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Inter Press Service: Lebanon: Marine Life Another Casualty Of Israeli Bombings
Meena S. Janardhan
21.11.2006 

Squally winter weather in the eastern Mediterranean poses a fresh threat to marine ecology from Lebanon to Turkey this year, potentially spreading the remnants of the oil slick caused in July when Israeli forces bombed a power plant south of Beirut.

Between 10,000 and 15,000 tons of crude leaked from the crippled power plant of Jiyeh, 30 kilometers from the Lebanese capital, July 13-15. The spill seriously contaminated the waters along the Lebanese and Syrian coast. Environmental damage to neighboring Cyprus, Greece and Turkey was somewhat reduced by operations to mop up the floating oil. 

But the danger persists. Highly specialized teams with extensive experience need to immediately get to work cleaning rocks and buildings before winter storms lash the region, warns the Malta-based Regional Marine Emergency Response Center for the Mediterranean Sea (REMPEC).

Endangered marine species are feeling the effects of the oil spill, and now that the migratory season has begun, scientists fear for the fate of thousands of birds at sites like Lebanon's Palm Islands Nature Reserve.

The spill from the Jiyeh plant was the result of Israel's 33-day bombing campaign against Lebanon after militias from the pro-Syrian Shiite group Hezbollah kidnapped two Israeli soldiers. After the Aug. 14 ceasefire, Lebanese officials calculated that the conflict had claimed the lives of at least 1,100 civilians.

It wasn't until Oct. 13 that manual recovery of sunken oil with specialized equipment began, around the power plant. A team of Italian divers has estimated that up to 600 cubic meters of oil could be found on the seabed. Assisting them is an unidentified non-governmental organization.

Divers from the United Arab Emirates (UAE) are hoping to help with the clean-up. With experience gained most recently from relief work in Thailand and Sri Lanka following the Dec. 26, 2004, tsunami, the team from the Emirates Diving Association is awaiting the green light from Lebanese authorities.

"We are ready to go and help assess the extent of damage below the surface. I know that expert teams are already at the sites," Ibrahim Al-Zubi, director of the association's environmental department, said in an interview.

Following the day and night bombings in July by Israeli jets, a mission set up by the Lebanese Ministry of Environment and experts from the World Conservation Union (IUCN) found the beaches, caves and rocks covered with oil. The shoreline, famous as a playground for West Asia's rich, is home to the rare loggerhead turtle (Caretta caretta) and monk seal (Monachus monachus).

"People who live off the sea will remember this pollution all their lives. It will stain their memory forever," said Xavier Kremer, a French oil-spill expert with CEDRE, an NGO which specializes in investigating water pollution.

Describing the spill as Lebanon's worst-ever environmental disaster, Environment Minister Yacoub Sarraf told the press clean-up costs could reach $100 million.

"Even species living at the bottom of the sea have not escaped contamination, and innovative techniques must be developed to remove oil," said Rick Steiner, an oil expert and member of the IUCN commission on environmental and economic social policy.

Preliminary shoreline examinations have found toxic substances such as polynuclear aromatic hydrocarbons (PAH). "PAHs provoke cancer, can accumulate in the species' organs and cause long-term impacts such as the sudden collapse of fish populations years after contamination, as was the case in Alaska," he explained, referring to his experience from the 1989 Exxon-Valdez spill involving 37,000 tons of oil.

On Aug. 17, the International Maritime Organization (IMO) and the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) met in Athens and agreed on a $65 million action plan to assist Lebanese authorities with the clean-up. Other countries including Algeria, Cyprus, Greece, France, Italy, Malta, Spain and Syria, also pledged support.

The Lebanon Council for Development and Reconstruction puts the direct costs of the Israel-Hezbollah conflict damage to infrastructure at $3.6 billion, though some analysts say the figure could triple.

Several sandy beaches that are known nesting sites for two sea turtle species, loggerhead and green (Chelonia mydas) turtles, have been affected, especially in Beirut and the Palm Islands Nature Reserve, outside the northwestern Lebanese city of Tripoli. The oil covering the reserve's rocky coasts has already killed algae and other organisms that fish and turtles feed on.

Mona Khalil, who has been monitoring turtles in Lebanon for some six years, said in an interview that "most probably the newly hatched baby turtles that enter the water near Palm Islands will die as they will encounter oil when they come up for air."

Said Steiner: "Hatchlings may also be exposed to residual oil on beaches as well as in offshore waters. Such exposure could result in acute mortality and/or sub-lethal effects including carcinogenesis, physiological and reproductive impairment."

Ornithologist and Palm Islands manager Ghassan Jaradi, who has seen oil-doused birds, is concerned about more such cases emerging because the season for coastal bird migration has just begun. Around 156 species of birds, including many migratory birds, may already have had direct contact with the contaminated water.

The rare monk seals, which have been spotted in the reserve's waters, could also be affected. They are listed on the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species.

"Palm Islands, which is one of Lebanon's most important staging areas for migrant birds and is protected under the RAMSAR Convention on Wetlands, is a micro-sample representing the overall situation of the country's marine environment," said Ghassan.

The 1971 Ramsar Convention, named for the Iranian city where it was signed, calls for preserving essential wetland ecosystems as sources of water and biodiversity.

The IUCN mission has already helped start clean-up operations and biodiversity monitoring. But CEDRE's Kremer has warned: "After cleaning most of the oil, there will still be around 1 percent left on the waters. People will have the impression the beaches are still polluted."
____________________________________________________________________________

Deutsche Press Agentur: „Fortschrittchen“ in Nairobi

19.11.06, 20:51h

[in Kölnische Rundschau, Wiesbadener Zeitung, Sueddeutsche Zeitung, Mitteldeutsche Zeitung, ...]

NAIROBI. Die Ergebnisse der Klima-Konferenz von Nairobi sind angesichts geringer Fortschritte beim Kampf gegen die schädlichen Treibhausgase auf ein verhaltenes Echo gestoßen. Kritische Stimmen sprachen am Wochenende von bestenfalls einem „Fortschrittchen“. Die Bundesregierung will die Anstrengungen gegen den Klimawandel während der deutschen EU-Ratspräsidentschaft in der ersten Hälfte 2007 verstärkt vorantreiben und dabei vor allem auf umweltschonende Mobilität setzen. Nach dem Klimagipfel hatte der Chef des UN-Umweltprogramms, Achim Steiner, Berlin aufgefordert, in der Klimapolitik Führung zu übernehmen.

Wirtschaftsminister Michael Glos (CSU) forderte die USA zu einem stärkeren Engagement für den Klimaschutz und zur Unterzeichnung des Kyoto-Protokolls auf. Die USA sind weltweit größter Verursacher von Treibhausgasen, weigern sich aber, sich zur Verringerung des CO2-Ausstoßes zu verpflichten. Glos schrieb in einem Manuskript für eine Rede, die er für diesen Montag in Brüssel vorbereitet hatte, nach Angaben der „Welt am Sonntag“: „Klimaschutzpolitik verlangt globales Handeln. Das bedeutet, dass sich auch große Länder wie die USA, China und Indien entsprechend engagieren müssen“.

Nach fast zweiwöchiger Diskussion hatten sich die rund 6000 Teilnehmer der UN-Konferenz nur darauf geeinigt, im Jahr 2008 die Umsetzung des bis 2012 geltenden Kyoto-Protokolls zu überprüfen. Aus der Bewertung sollten sich allerdings nicht automatisch neue Verpflichtungen ergeben.

