/middleeast/2006/march/middleeast_march713.xml
Palms Development Committee Meets         

 The annual meeting of the palms development project’s technical coordination and guiding committee of the AGCC began at Golden Tulip hotel here today under the auspices of Khalfan bin Saleh al-Na’abi, Agriculture and Fisheries Ministry undersecretary.  

     The two day meeting is organised by the Agriculture and Fisheries Ministry in cooperation with the International Centre for Agricultural Research in arid areas (ICARDA).  

     Khatim bin Khamis al-Ma’amari, director-general of agriculture said the Ministry has adopted a national strategy to develop date palms, saying this strategy helped document several date palms related data.   

    Hilal bin Saud Ambu-Saidi, director of agriculture and water delivered the AGCC Secretariat-General’s speech, in which he stressed the council’s concern with date palms.  
 http://www.omannews.com/english/indexE.htm
Qatar

Unesco nod for Qur’anic garden plan

A PROPOSAL to set up a botanical garden based on the scientific and aesthetic concepts contained in the Holy Qur’an has been approved by the Unesco headquarters.
The proposal is currently being produced and will then be distributed by Unesco via the National Commissions in Qatar, Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates, said Dr Benno Boer, ecological sciences adviser for Unesco - Arab region.
The proposal will be distributed to any party that would like to establish a Qur’anic Botanical Garden, he said.
The expert team that authored the proposal consists of architect Guido Licciardi, vegetation ecologists Dr Shaukhat Ali Chaudhary and Dr Benno Boer, horticulturists Dr Rashid Idriss, Islamic expert and botanist Dr Mohamed al-Farooqi, and landscape architect Grant Donald. 
Dr Farooqi is the author of The Plants of the Qur’an, and the Medicinal Plants in the Tradition of Prophet Muhammad. 

http://www.gulf-times.com/site/topics/article.asp?cu_no=2&item_no=78841&version=1&template_id=36&parent_id=16
Syria

Syria and FAO Discuss Scientific Cooperation

Syria and the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) discussed Monday ways of enhancing scientific and research cooperation. 


During a meeting with FAO Representative in Syria Dr. Salwa Mubarak Omir, Minister of Higher Education Ghiath Barakat underlined the importance of activating joint cooperation between Syrian Universities and the UN organization. 


"We should adopt a work plan and a coordinating mechanism to reach a scientific and research agreement with the FAO," the minister told SANA staff reporter. 


The Minister demanded the UN organization to provide Syrian agriculture collages with technical laboratories and needed expertise to enhance and boost their scientific and research prospects. 

http://www.sana.org/index7b611c4689393db855daa3118f0021fa.html
Yemen

Ground fissures occur in Marib

Last Tuesday that ground fissures occurred in Marib governorate’s Al-Baten and Kanna villages.

According to Saba News, Derham Al-Dama’, secretary-general of Marib’s local council, said the rifts are 70-80 meters long and 50 cm wide, adding that they still are expanding. A geological team mentioned that the fissures stretch for three kilometers.

Engineer Hussein Al-Akhali, manager of the Earthquake Observation Center in Dhamar, explained that such a phenomenon occurs due to earthquakes or water depletion. However, the center confirmed that it has not observed any earthquake activity in eastern areas where Marib is located.

Inhabitants of the two villages affirmed that the rifts occurred after heavy rains in the area. Al-Akhali asserted that the rains possibly caused them.

A geological team headed by Al-Akhali has begun studying the fissures’ causes. Al-Akhali said the cause of the rifts would be clearly identified in light of the geological study’s outcomes. “In light of this study, we will be able to identify the cause of the fissures and whether they are likely to expand in the future. We also will be able to specify their depth,” he added.

This phenomenon is considered the second of its kind in Yemen this month. Earlier this month, a similar phenomenon occurred in Dhamar governorate.

http://yementimes.com/article.shtml?i=932&p=local&a=1
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Human Rights Commission concludes its work, hands over to

new Council

27 March - The much-criticized United Nations Human Rights Commission ended its last meeting today

after adopting a resolution to transfer all its work to the recently created and stronger Human Rights Council,

which is scheduled to hold its first meeting on 19 June in Geneva after the U.N. General Assembly votes on

its members in May.

Addressing the 62nd and final session of the Commission, UN High Commissioner for Human Rights Louise

Arbour said the overwhelming General Assembly vote on 15 March to set up the 47-member Human Rights

Council marked “a major stride forward” for the UN’s human rights system, although she said there was still much to do.

“While we can say for sure that the decision taken in New York was one of historical significance, its actual impact on people’s lives is still to be determined. Much will rest on the profound culture shift that must accompany this institutional reform,” Ms. Arbour said.

“The protection of human rights will thrive in a rigorous, frank and cooperative environment. Progress cannot be made in an atmosphere of distrust and disrespect and through the pursuit of narrow self-interest.”

Ms. Arbour went on to say that it was important for the new Council to “quickly find a way to deal with its substantive mandate,” adding that its credibility “requires quick action on matters of substance,” although she added that people should not forget some of the achievements of the 60 years of human rights work performed by the Commission.

In particular, she highlighted the fact that in the immediate aftermath of the Second World War, the Commission drafted the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which was adopted by the General Assembly on 10 December 1948.

However despite these successes, the Commission – which meets just yearly in Geneva – has come in for increasing criticism over the years as being ineffective and not accountable, and so the idea of the Council was put forward by Secretary-General Kofi Annan a year ago.

The Council has several elements making it a stronger body than the Commission, including its higher status as a subsidiary body of the General Assembly, its increased number of meetings throughout the year, equitable geographical representation and also the voting rights associated with membership.

However despite these improvements, the United States has said that the Council does not go far enough and it was among the four that voted against setting up the body earlier this month, although the resolution was adopted by a vote of 170 in favour, with only 4 against and 3 abstentions.

Despite its ‘no’ vote however, Mr. Annan has said that US Ambassador John Bolton has pledged that Washington will work cooperatively with other Member States to make the Council as effective as possible.

Haitian President-elect visits UN, Annan and Council Members

pledge support

27 March - With many of its members represented by Government ministers, the United Nations

Security Council, along with Secretary-General Kofi Annan, called for sustained international support

to the efforts of Haitian President-elect René Préval to fight instability and poverty in his country, as

they warmly welcomed him to their midst.

“We must all reinforce President-elect Préval’s efforts to encourage broad political reconciliation,”

Mr. Annan said. “Haiti’s institutions of governance require generous support. So do the people of

Haiti, who everyday endure a level of hardship and insecurity that is unacceptable, and also incompatible with the stability of the country.”

A statement read out by Foreign Minister Jorge Taiana of Argentina, its March President, the Council encouraged all countries that have contributed police and troop contingents to remain engaged in the UN Stabilization Mission in Haiti (MINUSTAH).

It also underlined the need for Haiti to proceed with a thorough and comprehensive reform of its national police and its justice system.

Towards reducing extreme poverty and instability, the Council reiterated the need for quick implementation of highlyvisible and labour-intensive projects that deliver social services and called for donors to reassess their priorities in a targeted way, working closely with the Government and MINUSTAH.

The Council urged the transitional Government in Haiti, with support from the international community, to ensure the continued credibility of the electoral process in second round of parliamentary elections on 21 April, which will allow the prompt inauguration of Mr. Préval.

For his part, Mr. Préval praised the work of MINUSTAH and the international community in the lead-up to the January elections, and pledged to work with them to create a climate for sane, democratic and participative governance.

“It’s an opportunity for me to see the interest that the international community has in Haiti,” he said of the Council meeting afterwards at a press conference. “Thirty-five people took the floor in the chamber.”