Der wissenschaftliche Beirat der Bundesregierung „Globale Umweltveränderungen“ (WBGU) wertete die Ergebnisse von Nairobi als „kleinen, aber notwendigen Schritt zur Weiterentwicklung des Kyoto- Protokolls“. Der stellvertretende WBGU-Vorsitzende Hans Joachim Schellnhuber erklärte: „Dennoch handelt es sich hier, angesichts der Dringlichkeit des Klimawandels, bestenfalls um ein „Fortschrittchen“ der Klimadiplomatie.“ Überdies könne das Klima nur durch eine globale Energiewende stabilisiert werden: „Dies bedeutet, dass die USA, Australien sowie die großen Schwellenländer schleunigst in den Klimaschutz einbezogen werden müssen“.

Der Grünen-Politiker Reinhard Loske forderte die Bundesregierung auf, sich noch stärker zu engagieren. Die Pläne von Umweltminister Sigmar Gabriel (SPD), Industrie und Stromkonzernen einen größeren Beitrag zum Klimaschutz abzuverlangen und Emissionsrechte zu beschneiden, reichten nicht, schrieb Loske in der „Frankfurter Rundschau“.

Die EU zeigte sich dagegen zufrieden mit den Ergebnissen der Konferenz. Das Treffen habe „solide Fortschritte“ gebracht, hieß es in einer Erklärung der finnischen EU-Ratspräsidentschaft. Die dabei beschlossenen neuen Initiativen - wie ein Anpassungsfonds - würden den Entwicklungsländern helfen, sich dem Klimawandel anzupassen und dessen negative Folgen zu vermindern. (dpa)
____________________________________________________________________________

Nigeria Tribune:UN to assist Africa on climate charge

 22 November 2006
A bold new global initiative to secure a greater share of the international carbon finance market for the world’s poorest countries was announced today by two UN agencies at the climate convention talks in Nairobi.

The partnership between the UN Development Programme (UNDP) and the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) is in direct response to the urgent request from leaders in developing countries, particularly those in sub-Saharan Africa, for assistance in coping with the climate change that is affecting them now and will increasingly affect them for years to come.

The aim is to provide assistance to reduce the vulnerability of poor countries and communities in the face of climate change, including those in the sub-Saharan region, and ‘climate proof’ their economies in areas from infrastructure development to agriculture and health.

It is also in response to the need to build the capacity of countries to participate in emerging carbon finance funds such as the Clean Development Mechanism (CDM) of the Kyoto Protocol.

The partnership constitutes UNDP’s and UNEP’s contribution to the Nairobi Framework for directing specific assistance to increasing sub-Saharan Africa’s access to the CDM. 

Both agencies recognize that the livelihoods of millions of people will be placed in jeopardy by climate change and that the global efforts to achieve the Millennium Development Goals will be in vain. 

One aim of the partnership is to provide a rapid response to requests by governments trying to factor climate change impacts into infrastructure projects and other vulnerable areas of economic life.

The partnership, under the banner “Helping countries achieve sustainable development in the face of a changing climate”, reflects renewed commitment by both agencies to echo to the spirit of the UN Secretary-General’s reform agenda aimed at making the UN system as a whole more effective and streamlined.

Achim Steiner, a UN Under-Secretary General and UNEP Executive Director, said: “Investments in roads, railways, hospitals, fisheries and power systems are underway across the sub-Saharan African region but few if any are being planned with future climatic impacts in mind”.

“Some of these projects, for example a new dam, may be increasingly vulnerable as a result of more intense droughts whereas others-for example a coastal road scheme-may be at risk from sea level rise,” he added.

“We need in-depth studies and national adaptation plans but we also need a rapid response service so that a minister, faced with a planning application, can pick up the phone and have ‘climate proofing’ expertise on his or her door step within a matter of days,” said Mr Steiner.

Olav Kjørven, Director of UNDP’s Energy and Environment Group, said: “Carbon finance funds like those from the CDM of the Kyoto Protocol are now flowing from the industrialized nations to support cleaner and renewable energy projects in the developing world such as wind, solar, micro-hydro and fuel-switching schemes”.

“The UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) estimates that over the coming years billions of dollars will be flowing, representing new chances for sustainable development in the developing world,” he added.

“However it is no secret that, to date, only a few countries in sub-Sahran Africa are likely to benefit from the CDM in the coming years. Most other countries in the region are shut out for a variety of financial and technical reasons. We aim to change this so that sub-Saharan Africa and other poor countries can have their fair share of carbon finance,” added Kjorven.

Under the UNDP-UNEP partnership, which has secured pledges for funding from Spain and other prospective European donors, two main areas will be addressed: 

To reduce the climate vulnerability of the poor and to build their resilience to the effects of climate change. To enhance the capacity of both public and private sector in sub-Saharan Africa and other countries to successfully access the CDM.

____________________________________________________________________________

The Nation (Nairobi): Step up tree planting to curb climate change 
22.11.2006 
Letters

ROBERT OKEMWA ONSARE, 
Nandi.  

The adverse effects of climate change are already here. The only option after the just-ended United Nations Climate Change conference at Unep headquarters in Nairobi is for all those involved, including governments, corporations and individuals, to walk the talk. 

We must start by devising workable strategies on how to reverse this trend. It has been proven by experts that planting trees and reducing gas emissions in the atmosphere by adopting appropriate technology are the solutions. 

In Kenya, we should set aside a percentage of the Constituency Development Fund kitty for tree planting projects right from the sub-location level. Assistant chiefs, working with sub-locational environmental committees should oversee tree planting.  

They should involve everybody in their areas. 

Yes, there is need to monitor the seedlings, while ensuring that wanton felling of mature trees is stopped. Also, tree cut down must be immediately replaced. 

Secondly, we need regular chief's barazas on environmental awareness. The objective should be to demystify the causes of environmental degradation. 

The people must be educated to see how their daily activities such as carelessly disposing of plastics, other litter and chemicals are hurting the environment. 

Pupils should be encouraged to love mature trees and nurture tree nurseries within the institutions. These should be planted in and near schools for proper care. 

We can’t expect an economic take-off without an enabling environment, which is only possible through conservation. 
_____________________________________________________________________________

Africa News Dimension: Protecting the Earth’s Atmosphere: Whose Job Anyway?

By Owen Nyaka   
22.11.2006

Charles Manjanja is a tobacco farmer. He has lived his entire 35 years in his home district of Dowa doing farming. 

During all these years he has been using methyl bromide to kill nematodes on his tobacco nursery. Unfortunately, Manjanja is now being told to stop using methyl bromide because of its effects on the environment. He has since been asked by agricultural experts to start using alternatives, which are now available on the market.

After being convinced why he should abandon methyl bromide and switch on to alternatives such as Basamid and Herbifune, Manjanja gave in to pressure. 

Today, Malawian farmers have joined thousands of others the world over in abandoning the use of methyl bromide because of the bad effects the chemical has on the environment and the climate in general.

Methyl bromide is widely used, among other things, to kill various organisms in the soil before planting certain horticultural crops, which include tobacco, strawberries, tomatoes, cutflower and peppers. 

Though effective, methyl bromide has been discovered that when applied into the soil it releases about 30-90 of the gas into the atmosphere, according to the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) Methyl Bromide Technical Options Committee (MBTOC) The gas that is released has negative effects on human health, the environment and the ozone layer. 

The ozone layer helps to prevent most of the ultraviolet (UV-B) radiation from reaching the earth. This layer is under severe attack by the release of toxic gas especially chlorine and bromide compounds such as chlorofluoracarbons (CFCs) and a number of industrial chemicals used as refrigerants, foaming agents, aerosol propellants, fire retardants, solvents and fumigants. 

This has some negative effects for a country like Malawi, as she faces the most serious risks associated with climate change.

Environmental experts define climate change, as a change of climate, which is attributed directly, or indirectly to human activity that alters the composition of the global atmosphere and which is in additional to natural climate variability observed over comparable time periods. 

The Malawi government is a party to the 1992 UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) whose main purpose is to protect the atmosphere. 

It is against this backdrop that the Department of Environmental Affairs in collaboration with the Alliance for Earth Sciences, Engineering and Development of Africa (AESEDA), held a daylong workshop in Salima district recently with the organizational support of the National Climate Change.

Speaking when he officially opened the workshop Minister of Natural Resources and Environmental Affairs Chimunthu Banda said climate change had negative effects on the country’s economy. 

“Impacts of climate change have negative socio-economic effects on the people and economy of the country. A clear understanding of the climate change to the senior policy makers would enable them to incorporate such issues in their policies and national budgets,” he said.

Participants who included government’s senior policy makers and experts from the industry discussed issues of climate change, which is caused by among others by human activities like use of chemicals such as methyl bromide, burning of fossil fuels, rice and livestock production, and deforestation all of which are regarded as the major causes of climate change. 

Apart from the rising seal level, flooding, and possible changes in the frequency of storms, developing countries including, Malawi are also threatened by declining water resources and agricultural production, due to variations in temperatures and precipitation. 

The atmospheric concentration of greenhouse gases (GHGs) that re pre-industrial levels have rocked the world. The most important of these are carbon dioxide, methane and hydro fluorocarbon, water vapour and nitrous oxide gases. 

Vice Chairperson of the UNFCCC Paul Desanker said climate change was posing serious problem in achieving the World Bank’s seventh Millennium Development Goal, which aims at ensuring environmental sustainability, targeting the reduction of carbon dioxide emissions, and calling for increased energy efficiency. 

“In line with this development goal, energy for basic human needs is desperately required in the developing world,” said Desanker.

Director of Environmental Affairs Ralph Kabwaza said a concrete outcome of the workshop would be a strategic plan for the country on climate change in areas of assessment, education, and implementation of mitigation and adoption activities. 

“It is pleasing to note that, as a nation, we are trying our best to incorporate these aspects in our planning and development processes in spite of the limited resources available,” Kabwaza said, adding: “Most of our institutions of higher learning, notably the Universities, have taken initial steps to improve climate change science capabilities through development of new curriculum in this important field.”

Industrialized countries such as United States (US) and Russia are said to be highest emitter of GHGs.

The World Resource Institute (WRI) 1998-99 survey shows that the US emitted 5, 468,560 tones of carbon dioxide. And yet they are refusing to sign the 1997 Kyoto Protocol, which calls for mandatory reduction of carbon dioxide, which accounts for 80 percent of GHG emission.

Issues of climate change have an economic impact on the nation and this explains why the US President George W. Bush said in 2001 that he would come up with a better plan, which he declared: The Clear Skies Initiative. 

This calls for voluntary measures to cut what it calls ‘greenhouse-gas intensity’’, which is defined as ratio between emissions and gross domestic product.

Environment experts say that issues of climate change are critical and need urgent attention. But unless industrialized nations take concrete steps in addressing these problems, least developing countries such as Malawi are fighting a losing battle and the effects of climate change will continue haunting them.

This is not the situation, which people like Manjanja would like to see happen to them nor their family members.

_____________________________________________________________________________

The Star (Malaysia): Caged in
21.11.2006

It is getting crowded at orang utan rescue and rehabilitation centres in Indonesia as the Asian great ape continues to lose its forest homes to farms, settlements and fires. HILARY CHIEW reports.  

FLEEING forest fires, angry farmers, machete-wielding plantation workers and rescued from smugglers, orang utans are trooping in large numbers into rescue centres across Kalimantan.   

Mainly operated by two foreign-funded non-governmental organisations (NGOs) – the Borneo Orangutan Survival Foundation (BOS) and the Orangutan Foundation International (OFI) – these centres are fast turning into refugee camps for the endangered Asian great ape.   

However, finding new homes for the over 1,000 orang utans in these centres is a daunting task. Deforestation and expanding oil palm plantations are swallowing up forests faster than these animals can be rehabilitated.  

In May, the viability of these centres came under the scrutiny of a United Nations technical mission conducted under the auspices of the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (Cites) and the Great Ape Survival Programme (Grasp).   

“It seems to make little sense to continue to add more and more orang utans to rescue and rehabilitation centres, especially since in many cases the chances of rehabilitation are few. The capture and removal to these centres is also very limited, since existing centres are already near to or exceeding their capacity to cope,” says a report on the technical mission.   

Mixed reactions  

The mission team further notes that relocation to other areas seems extremely limited, particularly in Kalimantan where there is already a relatively high density of these animals in suitable habitats.  

Made public last month at the annual Cites meeting, the 22-page report has received mixed reactions from the orang utan conservation community.  

BOS-UK chapter which funds two centres in Kalimantan – Nyaru Menteng and Wanariset Samboja – says suitable areas have been found and surveyed for the release of as many as 1,100 orang utans and the relocation plan is in the final stages of approval by the government. 

“In addition, Nyaru Menteng has rescued over 300 orang utans from plantations and has successfully relocated more than 100. Therefore, BOS-UK feels that the statement by the report writers that the potential for responding to this crisis as being ‘extremely limited’ is erroneous,” rebuts director Michelle Desilets.  

The mission was led by Cites’ anti-smuggling, fraud and organised crime senior officer John Sellar and Grasp’s Melanie Virtue in response to several instances of illicit trade in orang utan. It notes the discoveries of orang utans, many thought to be of Indonesian origin, in several countries particularly those ‘where their legal possession and import in compliance with Cites is highly questionable’. The countries are Thailand, Malaysia, Cambodia, Saudi Arabia and possibly Vietnam.   

Orang utans are divided into two distinct species – the Sumatran (Pongo abelii) and Bornean (Pongo pygmaeus). The latter is further divided into three sub-species – P.p. wurmbii (Central Kalimantan), P.p. morio (Sabah and East Kalimantan) and P.p. pygmaeus (Sarawak and West Kalimantan). Wild Sumatran orang utans are estimated to number around 7,000 and the Bornean species, 57,000.   

Last December, Malaysia repatriated six Sumatran orang utans confiscated from the A’ Formosa theme park and indicated to the Indonesian Cites authority the presence of at least four illegally acquired Bornean orang utans.   

However, given the dependence of Indonesia on rescue centres funded by non-government organisation (NGO), the mission team does not think Indonesia is in a position to respond to seizures of orang utans overseas. “That being recognised, it seems strange that Indonesia is actively seeking the repatriation of orang utans seized in Cambodia, Malaysia, Saudi Arabia and Thailand,” it writes.   

The report further criticised some NGOs for giving more attention to acquiring confiscated orang utans than preventing their removal from the wild.  

Sumatran Orang Utan Conservation Programme (SOCP) scientific director Dr Ian Singleton says money used to run these centres could be better spent on enforcement.  

“NGOs are so successful in raising money and rounding up these animals that many are being kept alive. But for what? Where should they all go?”  

Like BOS, SOCP carries out rehabilitation and release programmes in Sumatra. Singleton says SOCP is lucky that orang utan habitat still exist, such as Bukit Tigapuluh in Jambi, Sumatra, that can provide sites for genuine re-introduction.  

Singleton is also sceptical of the mission team’s recommendation to send wild caught orang utans to replenish genetic diversity in zoos. He says there are about 900 animals in zoos and these facilities are unlikely to enlarge their accommodations for orang utans.  

The report states that there is no reason why the export of orang utan, a Cites Appendix I species, could not be ‘commercial’ as a way to recover capturing costs by the Indonesian authorities.   

It says this will improve the authorities' response to human-orang utan conflict but qualified that this method may not suit every case as not all zoos want to acquire orang utans.   

The report also notes that a more objective and realistic approach needs to be taken to determine the appropriate disposal of confiscated animals and that recent NGO campaigns have failed to fully consider the realities in countries of origin and the likelihood of repatriated animals ever enjoying a life outside captivity.   