He said it was most important, during the relative calm that has ensued after the elections, that, with the help of the international community, disarmament and reintegration take place and constitutionally-required institutions are created along with a climate conducive to attracting private investment and other partnership.

General Assembly President takes stock of UN reform progress

27 March - Following the hard-won creation of a new more effective Human Rights Council, the next

priorities for the 60th Session of the United Nations General Assembly include reform of UN management,

the Secretariat, and the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC), according to the Assembly President.

There is important unfinished business in regard to the new rights Council, for which membership elections

will take place on 9 May, as well as the Peacebuilding Commission created in December, for which an

Organizational Committee has yet to be formed, President Jan Eliasson wrote in a Friday letter taking stock

of progress in the reform agenda put into motion by the 2005 World Summit.

“I am very grateful for the energy and commitment you invested in the historic resolution on the Human Rights Council,” Mr. Eliasson said in the letter. “I know that you now stand ready to actively involve yourselves in the other ongoing processes of reform and World Summit follow-up.”

Expressing hope for flexibility in discussions of problem areas of a draft resolution on ECOSOC, he described development activities also being arranged by the General Assembly.

In regard to Secretariat and Management reform, he urged Member States to examine Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s proposals in his report “Investing in the United Nations,” calling it “an important report for an important time,” and saying there was general agreement that it required quick action.

“I therefore appeal to all Member States to take a constructive and practical approach to questions of procedure so that both the overarching political issues and the budgetary, financial and administrative issues can be considered in an appropriate way,” he said.

Mandate reform, system-wide coherence and a comprehensive convention on terrorism are other parts of World Summit follow-up that are currently the subject of intensive attention, as is stepped-up activity on HIV/AIDS and the environment, Mr. Eliasson continued.

As for Security Council reform, he noted that three resolutions have been tabled, and encouraged Member States to engage in constructive dialogue on the issue.

On a personal note, the Assembly President’s spokesperson announced today that Mr. Eliasson has been appointed Foreign Minister of Sweden, taking office on 24 April while at the same time completing his tenure as President, which ends in September.

“President Eliasson will continue to work with the same commitment and energy to implement the United Nations reform agenda,” the spokesperson said.
Iraq: UN envoy calls for quick formation of government as

violence worsens

27 March - Deploring the continuingly worsening violence, the top United Nations envoy in Iraq has called

on the Arab League to help the strife-torn country set up a government of national unity that looks beyond

narrow sectarian interests.

“Iraq must come together to overcome violence. There is a need, more than ever before, to speed up the

formation of a government that will assert respect for Human Rights and the rule of law in an alarmingly

deteriorating security situation in Iraq,” Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Special Representative Ashraf Qazi said today.

Sectarian tensions are higher than ever and mutilated bodies continue to appear on the streets on a daily basis, he added in a statement, stating that he was appalled by the daily cases of torture, arbitrary arrests, and extrajudicial executions that have affected all communities and led to the internal displacement of Iraqi civilians.

He called on the Iraqi authorities to take firm action to stop the violence and ensure that citizens enjoy the rights and protection stipulated by Iraqi and international laws.

Mr. Qazi’s statement followed his address yesterday to the Arab League Summit conference in Khartoum, Sudan, in which he declared that a government in such a crisis situation should seek to the fullest extent possible to govern by consent and win the trust of Iraq’s citizens regardless of their ethnic and sectarian background.

“While fully upholding respect for the sovereignty, independence, territorial integrity, the international community has a duty to caution Iraq’s political leaders that there is no alternative to the creation of a national government,” he said. “An administration which is perceived as merely a loose collection of interest groups will not succeed and is far below what Iraqis deserve.”

He stressed the need for a new atmosphere in Iraq to establish mutual confidence and a more imaginative political discourse built on political flexibility to counter the perception that there are only two alternatives: civil war or dismemberment of the country.

“An inclusive political process built on objectives which are directed to serve the public national interest should be given priority,” he said. “These in turn depend on the willingness of Iraq’s leaders to see beyond their opponent’s identity politics, and to articulate a future vision of Iraq that sees in multilateralism an important balance to serve Iraq’s national unity.”

He noted that the lack of adequate security serious hampered rehabilitation and reconstruction and disruption to basic services, with a huge financial and social cost. “All Iraqi parties have to work towards achieving joint national reconciliation instead of local conflicting interests,” he said.

“The neighboring and regional states have a special responsibility to assure the Iraqi people that their involvement in supporting Iraq’s political process is intended to ensure the success of the national accord,” he added, referring to the Arab League’s involvement in convening the National Accord preparatory conference in Cairo last November. The conference itself is slated to be held in Baghdad in June.

Annan says it is ‘crucial’ that UN Côte d’Ivoire mission gets

more troops, police

27 March - In the run-up to October’s elections in divided Côte d’Ivoire, United Nations Secretary-General

Kofi Annan has repeated his call that almost 4,000 extra troops and police be sent to the UN mission there,

saying they were “crucial” both to shore up the fledgling peace process and to prevent an already

precarious security situation from getting worse and spreading to neighbouring Liberia.

In a letter to the Security Council, released today and dated 22 March, Mr. Annan appealed to the 15-

member body to approve recommendations contained in his January report on the country requesting four

extra battalions, three formed police units and 100 police officers for the UN Operation in Côte d’Ivoire (UNOCI), which guards the so-called Zone of Confidence separating the Government-ruled south and rebel-held north.

Mr. Annan outlined several recent developments in Côte d’Ivoire that made the addition of extra UN personnel all the more important, including the fact that the Government of Prime Minister Charles Konan Banny has now taken full ownership of the road map for the peace process, and that the two sides had agreed to “resume immediately to prepare the disarmament process.”

“Subsequently on 7 March, the members of the Independent Electoral Commission were sworn into office, and a framework for conducting the identification and voter registration processes was submitted to the cabinet, thus setting the stage for those crucial aspects of the peace process to begin in earnest,” he wrote in the letter.

Among some of the other positives, Mr. Annan also highlighted the arrival of the head of the Forces Nouvelles armed opposition, Guillaume Soro, in the capital Abidjan on 14 March, to take up his post in the Government of Prime Minister Banny.

“The preceding important developments have set in motion a fledgling process which, if sustained, could put the peace process properly on track. It is, therefore, crucial for UNOCI to be adequately reinforced in a timely manner, to enable it to support fully the implementation of the road map, thus making it feasible to organize the elections by October 2006.”

However, despite the various encouraging developments, the Secretary-General also noted that the “security situation remains precarious and could degenerate quickly, especially in Abidjan and in the western part of Côte d’Ivoire.”

“It is imperative, therefore, to ensure that in the delicate period ahead the credibility of UNOCI or the peace process itself is not challenged. I am concerned that any unravelling of the security situation in Côte d’Ivoire could spill over into Liberia,” he concluded.

The Security Council established UNOCI in May 2003 to assist the Ivorian parties in implementing a peace agreement they signed in January 2003, ending their north-south civil war. The requested increase in personnel would constitute a marked expansion of UNOCI, which currently has a strength of almost 7,600 uniformed personnel.

UN envoy to visit south Sudan after attacks; to Nigeria for

Darfur peace process

27 March - Following separate attacks earlier this month on United Nations offices in southern Sudan, one of which killed a local guard, the senior UN envoy to the strife-torn country will travel to the affected areas later this week, before leaving for Nigeria to meet the parties involved in the peace talks over the bloody conflict in Darfur, a UN spokesman said today.

Special Representative Jan Pronk will visit Juba from 30-31 March to meet various officials, including those from the UN Mission in Sudan (UNMIS), and he will also go to Yei, the site of a deadly attack on a UN refugee agency compound, and to Yambio, where two Bangladeshi peacekeepers were wounded on 19 March when 100 armed men attacked their base.

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 on 15 March, forcing the suspension of the planned repatriation of some of the hundreds of thousands of Sudanese who had fled the bloody civil war.

After visiting southern Sudan, Mr. Pronk will then travel to Abuja in Nigeria from 1-2 April, to meet the parties involved in the peace talks on Darfur, the UN spokesman told reporters.

Speaking to the Security Council last week, Mr. Pronk said that killings, rapes and other abuse of human rights in Darfur continued to threaten the peace in Sudan as a whole, and he called for a swift peace agreement and a peacekeeping force large enough to cover the region and strong enough to deter any attack.

He said that the Government had not disarmed the militias, but on the contrary, African Union (AU) commanders on the ground openly spoke about continued support to militia by forces allied to the Government, in a civil conflict that also involves rebel groups and has killed some 180,000 people, displacing over 2 million others.

Last Friday, the Security Council extended the mandate of UNMIS until 24 September 2006, requesting also that Secretary- General Kofi Annan expedite the planning for a transformation of the AU force in the Darfur region to a UN-led operation.

Also in southern Sudan, the UN spokesman said today that the World Health Organization was dispatching a team to Warap State, after a meningitis outbreak was reported there and the Government had requested assistance.

Accord allows return of south Sudan’s refugees in Uganda, UN agency says

27 March - Some 170,000 southern Sudanese refugees in northern Uganda, representing over half those who fled the

bloody, 21-year civil war, are now able to go home after a repatriation agreement was signed today in the Ugandan capital with the United Nations refugee agency.

The agreement, between the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and the Governments of Uganda and Sudan, allows for the repatriation of Southern Sudanese refugees – some 80 percent of Uganda’s total refugee population – who can return from April onwards providing the current security situation improves.

“The Sudanese need to help themselves to rebuild their country,” said UNHCR’s Sudan operation director Jean-Marie Fakhouri, at the signing ceremony in Kampala. Directly addressing a group of refugees who were present at the ceremony,

he added: “You will be the engines of development in Sudan and therefore you are needed to go back.”

Since a peace deal was signed in 2005 ending the conflict between the north and the south of the country, returning home has become an increasing possibility, but there are still 358,000 Sudanese refugees in neighbouring countries, including Kenya, Ethiopia, the Central African Republic (CAR), the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) and Egypt, beside Uganda.

Last week, UNHCR suspended its repatriation programme from the DRC and the CAR following flare-ups of fighting in southern Sudan including an attack on a UNHCR compound, in which a guard was killed and another guard and a staff member seriously wounded.

The tripartite agreement signed in Kampala sets the legal framework needed to coordinate, manage and facilitate the voluntary repatriation of refugees who have expressed a desire to go back to their homes, and UNHCR will facilitate the repatriation operations.

The hopes of the Sudanese refugees wishing to return and reintegrate successfully in their home communities, however, could be dashed by the lack of resources for UNHCR’s Sudan repatriation operation, the agency said.

The refugee agency launched an appeal for 2006 for $63 million in order to adequately support voluntary repatriation, return and reintegration operations in south Sudan for refugees but so far only $10.2 million has been received.

UN nuclear chief lays out plan to counter proliferation, terrorist threat

27 March - Faced with the threat of nuclear proliferation and the prospect of such weapons falling

into the hands of terrorists, the head of the United Nations atomic watchdog agency has laid out a fivepoint

plan of action ranging from tighter controls and protection of materials to strengthening the

Security Council. International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) Director-General Mohamed ElBaradei called for placing sensitive nuclear operations such as the enrichment of uranium that can be used for producing both electric energy and an atomic bomb under multinational control.

“The five measures I have outlined – tightening controls, protecting materials, supporting verification, reinvigorating disarmament and strengthening the Security Council – are all necessary and urgent steps,” Mr. ElBaradei told a conference of German dentists in Karlsruhe over the weekend, in an address aptly called “Putting Teeth in the Nuclear Non- Proliferation and Disarmament Regime.”

“But to return to my opening theme, all of these measures affect each other, and all will fail to protect us if the root causes of insecurity are not addressed. The longer we delay in placing sensitive nuclear operations under multinational control, the more new countries will seek to build such facilities.

“The longer we take to protect global stocks of nuclear and radioactive material, the higher the risk they will fall into terrorist hands. The longer effective verification authority is not universally in place, the more the potential for clandestine activity,” he added.

“As long as disarmament measures are not progressing meaningfully, efforts to strengthen nuclear non-proliferation will be poisoned by cynicism, and more countries will try to ‘join the major leagues.’ And the longer the Security Council is not acting systematically, equitably and effectively, as the guardian of international peace and security, the more its legitimacy will be undermined, and a sense of insecurity will continue to prevail.”

Detailing his plan, Mr. ElBaradei stressed the need to tighten controls for access to nuclear fuel cycle technology in an era of globalization which has made the industrial marketplace more complex and fluid than 30 years ago when the Nuclear Non- Proliferation Treaty (NPT) was drawn up.

“At the root of this measure is the concept of making these operations multinational, so that no one country would have exclusive control over the most sensitive parts of the fuel cycle,” he said. “It is urgent that the international community develop a unified approach on this measure and begin moving forward.”

On verification, he noted that 118 of the 189 countries that are party to the NPT have not yet adopted an additional protocol allowing more intrusive and announced checks that are considered essential following the discovery of a clandestine nuclear programme in Iraq after the 1991 Gulf War. He called on nuclear-weapons states to lead by example, and that this effort should be extended to the three countries that remain outside the NPT: India, Israel and Pakistan.

As for the Security Council, Mr. ElBaradei, who shared last year’s Nobel Peace Prize with his agency, said that too often its engagement had been inadequate, selective, or after the fact. In the Rwanda genocide in 1994, “the Security Council was unable to move much beyond hand wringing, with the result that 800,000 people lost their lives in the span of a few months,” he declared.

“In the Second Congo War, the Security Council’s efforts in the interest of diplomacy and peacekeeping were not enough to prevent the deaths of an estimated 3.8 million people. And whatever the lessons learned from these admitted failures, the more recent case of Darfur continues to suffer from the inability of the Security Council to muster sufficient peacekeeping troops and sufficient resources to prevent the continuing atrocities.”

With regard to nuclear weapons, he noted among other examples that the Council asked India and Pakistan to stop further nuclear testing and the development of their nuclear weapons programme in 1998 without effect, and its 1981 request to Israel to submit all its nuclear facilities to IAEA safeguards was also not implemented.

“The irony is that we know the problems, and we know the solutions,” he concluded. “What is yet to come is the vision and leadership to overcome the hubris that threatens our mutual destruction, and to build a civilization rooted in the unity of the human family, the sanctity of all human life and the core values we all share – a civilization that is humane and just.”

UN to attempt to boost the number of women in peacekeeping uniforms

27 March - With only trace numbers of women in uniformed posts in peacekeeping missions, the United Nations Department of Peacekeeping Operations will hold policy meetings tomorrow and Wednesday aimed at coming up with ways to increase their participation.

Although the numbers of civilian positions held by women in peacekeeping has increased recently to 27 per cent, the percentage of women in the military and police units remains far too low, at one per cent and four per cent respectively, a UN spokesperson said today.
The meetings will bring together senior military and police officers from troop contributing countries and as well as countries that have hosted peacekeeping operations. In addition, women personnel serving in current peacekeeping missions, representatives of women’s organizations and high-level representatives from some member States are expected to attend.