The group Nature Alert says repatriation is necessary as it sends sends a warning to traffickers. The group has been critical of Cites’ handling of smuggled orang utan cases, especially in relation to Safari World, a theme park on the outskirts of Bangkok where up to 58 orang utans have been illegally acquired. Some animals have died and others disappeared as Thailand continued to ignore calls for repatriation, until recently.   

Nature Alert’s Back to the Wild campaign mounted early this year was supported by over 40 organisations and distinguished conservationists Sir David Attenborough and Dr Richard Leakey. It has urged Cites to invoke trade sanctions against members that violate Cites rules and fail to prosecute perpetrators. This shortcoming by Cites member states like Malaysia and Thailand is acknowledged in the mission report.  

BOS condemns the mission team’s suggestion of euthanasia as one of the solutions to resolve overcrowding in rescue centres. “It opens the door for more plantations to clear orang utan habitat as they can easily dispose of unwanted pests without legal consequence,” says Desilets.  

She also refutes the mission’s criticism that NGOs are not doing enough to protect wild habitats, stating that BOS is leading the campaign in Kalimantan and Britain calling for sustainable production of palm oil.  

Desilets says whilst it can be argued that Indonesia does not deserve to have animals returned to it since it failed to prevent poaching, the orang utans in question deserve a chance to be returned to the wild. She says BOS recognises the need to explore other options for smuggled orang utans and this could be in the form of sanctuaries within the countries of confiscation but it must include an immediate stop to the use of orang utans in entertainment.  

Sellar defends the mission report, saying that it provides insights into the trade and how the national and international communities have responded. He says all parties must now develop strategies to deal with animals that will be legally or illegally taken into captivity in the future. He adds that Cites has requested Indonesia to report on its enforcement work at the next meeting in the Netherlands in mid-2007.  
____________________________________________________________________________

Science Letter:  Recent developments announced by Food & Agriculture Organization of the United Nations

17.11.2006

Recent developments announced by Food & Agriculture Organization of the United Nations.

This trend article is an immediate alert from NewsRx to identify the most recent news developments at Food & Agriculture Organization of the United Nations.

Report 1: Officials from over 100 governments recently met in Geneva to decide whether to add chrysotile asbestos - which accounts for some 94% of global asbestos consumption - to a trade watch list* that already contains 39 hazardous substances, including all other forms of asbestos.

Established under the Rotterdam Convention on the Prior Informed Consent (PIC) Procedure for certain Hazardous Chemicals and Pesticides in International Trade, the so-called PIC list promotes transparency and information sharing about possible risks. It does not impose any bans.

Last February, a technical panel of experts determined that chrysotile meets the Convention's conditions for listing. A key requirement is that two countries from two different regions of the world must have banned or severely restricted the particular chemical. 

"Protecting people and the environment from hazardous chemicals and pesticides requires a robust system for sharing information about risks and safety procedures. To remain relevant, the Convention will need to evolve to address commercially valuable substances that can be dangerous unless the necessary precautions are understood and adopted," said Executive Director Achim Steiner of the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP).

"The implementation of the Rotterdam Convention enables parties to protect human health and the environment from unwanted pesticides. We need to build a strong and effective regime at national level that can keep pace with the dramatic growth in both world trade and chemicals use," said Alexander Muller, officer-in-charge of the Department of Agriculture, Biosecurity, Nutrition and Consumer Protection, of the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), which, together with UNEP, provides the Convention's secretariat.

Under the Convention, exports of chemicals and pesticides on the list require the prior informed consent of the importing country. This gives developing countries in particular the power to decide which potentially hazardous chemicals or pesticides they want to receive and to exclude those they cannot manage safely. Exporting countries are responsible for ensuring that no exports leave their territory when an importing country has made the decision not to accept the chemical or pesticide in question.

The International Labor Organization (ILO) adopted a Resolution earlier this year calling for the elimination of all uses of chrysotile. The resolution reflected the World Health Organization's concern that chrysotile is associated with many thousands of deaths around the world from lung cancer and mesothelomia.

Other issues on the agenda of the Third Meeting of the Conference of the Parties to the Rotterdam Convention (COP 3) are technical assistance, financing, non-compliance, and cooperation with other treaties and organizations.

The Fourth Meeting of the COP will take place in 2008, when governments will decide on the next round of proposed additions to the watch list. One of these proposals involves tributyl tin (TBT), which is used in anti-fouling paints for ship hulls and is toxic to fish, molluscs and other organisms. The other addresses endosulfan, a pesticide that is widely used around the world, particularly for cotton.

Some 70,000 different chemicals are available on the market today, and around 1,500 new ones are introduced every year. This can pose a major challenge to regulators charged with monitoring and managing these potentially dangerous substances. Many pesticides that have been banned or whose use has been severely restricted in industrialized countries are still marketed and used in developing countries.

Report 2: Flying backpackers, communications satellites and a network of computers would monitor the movements of wild birds on their annual migrations under a plan proposed by the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO).

The $6.8-million plan could also provide the world with crucial advance warning of the occurrence of highly pathogenic avian influenza (HPAI) virus, which causes bird flu. Deploying teams of national and international veterinary and wild bird experts on the ground, it would fill a huge gap in scientific knowledge about where, when and how wild birds associated with HPAI - principally aquatic and shore birds - migrate.

"All we have now is a snapshot. We need to see the whole film," said Joseph Domenech, chief veterinary officer of FAO.

The plan involves capturing thousands of wild birds before they migrate, testing sample birds for disease, and fitting some of them out with tiny backpacks weighing less than 50 grams each. After the birds are released, the sophisticated telemetry equipment inside the packs would track their every movement.

A system of radio beacons and satellites would then feed data into the computers of ornithologists, ecologists, virologists and epidemiologists round the world.

The project is in line with recommendations made at a two-day international scientific conference on avian influenza and wild birds which ended yesterday. The conference, attended by some 300 scientists from over 100 countries, was organized by FAO and the Paris-based World Organization for Animal Health (OIE).

The conference concluded that wild birds do play a role in transporting HPAI over long distances but that human activities such as poultry production and trade are principally responsible for spreading the disease.

It noted, however, that there was a basic need for better understanding of wild bird migration and the associated risks of virus introduction. And it also called for temetry and satellite technology to be used in such studies.

Under FAO's plan, the backpacks would show the migrating birds' exact whereabouts when they stop over for rest and recreation on their long journeys. Mobile, ground-based teams would then re-test the sample birds for disease and, in the case of a positive return, have a good idea of where the infection originated and where it might head next.

Early warning would give governments and producers more time to respond to potential threats - with great benefits for the poultry industry and society at large.

FAO together with the World Health Organization and the World Organisation for Animal Health has initiated a global early warning and response system (GLEWS) which monitors livestock and emerging transboundary diseases such as foot-and-mouth disease, rinderpest, swine fever, ebola, and Rift valley fever.

Report 3: How far wild birds are to blame for spreading highly pathogenic avian influenza (HPAI), or bird flu, was the key issue at a scientific conference organized in Rome in May by FAO and OIE, the World Organization for Animal Health.

Some 300 scientists from over 100 nations attended the two-day meeting to try and shed light on one of the most controversial aspects of the H5N1 crisis: just what is the role played by wild birds, as against domestic poultry, in propagating bird flu.

The FAO and OIE International Scientific Conference on Avian Influenza and Wild Birds also discussed such issues as the ecology and virology of HPAI, surveillance, risk analysis and disease management.

Almost three years after HPAI first broke out in Southeast Asia, scientists are still searching for a vital piece of the puzzle as they strive to check the disease. "There is a fundamental piece of information missing," said Joseph Domenech, FAO's chief veterinary officer.

The main problem, according to Domenech, is that no one knows for sure whether wild birds can act as long-term reservoirs of HPAI viruses such as H5N1.