As bird flu spreads, UN health agency says properly cooked

poultry poses no risk

27 March - With bird flu spreading to wild or domestic birds in 17 new countries since the beginning

of last month, the United Nations health agency again stressed today that humans are not at risk of

acquiring the deadly infection through food when poultry products are safely handled and properly

cooked.

“The main health risk currently is to people who are in close contact with infected poultry, such as

families with backyard flocks and poultry workers in wet markets or live animal markets,” the World Health Organization (WHO) said in a news release.

“Globally, the evidence demonstrates that there is no risk of infection when birds and eggs are well-cooked, as this kills the virus. Poultry products are important sources of protein throughout the world,” it added.

Since December 2003 the H5N1 virus, which experts fear could mutate into a potentially devastating and lethal human pandemic, is known to have infected 186 people, of whom 105 have died. Not one of these cases has been linked to the consumption of properly cooked poultry or poultry products, LWHO noted.

Heightened surveillance among domestic and wild birds, rapid detection of the virus, and swift implementation of control measures are important in supporting and maintaining consumer confidence in the safety of poultry products, it said.

The great concern is that the virus could mutate into a type that spreads easily from person to person. The so-called Spanish flu pandemic that broke out in 1918 is estimated to have killed from 20 million to 40 million people worldwide by the time it had run its course two years later.

The new outbreaks since February have occurred in Africa, Asia, Europe, and the Middle East.

UN envoy leaves Lebanon encouraged by its course toward new era

27 March - Following a series of high-level meetings in Beirut, a senior United Nations envoy has said he

is encouraged that Lebanon is charting the proper course towards stability and urging all concerned to forge

ahead in unity.

“The boat that is Lebanon is now well on its way across the ocean,” said Special Envoy Terje Roed-Larsen

on leaving Beirut. “All the oarsmen must continue to row together and in complete unison, for the sake of

the boat’s safety and successful journey.”

He stressed that the Lebanese will be guided by the “North Star” of their Taif Agreement as well as Security Council Resolution 1559, which supports its aims. “By doing so, the Lebanese are also moving into what is truly a new historical

era: that of sovereignty, unity, territorial integrity, and political independence,” he said.

Mr. Roed-Larsen said “we all are witnesses of history in the making, as we observe the National Dialogue and the subsequent implementation of the agreements reached” and stressed that at this juncture, the Lebanese must “look ahead to the implementation of these agreements and to the new dawn that is breaking.

“The remnants of the past must not tie them down.”
Mr. Roed Larsen said he was heartened by his three days of talks with senior officials in Beirut. “I am much encouraged by what I have heard and what I have seen here in Lebanon.”

He also repeated his support for the National Dialogue now being undertaken in Lebanon, calling it “truly historic and unprecedented.”

He noted in particular agreements reached through the process, including on the need to delineate the border with Syria and to establish formal diplomatic relations. “This should take place as soon as possible,” he said.

He also noted recent statements by Syrian Vice-President Farouq Sharaa that the Shebaa Farms are Lebanese territory, although the UN Security Council in 2000 concluded on the basis of a large number of maps that the area was Israelioccupied Syria.

“If both Lebanon and Syria agree that this is not the case, and ratify an agreement to this effect through due process, which they deposit with the United Nations, then the international community will not only recognize, but also support this fact,” he said.

Mr. Roed-Larsen also lauded the agreement on the arms of Palestinian militias outside the camps, calling it “a tremendously significant and important step towards the implementation of resolution 1559,” which among other things calls for withdrawing all foreign forces from Lebanon, disbanding all militias and extending Government control over the whole country.

“The matters of Hizbollah and the Palestinian militias and their arms should generally be dealt with through dialogue and consensus, guided by the Taif Agreement, which ended the infighting and communal violence among the Lebanese, and resolution 1559,” he added.

Mr. Roed-Larsen’s trip to Lebanon came on the heels of a 20-day tour of the capitals of the permanent members of the Security Council and Arab countries. He is scheduled to return to New York to brief UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan and prepare a report to the Security Council.

UN envoy backs Lebanon’s approach to Palestinian militias

25 March - A senior United Nations Lebanon holding talks in Beirut today with the country's officials

hailed their integrated approach to the presence of Palestinian militias.

In meeting with Prime Minister Fouad Seniora, Terje Roed-Larsen lauded the initiative to dispatch a

ministerial-level delegation to Palestinian refugee camps yesterday.

The Norwegian diplomat emphasized that the UN was in full agreement and support of the integrated

approach the cabinet was pursuing, stating that it was important to view issues relating to the Palestinian militias in Lebanon not only through the lens of security, but also take into account political, social, and economic factors.

Mr. Roed-Larsen called on the international community to lend its assistance to the Government's engagement to improve the conditions of Palestinian refugees in Lebanon.

Also today, the envoy held talks with Interior Minister Ahmad Fatfat; Phalange party leader and former President Amine Gemayel;l FPM leader General Michel Aoun; Ghassan Tueni, the father of murdered MP Gibran Tueni; former Prime Minister Najib Mikati; former MP Suleiman Franjieh and a number of other Lebanese political representatives.

During all his discussions, the UN Special Envoy emphasized again the historical significance of the ongoing National Dialogue in Lebanon, which was guided by the Taif Agreement that the Lebanese were now seeking to implement. Mr. Roed –Larsen, whose mandate derives from Security Council Resolution 1559, said that text was a reflection of the Taif Agreement and was the international reiteration of the Agreement, which was negotiated among the Lebanese in 1989.

The UN diplomat also reiterated his view that dialogue and partnership between Lebanon and Syria were indispensable in

moving forward, and that the most urgent items on the agenda were now the demarcation of the common border between the two neighbouring countries and the establishment of formal diplomatic relations.

Mr. Roed-Larsen will continue his talks in Beirut tomorrow, before returning to New York to brief Secretary-General Annan and prepare Annan's report to the Security Council, expected in mid-April this year.

DR Congo: Annan welcomes preparations for European support to UN mission

25 March - United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today welcomed the decision of the

European Union to start planning and preparation for possible support to the United Nations

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

Consultations between representatives from the European Union, the UN and the Congolese

authorities are presently underway, according to a statement released by Mr. Annan's spokesman in

New York.

”The Secretary-General very much appreciates the continuing close cooperation between the United

Nations and the European Union in support of peace operations in the Democratic Republic of the Congo and throughout Africa,” the spokesman said.

Afghan convert to Christianity requests asylum, UN mission

says

27 March - An Afghan charged with converting from Islam to Christianity in a court case that threatened to

strain the war-torn country’s relations with the international community has asked for asylum in another

country, the United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) reported today.

“Mr. Abdul Rahman has asked for asylum outside Afghanistan,” a UNAMA spokesman said. “We expect that

this will be provided by one of the countries interested in a peaceful solution to this case.”

Last week, Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Special Representative to Afghanistan Tom Koenigs stressed that freedom of religious worship is a founding principle of the UN, and expressed hope that the situation would be resolved according to that foundation of human rights.

UN-backed conference discusses early warning systems for

natural disasters

27 March - With over 200 million people affected every year by natural hazards, and 15 months after the Indian Ocean tsunami claimed more than 200,000 lives, 1,200 participants from 140 countries today opened a United Nations-backed conference on early warning systems, widely recognized as the best way to save lives.

“This action-oriented conference will be an opportunity to highlight, through the presentation of projects in the field, the importance of early warning mechanisms for people’s daily lives,” UN Emergency Relief Coordinator Jan Egeland said of the three-day event in Bonn, Germany.

Former United States President Bill Clinton, the UN’s Special Envoy for Tsunami Recovery, said that making communities safer – by better managing the risks of natural hazards – must become a global priority.

Hosted by the German Government under the auspices of the UN International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (ISDR), the conference will be divided into two parallel streams: a Projects and Priorities Forum in plenary, where some 15 projects will illustrate the relevance of early warning systems, and a Scientific and Technical Symposium, which will be attended by scientists and practitioners of early warning.

Experts believe that many tens of thousands of lives could have been saved in the Indian Ocean tsunami of 26 December, 2004, if there had been an early warning system such as the one existing in the Pacific Ocean, currently the world’s only fully functioning system.

As it was several hours passed between the quake that spawned the tsunami off the Indonesian island of Sumatra and the landfall of the waves in some regions such as Sri Lanka, wasting precious time in which many could have fled to higher ground.

Mr. Egeland is to present a report on a Global Survey of Early Warning Systems called for by the UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan after the tsunami.

The UN is now leading efforts to set up such systems, both in the Indian Ocean and elsewhere, based on quake and tidal sensors, speedy communications, alarm networks from radio to cell phones, and disaster preparedness training in vulnerable regions.

Between 1991 and 1999 the number of people affected by natural disasters doubled. In 2005 alone, a total of 149 disasters killed 97,000 people, affected over 133 million others and caused economic losses of $220 billion. The 2004 tsunami caused $10 billion worth of damage.

Better forest management has key role in dealing with climate change: UN agency

27 March - Not only do forests absorb the greenhouse gas carbon dioxide, thereby mitigating the

effects of climate change, but using wood from a sustainably-managed forest as fuel instead of oil,

coal and natural gas, can also reduce global warming, the United Nations Food and Agriculture

Organization (FAO) said today, calling for better forest management.

Changes in global climate are already stressing forests through higher temperatures, altered rain

patterns and more frequent and extreme weather. At the same time, the world’s forests and forest soils

currently store more than one trillion tons of carbon – twice the amount found floating free in the

atmosphere – however, when destroyed or over-harvested and burned, forests can become sources of carbon dioxide.

“We need to stop deforestation and expand the land area covered by forests, certainly,” says Wulf Killmann, who chairs FAO's interdepartmental climate change working group.

"But we also need to substitute fossil fuels with biofuels,-- like wood fuels from responsibly managed forests -- in order to reduce carbon emissions, and we should use more wood in long-lasting products to keep trapped carbon out of the atmosphere for longer periods of time."

The FAO says that this can be achieved not just by preventing forests from being cut down, but through afforestation (new plantings) and reforestation (replanting of deforested areas) of non-forested lands.

Particularly in the tropics, where vegetation grows rapidly and therefore removes carbon from the atmosphere more quickly,

planting trees can remove large amounts of carbon from the air within a relatively short time. Here, forests can store as much as 15 tonnes of carbon per hectare per year in their biomass and wood, the UN agency said.

FAO and other experts have estimated that global carbon retention resulting from reduced deforestation, increased forest regrowth and more agro-forestry and plantations could make up for about 15 percent of carbon emissions from fossil fuels over the next 50 years.
Harvested wood is also a carbon sink -- wood used in construction or for furniture effectively stores carbon for centuries.

High-energy construction materials used in place of wood, such as plastics, aluminum or cement, typically require large amounts of fossil fuels during manufacturing. Replacing them with wood therefore has additional benefits in terms of reducing carbon emissions.

Similarly, the use of wood fuel instead of oil, coal and natural gas, can actually mitigate climate change. Although burning wood and biomass does release carbon dioxide into the air, if those fuels come from a sustainably-managed forest, those carbon releases can be offset by replanting. Indeed, if managed properly, forests can supply bioenergy virtually without contributing any greenhouse gas to the atmosphere.

Research centres, international agencies join to save Earth’s

biodiversity

27 March - Research centres and international agencies today joined forces to boost technical and policy skills for saving biodiversity in developing countries under the United Nations Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD).

Under an agreement signed in the Brazilian city of Curitiba where the CBD is holding its key biennial meeting, the institutes will use their expertise to help developing countries substantially reduce their rate of loss of species by 2010, a target which was set four years ago at the World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) in South Africa.

“There are many ingredients that are needed to implement, to realize the 2010 target, including building the skills and knowhow of experts in developing countries so they can fully take part in achieving our mutual goals,” Ahmed Djoghlaf, the CBD’s Executive Secretary, said.

In order to help do that, the alliance brings together the CBD and the Smithsonian National Museum of Natural History of the United States, the National Museum of Natural History of France; the National Commission for Wildlife Conservation and Development of Saudi Arabia, the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew, of the United Kingdom, the German Federal Agency for Nature Conservation and the Royal Belgian Institute of Natural Sciences.

Under a related but separate agreement, also signed today, an alliance of nine UN agencies and conservation organizations set up a task force made up of heads of agencies to advance the 2010 target.

The agencies involved are the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands and the Bonn Convention on Migratory Species (CMS).

Other members of the alliance are the World Wildlife Federation (WWF), the International Plant Genetic Resources Institute (IPGRI) and IUCN – the World Conservation Union.

The 8th Committee of the Parties to the Convention on Biological Diversity in Curitiba will run until 31 March.

Somalia: as polio spreads, UN-backed vaccination campaign

gets underway

27 March - With the spread of polio to previously disease-free regions of Somalia raising the

logistical problem of reaching strife-torn areas while threatening neighbouring countries, further

funds are needed for a United Nations-backed vaccination campaign now underway to immunize

1.4 million children against the paralysing scourge.

“Somalia has been polio-free before. With safe access for our vaccinators and the support of the

community, Somalia can stop polio again,” UN World Health Organization (WHO) country

representative Ibrahim Betelmal,” said of the campaign that began yesterday.

Tens of thousands of volunteers are already working in the campaign against the disease which has paralysed nearly 200 children since last July, but the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) stressed the urgency of millions of dollars in new funding.

“To carry out these additional campaigns, we will need an additional $11 million in Somalia alone,” UNICEF

Representative Christian Baslev-Olesen said, noting that additional global immunization needs have stretched the resources of the 18-year-old $4 billion effort to eradicate polio worldwide

The two agencies reported that while polio appears to be on the decline in Mogadishu, the capital, formerly the epicentre of the outbreak, it has spread to two new regions - lower Juba, southern Somalia, and Mudug region Northeast Somalia. Both areas were previously unaffected by the current outbreak in the country.

Somalia has been riven by factional fighting and has lacked a functioning central government ever since the collapse of President Muhammad Siad Barre’s regime 15 years ago.

Continual fighting, banditry and piracy off the Horn of Africa country’s shores have seriously hampered UN humanitarian activities, including the provision of sorely needed food for tens of thousands of hungry Somalis.

Only last week, a deadly fire-fight between two militias forced the UN World Food Programme (WFP) to withdraw from a distribution centre in southern Somalia and suspend aid there for victims of a severe drought.

UN agency joins African Development Bank to spur clean water for cities

27 March - The provision of safe water and sanitation in African cities will benefit from $500 million

in funding from the African Development Bank (ADB) in coming years under a landmark

Memorandum of Understanding signed with the United Nations agency entrusted with promoting

socially and environmentally sustainable cities.

Most countries in Africa are currently falling behind in attaining the Millennium Development Goal

(MDG) to reduce by half the proportion of people without sustainable access to safe drinking water by

2015, the UN Human Settlements Programme, UN-HABITAT, said in a news release.

By combining UN-HABITAT’s strength in advocacy, awareness building, managerial and institutional capacity, and new and innovative approaches with ADB’s lending experience, the accord will provide a strong partnership for supporting internationally agreed goals for water and sanitation on the continent.

Under the terms of the memorandum, the Bank and UN-HABITAT will collaborate in several areas, including advocacy in specific areas such as resource mobilization in urban and peri-urban activities for the poor in water and sanitation schemes, security, gender and environmental activities.