"Where they are not reservoirs but only victims of contamination from poultry, then prevention has to remain at the domestic bird level," he said. "But where they are, we have to find out which birds are involved and where they migrate to in order to prevent other wild birds and poultry being infected."

While it has been demonstrated that migrating birds can carry the virus over long distances - in Siberia, Eastern and Western Europe for example - it is not clear where the infection originated. However, most scientists point the finger at domestic fowl.

In the early spring, it was feared that there would be large-scale outbreaks of HPAI in Africa. And though bird flu did hit six African countries, this was less than expected and there was no evidence to link the outbreaks with wild birds.

Similarly, widespread new cases were feared in Europe but largely failed to materialize. "Lots of questions remain without answers," said Domenech, "We therefore need to increase research and surveillance to better understand the epidemiology of the disease."

The conference was expected to confirm FAO and OIE's lead role with respect to HPAI-related migrating bird research and monitoring. "It is clear, however, that we cannot do this alone and will continue to work in close partnership with other U.N. agencies and specialized NGOs such as Wetlands International," said Jan Slingenbergh, senior animal health officer.

Surveillance and monitoring of H5N1 in wild birds is a major technical and scientific undertaking involving satellite tracking and assembling information from ornithologists, ecologists, virologists and epidemiologists, he added.

Slingenbergh said he believed there would be no clear conclusion as to whether wild birds or domestic poultry were responsible for HPAI introduction into new areas. "The answer is it's a mix," he said.

"In Europe, we know that in most countries where the virus has appeared, it's been with the wild birds," he said. In East and Southeast Asia the disease was arguably spread by a combination of domestic and wild birds, while in Africa it appeared that poultry trade and traffic was essentially responsible, he added.
_____________________________________________________________________________

Kuwait News Agency:Arab Environment committee to convene in Cairo Tuesday HLT-League-Development-Session 

Arab environment committee to convene in Cairo Tuesday

CAIRO, Nov 20 (KUNA) - A joint Arab committee on environment and sustainable development will convene its 8th session at the Arab League headquarters in Cairo on Tuesday.

The technical secretariat of the Council of Arab Ministers of Environment, the UN Environment Program and the Economic and Social Commission for West Asia will take part in the 3-day gathering.

The Arab League said in a news release Monday that the meetings, which would be also attended by civil society organizations which are interested in environmental affairs, would consider trade and environmental issues and follow up the implementation of resolutions of the World Summit on Sustainable Development.

The joint committee will thrash out a sustainable development initiative in the Arab world, and follow up the implementation of resolutions made during the previous session of the Council of Arab Ministers of Environment and the previous session of the Joint Committee on Environment and Development in the Arab world, it said.

The participants will mull over the enforcement of the environment program of action for 2006-2007 and follow up international environment deals and meetings.

The outcomes of senior officials' meetings on an initiative to reduce, reuse and recycle waste /Tokyo 2006/ and the fallout of the Israeli aggression on environment in Lebanon will be considered too, the Arab League said.

The committee will wrap up its 8th meeting by a debate on environment in Palestine, Iraq, Sudan (Darfur), and Somalia, it said, noting that it will send a report and relevant recommendations to the meeting of the executive office of the Council of Arab Ministers of Environment on November 24. (end) rgh.

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
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Other Environment News

El Universal (Mexico):  Revisarán en 2008 Protocolo de Kioto 
 

Sábado 18 de noviembre de 2006 

Acuerdan ayuda financiera para países pobres 

NAIROBI (DPA).- Los delegados presentes en la Conferencia sobre el Cambio Climático de Naciones Unidas, que se celebró en Nairobi, acordaron ayer en el último día de negociaciones, revisar en 2008 la reducción de los gases de efecto invernadero mediante el Protocolo de Kioto.

Con base en esta evaluación se planea fijar nuevos límites a las emisiones para el periodo después de 2012, cuando expire el Protocolo de Kioto. Sin embargo, de esta evaluación no se desprenderán automáticamente nuevos compromisos, según se informó al fin de la conferencia.

Además, los delegados acordaron ayudas financieras para los países en desarrollo para poder enfrentar mejor las consecuencias del cambio climático como las sequías y las inundaciones.

En el Protocolo de Kioto, que entró en vigor hace dos años, los países industrializados signatarios se comprometieron a reducir las emisiones de los gases que provocan el efecto invernadero en 5% con base en a las emisiones de 1990 hasta 2012. EU, el mayor emisor de estos gases contaminantes, no rubricó el protocolo.

Los países ricos intentan conseguir una revisión detallada de las cuotas de emisión, pero las naciones en vías de desarrollo temen que medidas más estrictas repercutan negativamente en su crecimiento económico y se les obligue a comprometerse con un plan que tal vez no puedan cumplir. "Estas conversaciones requieren un aumento dramático en la voluntad política", dijo Steve Sawyer, consejero en políticas climáticas para Greenpeace International. Yvo de Boer, secretario ejecutivo de la Convención Marco de Cambio Climático de Naciones Unidas, dijo que la conferencia logró sus objetivos de abordar la vulnerabilidad de los países en desarrollo y continuar la discusión sobre el camino a seguir para un plan post Kioto.

Las conversaciones post Kioto sólo podrán comenzar tras la revisión de 2008, lo que desató temores de que podría haber una brecha en el periodo de compromiso entre Kioto y un nuevo acuerdo. "No puede haber una brecha en el periodo de compromiso. El cambio climático viene hacia nosotros como una ola, pero los negociadores en la conferencia no tienen la misma sensación de urgencia que tengo yo" , señaló Hans Velorme, un portavoz holandés de la Climate Action Network.

Por su parte, Alemania anunció en Nairobi que invertirá 30.7 millones de dólares en un fondo europeo para promover la energía eólica, hidráulica y solar. Unos seis mil delegados de 189 países se reunieron en la conferencia de dos semanas para establecer las bases para el tiempo posterior al año 2012, cuando finaliza el primer período de compromiso previsto en el Protocolo de Kioto.

____________________________________________________________________________

Reuters: INTERVIEW-World has under decade to act on climate crisis

21 Nov 2006 13:26:06 GMT

Source: Reuters

By Jeremy Lovell

LONDON, Nov 21 (Reuters) - The world has less than a decade to take

decisive action in the battle to beat global warming or risk irreversible

change that will tip the planet towards catastrophe, a leading U.S. climate

scientist said on Tuesday.

And the United States, the world' biggest polluter but major climate

laggard, has a vital role to play in leading that fight, James Hansen,

director of NASA's Goddard Institute for Space Studies, told Reuters on a

visit to London.

"The biggest problem is that the United States is not taking an active

leadership role -- quite the reverse," he said.

"We have to be on a fundamentally different path within a decade," said the

man who earlier this year caused an outcry when he revealed that scientific

warnings on the climate crisis were being rewritten by White House

officials.

He said reliance on -- and growing use of -- fossil fuels like coal both in

the United States and in boom economy China had to be stopped and reversed

to avoid the planet's climate tipping into catastrophe with floods,

droughts and famines.

Scientists say that unless action is taken to stop emissions of greenhouse

gases like carbon dioxide from burning fossil fuels for power and

transport, global temperatures will rise by between two and six degrees

Celsius by the end of the century.

But the United States under President George W. Bush has argued vehemently

that such actions would cripple its economy and in 2001 turned its back on

the Kyoto Protocol -- the only global pact on curbing carbon emissions.

However, a report last month by former World Bank chief economist Nicholas

Stern said that while actions now to curb carbon emissions would cost one

percent of world economic output, delay could push the price up to 20

percent.

"We need to be at 25 percent less CO2 emissions by mid-century," Hansen

said. "If we begin now it can be much less painful and have possible

economic, health and developmental gains."

"We need gradual, progressive change starting now not abrupt, drastic

changes in a decade or so," he added.