They will co-operate in building local capacity, implementing innovative “learning by doing” demonstration projects and sharing information and experiences between the two Institutions as well as among the participating countries.

The two organizations will also prepare investment proposals for water and sanitation schemes as well as Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers and coordinating aid and advice to recipient countries on common areas of activities.

The ADB and UN-HABITAT will provide grants about $217 million over the next five years. It is expected that this will lead to additional opportunities for follow-up fast track loans from the Bank of about $362 million to help attainment of the MDG.

The memorandum was signed at a special ceremony last week during the Africa Regional Day at the 4th World Water Forum in Mexico City by UN-HABITAT Executive Director Anna Tibaijuka and ADB President Donald Kaberuka.

In another development, King Carl XVI Gustaf of Sweden has been awarded a Special Citation in this year’s UN-HABITAT Scroll of Honour Award for “his tireless campaigning to promote an environmentally sustainable human habitat.”

“King Carl XVI Gustaf has always emphasized in his work the importance of urban-rural linkages to ensure sustainable development,” Ms. Tibaijuka said, citing his longstanding commitment to the natural environment and climatic change.

She also recalled that the King had recently brought to the foreground the links between climate change, natural disasters and their impacts on cities, towns and rural human settlements.
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Briefing by the Associate Spokesman
**Press Conference by Haitian President-elect R éne Pr éval
Right after this briefing, at about 12:30 p.m. in this room, we do expect to hear from the President-elect of Haiti, René Préval.  He may be a little bit later than that depending on how the Security Council schedule is working out.  But certainly, whenever it’s adjourned for the morning session, he’ll come here to this room to talk to you.

**Security Council
And on that, the Security Council is today holding an open meeting on Haiti, in which it heard from President-elect Réne Préval.

The Secretary-General, who met with Préval earlier this morning, opened the meeting by telling the Council that the first round of national elections that took place last month was a vivid illustration of the faith of the Haitian people in the democratic process, and their determination to make a fresh start. 

The Secretary-General stressed, “It is right and indeed necessary that a multidimensional peacekeeping operation continue.”  Yet, the work of the UN Mission in Haiti, he added, can tackle only the most urgent needs, and generous and coordinated bilateral assistance is needed to supplement and build on those efforts.

Juan Gabriel Valdes, the Head of the UN Mission in that country, also spoke to the Council and stressed the inclusive character of the elections, which saw a massive turnout from all sides.  The open debate is continuing, with more than 30 speakers inscribed.

**Human Rights
On human rights, a short while ago in Geneva, Louise Arbour, the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, addressed the final session of the Commission on Human Rights.

Arbour noted the historical importance of the creation of the Human Rights Council, but also noted that its actual impact on people’s lives is still to be determined.  She said, “Much will rest on the profound culture shift that must accompany this institutional reform.”

The first opportunity to breathe life into this new institution will come with the elections of its first members, scheduled for the 9th of May, she said.  This is a vital opportunity for the United Nations to begin setting the standard for its human rights work in the future.

The Council will convene for the first time on the 19th of June and begin its work.  Arbour said it will be important that during its first sessions the Council quickly find a way to deal with its substantive mandate, even as it establishes its working procedures.  And her remarks are available upstairs.

** Iraq
On Iraq, Ashraf Qazi, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative for that country, today strongly condemned the continuing deterioration of the human rights situation in Iraq, where sectarian tensions are higher than ever and mutilated bodies continue to appear on the streets on a daily basis.

He said he was saddened and appalled by the daily cases of torture, arbitrary arrests, and extrajudicial executions that have affected all communities and led to the internal displacement of Iraqi civilians.

Qazi called on the Iraqi authorities to take firm action to stop the violence, and emphasized the need, more than ever, to speed up the formation of a government that will assert respect for human rights and the rule of law.

Qazi also addressed the summit of the League of Arab States in Khartoum over the weekend, and he told the gathered Arab leaders to send a message that Arab solidarity supports all of Iraq’s communities.  We have copies of those two press releases upstairs.

** Lebanon
On Lebanon, Terje Roed-Larsen, the Special Envoy for the implementation of resolution 1559, yesterday left Lebanon, ending three days of intense talks with leaders there.

Before departing, he told reporters there that he was very encouraged by what he had heard and seen in Lebanon.  Noting the agreements reached so far in Lebanon’s national dialogue, Roed-Larsen said, “There is a consensus among the Lebanese that the border with Syria needs to be delineated, and that formal diplomatic relations should be established.  This should take place as soon as possible.”

He added that the matters of Hezbollah and the Palestinian militias and their arms should be dealt with through dialogue and consensus, guided by the Taif Agreement, which ended the infighting and communal violence among the Lebanese, and by resolution 1559.

Today, Roed-Larsen is in Paris, where he met with the Foreign Ministers of France and Qatar.  After meeting with French Foreign Minister Philippe Douste-Blazy, Roed-Larsen said, “The outstretched hand of a united Lebanon should now be grabbed by Syria.  It takes two to tango.”  And we have several press releases from this weekend that describe his travels to Lebanon and since there to Paris.

** Sudan
On Sudan, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative, Jan Pronk, will visit the Juba region in southern Sudan later this week on 30 and 31 March, in the aftermath of the attacks that were reported on UN camps last week.  He will then travel to Abuja, Nigeria, on 1 and 2 April to meet parties of the peace talks on Darfur. 

**Department of Peacekeeping Operations
The Department of Peacekeeping Operations will hold policy meetings tomorrow and Wednesday aimed at coming up with ways to increase the number of women in uniformed posts in peacekeeping missions.  Although the numbers of civilian positions held by women in peacekeeping has increased recently to 27 per cent, the percentage of women in the military and police units remains far too low, at 1 per cent and 4 per cent, respectively.

The meetings will bring together senior military and police officers from both troop-contributing and troop-receiving countries.  Reporters are invited to attend the sessions, which are taking place in Conference Room 1.  And we have details in a press release upstairs.

** C ôte d’Ivoire
Out on the racks today is a letter from the Secretary General to the Security Council reiterating his call for increased troops and police for the UN Mission in Côte d’Ivoire.

The Secretary-General says the Mission needs four battalions of soldiers, three formed police units, and 100 additional police officers to support the implementation of the peace agreement there and provide protection for the October elections.  He originally asked for the additional support on 3 January, when he presented his latest report on the UN Mission in Côte d’Ivoire.

**Statement on Democratic Republic of Congo
The Secretary-General, in a statement we issued on Saturday, also warmly welcomed the decision of the European Union to start planning and preparation for possible EU support to the UN Organization Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (MONUC).  Consultations between representatives from the European Union, the UN and the Congolese authorities are presently under way.  And that statement is up on our website.

**Early Warning Conference
More than 1,200 participants from 140 countries are gathering today in Bonn, Germany, for the Third International Conference on Early Warning, to discuss ways to reduce natural disasters.  The UN’s Emergency Relief Coordinator, Jan Egeland, is there to present a report on the Global Survey of Early Warning Systems, which was called for by the Secretary-General in January 2005.

Also attending is the UN’s Special Envoy for Tsunami Recovery, former US President Bill Clinton.  Addressing the conference today, Clinton said that making communities safer -- by better managing the risks of natural hazards —- must become a global priority.  And we have a press release on the conference upstairs.

**UN-HABITAT
The UN Human Settlements Programme, or UN-HABITAT, has awarded a Special Citation to the King of Sweden for what it calls “his tireless campaigning to promote an environmentally sustainable human habitat”.  And we have a press release on that upstairs.

**Secretary-General
And we have some information that the Secretary-General is expected to speak to the press at the second floor Security Council stakeout following his meeting with Congressman Henry Hyde’s delegation, and after Congressman Hyde speaks.

That meeting is due to begin at noon, and they should wrap up hopefully 30 or 40 minutes after that.  So, you’ll have considerable time from right now to get right down the corridor if you want to talk to them.

**Press Conferences
In terms of other press conferences, as I said earlier, President-elect Réne Préval will hold a press conference in this room shortly -– 12:30 p.m. or possibly a little bit after that.

Then tomorrow, at 12:45 p.m., Ambassador Revaz Adamia of Georgia will be in this room to brief on the situation in Abkhazia, Georgia.

And before I take your questions and then go onto Pragati, I want to welcome the students from Columbia University.  Welcome to the UN.

**Questions and Answers
Question:  A question I’ve been wanting to ask in this room for about a month now -- I wanted to ask [President George W.] Bush in the Oval Office when I was there with the Secretary-General, but he wasn’t taking questions -- and it’s based on a report that came out on British TV about a month ago and it’s now in The New York Times this morning.  And it is that Bush discussed with [Prime Minister Tony] Blair at the White House in January 2003 perhaps using a U2 spy plane painted with the UN colours to fly purposely low over Iraq in the hope that Saddam [Hussein] would have it shot down and cause a pretext for war.  Do you have any comment on that, and wouldn’t that be a gross violation of the use of the UN by a Member State if that’s true?

Associate Spokesman:  It’s a shame you didn’t get to ask your question to President Bush.  I think he’s more senior than I on this sort of thing.  I do not, in fact, have a comment on this.  You’re referring to something that could have happened or may have happened but --

Correspondent:  It’s according to memo that was now been leaked to the Times to David Manning, Blair’s top assistant.

Associate Spokesman:  But this is something that did not actually take place.

Correspondent:  The discussion of doing it seemed to take place.  That’s what I --

Associate Spokesman:  I would have no comment on the discussions that are part of this leaked memo.  I don’t have any way of gauging that.  In any case, in terms of Iraq, our goal at this stage is to deal with the situation on the ground.  As I just pointed out to you, our concerns are about the violence that is occurring on a daily basis and the need to stabilize the situation.

You all know what our position was in the period prior to the war and during the period when UN weapons inspectors were on the ground in Iraq, and there’s no real need for us to rehash.  The Secretary-General certainly hasn’t been looking backwards -- he’s been looking forwards to what can be done right now to deal with the situation on the ground today in Iraq.

Question:  But let me follow up on that.  Given what the UN position was before the war, with the Secretary-General, in particular, opposed the invasion, does he believe that this kind of sectarian violence would be happening, would the roof still be on the mosque in Samarra if the US had not invaded and listened to what the Secretary-General was saying?

Associate Spokesman:  There’s no point in speculating what might have been.  We’re dealing with what actually exists.  What does exist today, yes, is a significant level of sectarian violence.  Ashraf Qazi, our Special Representative, has said that he does not believe what we’re seeing right now is a civil war.  But he’s warned that this country, Iraq, could actually slide into ungovernability if this level of violence continues.  And so we need to take steps to prevent events from spiralling out of hand.  You know what our warnings were prior to all of this -- yes.  But at this stage, the point is dealing with the matters on the ground as it stands.

Question:  The Secretary-General, I just wanted to check the report I read, basically rebuffed efforts to get involved in the Cyprus issue again.  Are you saying -- no, the UN is not ready to mediate, facilitate new talks on Cyprus?

Associate Spokesman:  Well, in terms of Cyprus, we continue to be involved in various efforts.  For example, our Special Representative for Cyprus, Michael Moller, did meet with the Turkish Cypriot leader, Mr. [Mehmet Ali] Talat, this morning and they discussed ways in which to move forward.  And we continue to seek out information from both sides on how they’re prepared to do so.  We don’t have anything more than that to announce at this stage, however.

Question:  But the report I read quoted a letter by Mr. [Ibrahim] Gambari saying no-go basically.  Is that correct?  Did he write that letter?

Associate Spokesman:  As far as I’m aware, in terms of a letter that was leaked today to the press, all I can say on that was that at the Secretary-General’s request, a letter was sent to the Turkish Cypriot leader by Under-Secretary-General Gambari detailing what happened at the Paris meeting -- that is to say, the Paris meeting that the Secretary-General had with President Tassos Papadopoulos.  That’s all I really have to say about that.

Question:  Negotiations over the statement on Iran in the Security Council got kind of wrapped up -- wrapped up is the wrong word, I guess -– kind of bogged down in discussion.  I’m just wondering if the Secretary-General has any intention, has mentioned any plans to get involved to try to facilitate some kind of movement on that.

Associate Spokesman:  Well, at this stage, as you yourself just mentioned, this is a matter in the hands of the Security Council.  And what we’re waiting to do is to see what the Security Council membership agrees to.  And obviously, we’re prepared to do whatever needs to be done in response to that.  But we’re waiting for them on this.

Question:  But should it remain in this stalemate almost indefinitely?  Are there not concerns that the situation could take on different directions?  And if it moves away from the UN, then you might get some kind of development in terms of unilateral actions or anything that maybe would make it more desirable to settle things in the Security Council.  And would the Secretary-General know when to intervene?

Associate Spokesman:  Well, the Secretary-General certainly hopes that the members of the Security Council can come to an agreement on this issue.  Iran is an important issue and it’s up to them, nevertheless, to be the ones to agree to this.  This is a matter that was brought to their attention at the request of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) and its Board of Governors.  So the Security Council has the responsibility to see how it wants to respond.

Obviously. the Secretary-General hopes that their discussions will progress.  While that goes on, of course, the International Atomic Energy Agency is continuing with its work.  And the Secretary-General has also been encouraging Iran to do all that needs to be done, including the sort of discussions it needs to have with other countries to ensure that concerns about Iran’s nuclear programme are being dealt with.

Question:  I’d like to ask if the Secretary-General has any comment regarding the announcement today that General Assembly President Jan Eliasson is going to be Swedish Foreign Minister.  There’s a number of proposed reforms that are still on the table that need to, that are supposed to happen, in the coming five or six months.  Does he have anything on that?

Associate Spokesman:  Well, the Secretary-General actually was asked about that just as he was departing the Security Council about half an hour ago.  And he said that he knows that General Assembly President Eliasson has important work to do here, but he added, “I’m very pleased that he has been designated Foreign Minister.”  And we trust that he will be able to do both the job of Foreign Minister and continue with his responsibilities as General Assembly President as he’s been doing.  And, of course, very soon, once I leave this podium, Pragati could tell you a little bit more about that.

Question:  The Prime Minister-designate of Palestine, Ismail Haniya, this morning declared before the Palestinian legislators that his Government is ready to open a dialogue with a Quartet in order to put an end to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.  This appears to be a very significant development.  Does the Secretary-General have any reaction so far to this declaration?

Associate Spokesman:  Well, as far as that goes, the Quartet members -- besides the UN, as you know, includes the Russian Federation, the EU and the United States -- have been discussing developments concerning the Palestinian Authority since the elections, and they’re continuing to deal with that issue.  I would wait to see what the Quartet says next.

I believe at this stage what the Quartet wants to do is see what happens following the inauguration of a Palestinian government.  And they may react at that point.  At this stage, there’s nothing to say about what the Prime Minister-designate has been saying other than to say that, of course, the Quartet has made it very clear what any incoming Palestinian Authority Government would need to do, which is, to say, that they would need to foreswear violence, to recognize Israel and to abide by all previous agreements, including the Road Map.

Question:  The Greek Foreign Minister was slated to do a press conference and then it was cancelled.  She still seems to be on the Secretary-General’s schedule for this afternoon.  Is she still in the Building and will she speak at the stakeout?