Hansen was in London to receive the Duke of Edinburgh Conservation Medal,

awarded annually by environmental group WWF for outstanding services to the

environment.

He said there were signs of movement in the United States, particularly at

state level, and rumours of imminent changes from the Bush administration.

But so far these were just rumours.

With Bush having only two more years in office and with his Republican

Party having lost control of both U.S. houses of parliament in a voter

rejection of the war in Iraq, there has been speculation Bush might make

some move on the environment.

"The great danger is that they will take some minimal steps that give the

appearance of doing good but in fact do very little or even some damage

because they fool people into relaxing," Hansen said. "Cosmetic acts are no

solution."

"On the other hand it would be good for Bush's legacy if he did take

constructive action on the environment," he added.

___________________________________________________________________________
Le Monde: La France s'oppose à une réduction de la pêche en eaux profondes

21.11.06 

Après le cabillaud, le sabre noir : la France, dont les pêcheurs ont été parmi les premiers à se tourner vers la pêche en eaux profondes, au début des années 1990, lorsque la ressource en merlu ou en sole a commencé à se raréfier, s'oppose à ce que l'Union européenne limite ce nouveau type de pêche pour protéger les écosystèmes des grandes profondeurs.

Alors que tous les candidats à la présidentielle française multiplient les professions de foi sur l'environnement, le ministre Dominique Bussereau a dit non, lundi 20 novembre à Bruxelles, lors du Conseil des ministres de l'agriculture et de la pêche, à un texte qui préconisait de diminuer d'environ 30 %, par rapport à 2006, les prises de requins des profondeurs, de lingue bleue, d'hoplostète orange. Ce texte, rédigé par la présidence finlandaise de l'Union, était pourtant moins dur que celui qu'avait initialement proposé la Commission.

Le gouvernement français, qui, avec les autres pays du sud, n'a cessé ces dernières années de freiner la réduction des autorisations de prises en eaux peu profondes, est en tête du front du refus. Elle dispose de la plus grosse flotte européenne de chaluts de fonds, avec une cinquantaine de bateaux qui opèrent dans l'Atlantique nord depuis Boulogne, Concarneau, Lorient ou Le Guilvinec. Cette activité représente, de source officielle, mille emplois directs à bord, et deux mille emplois indirects. Paris est soutenu par l'Espagne, le Portugal, la Pologne et la Lituanie : des pays dont les gouvernements "ont continuellement ignoré les avis scientifiques sur l'état critique des stocks de pêche !", proteste l'ONG Oceana.

"Les avis scientifiques sont sujets à caution", s'est justifié un diplomate français, à l'encontre du principe de précaution tant affirmé aujourd'hui. "Il faut avoir à l'esprit les questions environnementales mais aussi les questions socio-économiques", a-t-il dit. Pour Oceana, "le fait que les bateaux ont, en 2006, pêché beaucoup moins que ce qui était autorisé prouve néanmoins que la ressource s'épuise". 

____________________________________________________________________________

Associated Press: Global Warming Said to Be Killing Some Species

November 21, 2006 — By Seth Borenstein, Associated Press 
WASHINGTON — Animal and plant species have begun dying off or changing sooner than predicted because of global warming, a review of hundreds of research studies contends. 

These fast-moving adaptations come as a surprise even to biologists and ecologists because they are occurring so rapidly. 

At least 70 species of frogs, mostly mountain-dwellers that had nowhere to go to escape the creeping heat, have gone extinct because of climate change, the analysis says. It also reports that between 100 and 200 other cold-dependent animal species, such as penguins and polar bears are in deep trouble. 

"We are finally seeing species going extinct," said University of Texas biologist Camille Parmesan, author of the study. "Now we've got the evidence. It's here. It's real. This is not just biologists' intuition. It's what's happening." 

Her review of 866 scientific studies is summed up in the journal Annual Review of Ecology, Evolution and Systematics. 

Parmesan reports seeing trends of animal populations moving northward if they can, of species adapting slightly because of climate change, of plants blooming earlier, and of an increase in pests and parasites. 

Parmesan and others have been predicting such changes for years, but even she was surprised to find evidence that it's already happening; she figured it would be another decade away. 

Just five years ago biologists, though not complacent, figured the harmful biological effects of global warming were much farther down the road, said Douglas Futuyma, professor of ecology and evolution at the State University of New York in Stony Brook. 

"I feel as though we are staring crisis in the face," Futuyma said. "It's not just down the road somewhere. It is just hurtling toward us. Anyone who is 10 years old right now is going to be facing a very different and frightening world by the time that they are 50 or 60." 

While over the past several years studies have shown problems with certain species, animal populations or geographic areas, Parmesan's is the first comprehensive analysis showing the big picture of global-warming induced changes, said Chris Thomas, a professor of conservation biology at the University of York in England. 

While it's impossible to prove conclusively that the changes are the result of global warming, the evidence is so strong and other supportable explanations are lacking, Thomas said, so it is "statistically virtually impossible that these are just chance observations." 

The most noticeable changes in plants and animals have to do with earlier springs, Parmesan said. The best example can be seen in earlier cherry blossoms and grape harvests and in 65 British bird species that in general are laying their first eggs nearly nine days earlier than 35 years ago. 

Parmesan said she worries most about the cold-adapted species, such as emperor penguins that have dropped from 300 breeding pairs to just nine in the western Antarctic Peninsula, or polar bears, which are dropping in numbers and weight in the Arctic. 

The cold-dependent species on mountaintops have nowhere to go, which is why two-thirds of a certain grouping of frog species have already gone extinct, Parmesan said. 

Populations of animals that adapt better to warmth or can move and live farther north are adapting better than other populations in the same species, Parmesan said. 

"We are seeing a lot of evolution now," Parmesan said. However, no new gene mutations have shown themselves, not surprising because that could take millions of years, she said. 
 _____________________________________________________________________________

Green Consumer Guide: Urgency needed on climate change - Miliband

Tuesday 21 November 2006

Increased urgency is needed on international climate change efforts, UK Environment Secretary David Miliband has claimed following the recent UN event in Nairobi. The call echoes that of various NGOs and green groups over recent years.

“The science tells us that we need faster and deeper political progress if we are to avoid the social, economic and humanitarian consequences of unchecked climate change,” said Mr. Miliband. “Every country has a part to play in the drive to prevent dangerous climate change, recognizing the vastly different circumstances that exist between them.”

A number of agreements were achieved at the Africa talks, including the creation of a new five-year programme titled ‘The Nairobi Work Plan’, designed to focus efforts for developing countries in adapting to climate change. Other areas of progress were clean energy investment, deforestation and future frameworks.

_____________________________________________________________________________

Inter Press Service: Environment-China: ‘World Must Share Blame for Industrial Pollution'


Antoaneta Bezlova

BEIJING, Nov 21 (IPS) - Repeatedly cited for pollution, China has launched a counter-attack saying it is mainly because the country has been the world's workshop in the past twenty years, producing and exporting goods for a multitude of nations, while keeping the waste and ecological degradation for itself. 

A high-profile report released by a governmental think tank in Beijing, last week, berated current trade patterns, which resulted in China bearing the brunt of heavy pollution. 

"China is the major venue of resource consumption and pollution as well as the main victim in the current economic and trade pattern," the report, titled "Review and Perspective of the Environment and Development of China" said. 

Prepared by a group of experts at the China Council for International Cooperation on Environment and Development, the report said all parties in the product chain, including manufacturers, traders and consumers, should share responsibility for ecological degradation. 

The report rejected accusations by environmental watchdogs that China was destroying tropical forests by importing timber from South-east Asia, pointing out that 70 percent of the timber was being made into furniture that ended up in shops in the United States and the European Union. 