Associate Spokesman:  You’d have to check with the Greek Mission whether she’s going to speak at the stakeout. Certainly, she was supposed to speak right before this briefing and that was cancelled.  She is still scheduled to meet with the Secretary-General this afternoon.  But like I said, if you want to know whether she’s going to make herself available, you might want to check with the Mission.

Question:  Coming back to Cyprus, could you tell us why the letter was sent by Mr. Gambari and not by the Secretary-General himself?  And second, do we have any positive answer by the Turkish Cypriot side so we can start what those committees agreed in Paris?

Associate Spokesman:  I don’t have anything on the Turkish Cypriot side.  I’d have to check on that.  As for Mr. Gambari, he is our senior official dealing with political affairs, so it was appropriate and only natural that he would respond on this particular letter concerning our political efforts in Cyprus [while the Secretary-General was travelling].

Question:  This meeting between the Secretary-General and the two American lawmakers, is it only concentrating on UN reforms or are they going to be talking about Iran and Iraq also, or are they scheduled to talk about --

Associate Spokesman:  Well, you’re in luck because they’ll actually both come out and talk to you about what it was that they spoke about.  I believe quite a bit of the focus is about UN reforms, but I would imagine that some other matters may come up.  But you’ll have a chance to talk to Congressman Hyde and to the Secretary-General fairly shortly about that.

Question:  Members of FRODEBU, the second largest party in Burundi, have apparently withdrawn from the Government.  Is the Secretary-General concerned about this development, and what it would do to the transition in the country?

Associate Spokesman:  I don’t have any comment on this right now.  I’d need to get some more information.  Obviously, the only thing to say about this at this stage is the Secretary-General has consistently encouraged an inclusive government in Burundi.  But I’ll have to see what else we can say about that.

Question:  According to reports, Nigeria has agreed to extradite Charles Taylor back to Liberia.  But there is the [Special] Court which is demanding that Mr. Taylor be handed over to it in Sierra Leone.  How does the United Nations see that that particular issue be resolved now?  Will he go to Liberia, or would he be handed over to the [Special] Court?

Associate Spokesman:  Well at this stage, obviously, this is still an issue in which the Governments of Liberia and Nigeria are dealing.  The Prosecutor for the Special Court, Desmond de Silva, did come out with a statement yesterday, in which he did welcome the comments from Nigeria agreeing to transfer Charles Taylor.  Obviously, the Secretary-General, in the past, has repeatedly made it clear that he would expect justice to be done, and he wants it to be, in the case of the Special Court for Sierra Leone, as with other courts, that indicted suspects are, in fact, transferred so that they can be tried.

In terms of the particulars, that’s still up to the Governments who are seized of this matter to deal with.

Question:  There’s an Iraqi-US Women’s Summit across the street today and tomorrow.  Many of the women complain that UN programmes aren’t effective enough now, and that there are many people on the ground and Iraq’s Ambassador said that he’d like to see more presence of the UN in Iraq.  When will it be safe enough to go back in?

Associate Spokesman:  We’ve consistently been trying to increase our presence in Iraq as much as we can, given the security conditions on the ground.  As you’re aware, there are significant security problems, but we do have, at this stage, more than 120 professional and support staff deployed in Iraq itself, including in Baghdad, as well as at smaller outposts in Basra and in Erbil.

And, of course, we continue to monitor the security situation on the ground daily.  And based on that, we can continue to try to expand our efforts as security allows.  But you have to recognize what the challenges we face on the ground are.

And with that, I will turn the floor over to Pragati Pascale.  Thanks and good afternoon.

Briefing by Spokesperson for General Assembly President
Good afternoon.

The following statement has been issued today:

The President of the General Assembly, Jan Eliasson, has today, 27 March, been appointed Foreign Minister of Sweden by Prime Minister Göran Persson.  Mr. Eliasson will formally take office on 24 April. 

Mr. Eliasson will continue his work in his position as President of the General Assembly.  He will be based in New York and return to Stockholm on a regular basis.  To assist Mr. Eliasson, Prime Minister Persson has today appointed a Deputy Foreign Minister, the current Minister for Development Cooperation, Ms. Carin Jämtin.

President Eliasson will continue to work with the same commitment and energy to implement the United Nations reform agenda.  He is returning to New York tomorrow, as planned. 

Many previous Presidents of the General Assembly have also served concurrently as Foreign Minister, including Mr. Eliasson’s immediate predecessor, Jean Ping of Gabon. 

And the President has informed the Secretary-General of his appointment.

On Friday afternoon, the President sent to all Member States a letter setting out his plan of work for the coming months, following the milestone adoption of the resolution establishing the Human Rights Council.

To give you a few highlights, on development follow-up and ECOSOC reform, the President urges delegations to go into the informal consultations scheduled for tomorrow, 28 March, with a willingness to constructively discuss the issues, and to show flexibility in order to assist the co-Chairs, the Ambassadors of Belgium and Mali, in quickly finding the best way forward. 

On Secretariat and management reform, the President notes that there is broad agreement that we must address the substantive issues as quickly as possible, and that it is important that we see the first results of our deliberations in the next few months.  On the review of mandates, the Secretary-General will present his report to the Assembly on 30 March, this Thursday.

On the Peacebuilding Commission, the President states that we must now ensure that the Commission becomes operational as soon as possible, and that it is vital that we select or elect the members of the Organizational Committee without further delay.  He is looking forward to the elections in ECOSOC taking place very soon, followed by the selections in the donor and troop-contributing categories, and the elections in the Assembly.

On terrorism, he says that, although progress has been made on the comprehensive convention on international terrorism, additional consultations are needed.  At the same time, he is calling for consultations to begin in the coming weeks on a counter-terrorism strategy, based on proposals to come from the Secretary-General.  The President is announcing that this process will be led by Ambassador Vanu Gopala Menon of Singapore and Ambassador Juan Antonio Yañez-Barnuevo of Spain. 

The President states that he remains fully committed to pursuing the goal of Security Council reform as agreed at the World Summit, and notes that three draft resolutions on this issue have been tabled.  He is available for consultations and also encourages Member States to work constructively with the Ambassadors of the Bahamas and the Netherlands, the co-Chairs of the Open-ended Working Group on this matter.

And this afternoon, the Assembly will meet in plenary to consider the follow-up to the World Summit on the Information Society, the second phase of which was held in Tunis in November 2005.  The draft resolution will be introduced by Tunisia’s Minister of Communications Technologies, Mr. Montasser Ouaili.  Among other things, the draft resolution invites the Secretary-General to convene a new Internet Governance Forum for multi-stakeholder policy dialogue, as decided at the Tunis Summit.  It is expected, as discussed in informal consultations, that the first meeting of the Internet Governance Forum will take place in Athens from 30 October to 2 November 2006.

Any questions?  Great.  Thank you very much.
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Brazil's Lula Lashes Out At Rich Nations (� HYPERLINK  \l "_Inter_Press_Service:" ��Inter Press Service�)





Political Will Determines Fate of Earth's Diverse Species (� HYPERLINK  \l "_Environment_News_Service:" ��Environment News Service�)





Hommage à Charcot, père de la recherche polaire française (� HYPERLINK  \l "_Le_Figaro:_" ��Le Figaro�)  





Energy Co. On Defensive (� HYPERLINK  \l "_The_Bahamas_Journal:" ��The Bahamas Journal�)  





Medio Ambiente prevé destinar 413.295 euros para el pago de contribuciones voluntarias a convenios y protocolos internacionales en materia ambiental (� HYPERLINK  \l "_Diario_Agrario:_Medio" ��Diario Agrario�)
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