"We import the raw material, produce, send the products abroad and keep the waste and pollution ourselves," Shen Guofang, an expert with the think-tank was quoted as saying by the media at the release of the report. 

He warned that China's environmental record was about to get even worse as many high-polluting industries, like iron and steel, cement and construction were being relocated from the developed countries to China. 

"The shift of industries is also the shift of global pollutants," Shen said. "While they (developed countries) have less environmental pressure, China has more." 

The study found that imports of waste utilised as raw materials, such as steel scraps and waste paper, have been rapidly rising. In 2004 for instance, the amount of waste imported by China -- 33 million tones -- represented a seven-fold increase from the 4.58 million tonnes in 1996. 

The report comes at a time when China's environmental woes and their global impact have moved to the forefront of world news. China's dynamic economic engine is spewing an increasing number of pollutants, which scientists say contribute to global warming. The country now ranks behind only the U.S. in carbon dioxide emissions. It is also the biggest emitter of sulphur dioxide, which causes acid rain. 

But Chinese scholars argue the amount of emissions is not surprising given the country's rapid economic growth and its dependence on coal consumption. China relies on coal for 70 percent of its energy needs. 

The United Nations' latest Human Development Report has cited China on worsening water pollution and its failure to restrict heavy polluters. More than 300 million people, almost a quarter of the population lack access to clean drinking water and more than half of the country's water resources have been severely tainted by pollution. 

"As the needs of consumers, agricultural and industrial production are pitted against one another in a booming economy, these problems can be expected to grow worse, not better," Alessandra Tisot, senior deputy resident representative of the UN Development Programme in China said at a news conference, last week. 

Water pollution is regarded as one of the most severe challenges China faces in its environmental clean up. Yet here too China has found that international companies rank among the violators of the government's environmental guidelines. 

More than 30 multinational corporations (MNCs) with operations in China have violated water-pollution control guidelines, according to an investigation of official records conducted by the Institute of Public and Environmental Affairs. 

The institute, a domestic environmental non government organisation (NGO), found that some 34 MNCs, including Pepsi Co Inc, Panasonic Battery Co and Foster's Group Ltd, were reported by government bodies at local and national levels as causing water pollution. 

While foreign violators represent a small fraction of the publicised 2,700 violators, Ma Jun, the institute's founder and director, said the findings created a stir with Chinese public. Nearly all of the MNCs cited were known for their commitment to protect the environment. 

"You can't claim to be a responsible international corporation if you fail the emissions control," he said. 

The role of MNCs in China's notorious pollution problems was highlighted by the state news agency Xinhua and various domestic media, which published the results of the institute's survey. Xinhua News agency blamed local governments for their lax environmental controls that allowed MNCs to foul the water and the air. 

While Beijing is trying to reign in unbridled economic growth in order to reduce energy consumption and cut major pollutants, many local governments have set double-digit growth targets, much higher than the officially projected target of 7.5 percent for the next five years. 

But pursuing single-minded economic growth is proving to be costly. Much of the country's recent swell in protests and social unrest has been provoked by water and land pollution. 

"The paradise that China is proving for foreign companies can't last forever," warned Ma Jun. "We are dumping the pollution into our own backyard and people are suffering." (END/2006) 

_____________________________________________________________________________

Environment News Service: Growth of Atmospheric Methane Stabilizes, May Slow Global Warming 

IRVINE, California, November 21, 2006 (ENS) - Levels of atmospheric methane, a potent greenhouse gas, have stayed nearly flat for the past seven years after rising for more than two decades, according to new research led by a Novel Prize winning scientist at the University of California-Irvine. 

This finding indicates that methane may no longer be as large a global warming threat as previously thought, and it provides evidence that methane levels can be controlled. 

"If one really tightens emissions, the amount of methane in the atmosphere 10 years from now could be less than it is today," said Professor F. Sherwood Rowland, co-recipient of the 1995 Nobel Prize for chemistry. 

"We will gain some ground on global warming if methane is not as large a contributor in the future as it has been in the past century," Rowland said. 

Rowland says there is no reason to believe that methane levels will remain stable in the future, but the fact that leveling off is occurring now indicates that society can do something about global warming. 

Methane, the major ingredient in natural gas, warms the atmosphere through the greenhouse effect and helps form ground-level ozone, an ingredient in smog. 

Methane is one of the six greenhouse gases governed by the Kyoto Protocol, an international treaty under which 35 industrialized countries are legally bound to cut the emission of greenhouse gases an average of 5.2 percent between 2008 and 2012. 

Since the Industrial Revolution in the late 1700s, atmospheric methane has more than doubled. About two-thirds of methane emissions can be traced to human activities such as fossil-fuel extraction, landfills, cattle, and rice paddies. Rice grows mostly in flooded fields, where bacteria in waterlogged soil releases methane. Methane also is produced by termites and wetlands. 

One reason for the slowdown in the growth of methane concentration may be repairs made to oil and gas lines and storage facilities to prevent leaks, which can release methane into the atmosphere. 

Other reasons include a slower growth or decrease in methane emissions from coal mining, rice paddies and natural gas production. 

Rowland and his team, Donald Blake, professor of chemistry and earth system science, and researchers Isobel Simpson and Simone Meinardi, used canisters to collect sea level air in locations from northern Alaska to southern New Zealand. 

Then, they measured the amount of methane in each canister and calculated a global average. 

From 1978 to 1987, the amount of methane in the global troposphere increased by 11 percent – a more than one percent increase each year. 

In the late 1980s, the growth rate slowed to between 0.3 percent and 0.6 percent per year. 

It continued to decline into the 1990s, with a few sharp upward fluctuations, which scientists have linked to events such as the eruption of Mt. Pinatubo in 1991 and the Indonesian and boreal wildfires in 1997 and 1998. 

From December 1998 to December 2005, the samples showed a near-zero growth of methane, ranging from a 0.2 percent decrease per year to a 0.3 percent gain. 

Methane has an atmospheric lifetime of about eight years. Carbon dioxide – the main greenhouse gas that is produced by burning fossil fuels for power generation and transportation – can last 100 years and has been accumulating in the atmosphere. 

"If carbon dioxide levels were the same today as they were in 2000, the global warming discussion would leave the front page. But to stabilize this greenhouse gas, we would have to cut way back on emissions," Rowland said. 

"Methane is not as significant a greenhouse gas as carbon dioxide, but its effects are important," he said. "The world needs to work hard to reduce emissions of all greenhouse gases." 

The methane research will be published in Thursday's online edition of "Geophysical Research Letters." 

The National Aeronautics and Space Administration, NASA, and the Gary Comer Abrupt Climate Change Fellowship supported this research.
_____________________________________________________________________________
The East African Standard: Kenya: The Worst Enemy of the Environment is Poverty

OPINION
Imre Loefler
Nairobi

21.11.2006

How much should one be concerned with the environment? With global warming, pollution, deforestation, the loss of biodiversity, with conservation in general? How green should one be? The spectrum of "greenness" is broad: here the dark greens, they are the ones whose colour is barely green and there are the many shades in between.

Next to the darker greens are the blacks, the most radical critics of mankind, who believe that we should have remained hunters - gatherers and not embark on the agricultural revolution for, ever since that cultural leap, we have done nothing but destroyed our environment, impoverished the earth. The blacks like to refer to us not as Homo sapiens - but as Homo rapiens - the rapacious man.

The black philosophy is pessimistic in the extreme and foresees that mankind will destroy itself, an event the blacks would not regret, were it not that they believe that in the process all life on earth may be destroyed.

The black philosophy rests on highly unlikely premises. There is no evidence that hunters and gatherers lived in "harmony with nature". The reason why they invaded all available niches in the world was that, as they exploited their environments, they multiplied and required ever more resources and hence, eventually, for the sake of food security, had to invent the agricultural revolution.

The blacks' fear that mankind could destroy all life on earth is also far fetched: life is too far resilient and ubiquitous, even the greatest imaginable nuclear catastrophe would not kill off all living things. It is also unlikely that mankind could destroy itself. It could set itself back by millennia and it could create a bleak world without the natural life forms now familiar to us but some people would survive and evolution and history would continue.

At the opposite end of the spectrum, next to the lightest greens, are the whites. The whites are not concerned with the environment at all, they think that greenery is a mere romantic diversion and that the future lies with science and technology, with synthetic food and global water and atmospheric management. Meat is already grown as cultured muscle, carbohydrates have already been made from air, desalination technology is widely available. A combination of solar, wind, wave and tide power, together with nuclear power could replace dependence of fossil fuel. The future is bright. Mankind could continue to multiply. As most of production would be performed by robots, the need to work would diminish and most people would be engaged in entertaining each other. Biodiversity would be unimportant. The mass extinction of species unavoidable. As most species are either useless or harmful to man, there would be no great loss. Some species of plants and animals could be kept, for pleasure's sake

The white premises are utopic. Futuristic fantasies of this kind never take into account that living things are much more efficient in converting chemical energy into structure and work that can be any machine. They always ignore the economic, the political and the cultural hurdles in the paths of their illusions, particularly the fact that a large proportion of the worlds population would not wish to live in and could not cope with such a world.

The greens of the many shades between the blacks and the whites believe in various mixtures of the extremist views. The dark greens of America and Northwestern Europe claim that the people of the third world are the main destroyers of biodiversity, of forests and of large animals and that the environmental destruction must be halted by international law. They are not sympathetic with villagers who lose their crop to wildlife and with people, who, for the lack of fuel, cut down trees. Their principal tool in solving environmental problems would be a massive and coercive population policy.

All greens are (as every one should be) concerned about the unsustainable rate of population growth but many of them do understand that the worst enemy of the environment is poverty and that whilst development does, unavoidably, impact on the environment, development can be aligned with conservation to the mutual benefit of man and "nature". Accordingly, light greens and medium greens are not opposed to technology and their main concern is pollution. The alarm about global warming is universal for its possible effects could lead to numerous acute and chronic catastrophes. In order to curb the emission of all the undesirable side effects of modern technology, technical developments such as alternate fuels and more efficient engines would be not enough: a radical change in lifestyle would be required. This would entail the phasing out of consumerism, the present mainstay of the world's economy.

How green should one be? In one's personal life, one should try to be as green as possible..

____________________________________________________________________________

Seatlte Post: A quiz on the environment and mental, physical health

By DR. JOYCE BROTHERS
SYNDICATED COLUMNIST

Does our environment have any effect on our personality or our mental and physical health? How much do you know about this? Here's an opportunity for you to check up on yourself and your knowledge of this subject.

1. The air we breathe can certainly have a major effect on our physical health, but little effect on our mental health.

TRUE ( ) FALSE ( )

2. Men invented perfume because the smell of women tended to depress them rather than make them feel romantic.

TRUE ( ) FALSE ( )

3. We might love certain aromas, but smell -- good or bad -- doesn't affect our mood and whether we feel sad, angry or happy.

TRUE ( ) FALSE ( )

4. Mankind isn't programmed or wired to want any particular environment.

TRUE ( ) FALSE ( )

5. People are always happier in rural areas in the country than in any city.

TRUE ( ) FALSE ( )

6. Excess noise has a direct effect on our ability to control our temper.

TRUE ( ) FALSE ( )

7. The different seasons of the year and the amount of daylight in 24 hours are often closely related to people's emotional moods.

TRUE ( ) FALSE ( )

8. Tempers are more likely to flare up on unusually windy days than on calm days.

TRUE ( ) FALSE ( )

ANSWERS:
1. FALSE. Air pollution affects both our personality and our physical health. In fact, the number of suicides tends to increase, and this can be related partly to difficulties breathing, getting sufficient oxygen, and also to a high concentration of hydrogen sulfide in the air.

2. FALSE. According to the earliest records of perfume, it was created by women in ancient Egypt when maids used to rub their mistresses with olive oil in which they had dropped fragrant flower petals to lessen the smell of rancid oil.

3. FALSE. Each scent carries its own message and quickly evokes images and memories that may be pleasant, sexy or deeply painful. The sense of smell is immediate and accurate. It may remind us of a lover, a loving parent from days in our early childhood or a frightening, terrible something we'd like to forget.

4. FALSE. Some scientists feel the opposite is true, that mankind has a deep-seated human need for green, for nature, that may be built into us, that may be in our genes.

5. FALSE. Actually, some are happy to find the green in a city park, but find that in the country they're lonely and miss the stimulation of an urban area. People are not ALWAYS happier in rural areas, although some studies show that depression is twice as frequent in cities as in rural areas.

6. TRUE. Noise can make people more aggressive and highly irritable. Not surprisingly, this can lead to fights, lower job performance and even sexual incompatibility. Of course, what may be noise to some may be sweet music to others.

7. TRUE. Many people grow depressed when days grow shorter, and this is known as winter depression, or seasonal affective disorder. Scientists have found differences in the brain chemistry of people who suffer from SAD.

8. TRUE. You might not have known this, but sharp changes in winds from Africa, known as the foehn or the mistral, caused such havoc in the distant past that these winds were offered as legal defense for serious crimes in some countries.

If you answered six of the eight questions correctly, you're better informed than most on this subject.

__________________________________________________________________________

Libération: La Pagode, écrin de films écolos

Par Laure NOUALHAT

mercredi 22 novembre 2006

En quête de films bourrés de sens pour pas un rond ? Direction le festival international du film d'environnement, qui débute aujourd'hui et se déroule jusqu'au 28 novembre au sublime cinéma la Pagode, à Paris. Les premiers arrivés (attention, places limitées) y verront une sélection impressionnante de films et de documentaires consacrés à des sujets écolos et humains. Si possible, ne pas rater Rabi, de Gaston Kaboré, l'histoire d'un petit garçon de 5 ans initié à la nature et la vie ; Working Man's Death, moins poétique, sur les conditions de travail des ouvriers sur les cinq continents ; le Soleil et la Mort, de Bernard Debord, consacré aux 20 ans de Tchernobyl et à la mort qui y rôde encore. Et aussi des films plus enchanteurs comme l'Odyssée sibérienne, de Nicolas Vanier et Thomas Bonoure, sur leur périple de 8 000 km en traîneau à travers la toundra sibérienne...

Entrée libre et gratuite: www.festivalenvironnement.com
____________________________________________________________________________
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UNEP-UN in the news

Africa: UN Agencies to Help With Climatic Change

Daily Champion (Lagos): Two UN agencies on Friday pledged to assist Africa adapt to climate change, as part of a new global initiative to help secure a greater share of the international carbon finance market for the world's poorest countries. The partnership between the UNDP and the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) announced at the Nairobi climate change talks, is in response to a request by leaders from developing countries, particularly those in sub-Saharan Africa, for assistance in coping with the climate change threat. Under the package, which has secured pledges for funding from Spain and other prospective European donors, two main areas, namely reduction of climate vulnerability to the poor and the enhancement of the capacity of both public and private sector in sub-Saharan Africa and other countries, will be addressed. The partnership would also provide assistance to reduce the vulnerability of poor countries and communities to climate change effects, and "climate infrastructure development, agriculture and health. It is equally in response to the need to build the capacity of countries to participate in emerging carbon finance funds such as the Clean Development Mechanism (CDM) of the Kyoto Protocol. According to officials, the partnership constitutes the UNDP and UNEP contributions to the Nairobi Framework for directing specific assistance toward increasing sub-Saharan Africa's access to the CDM. The two UN agencies recognized that the livelihoods of millions of people would be jeopardized by climate change and that global efforts to achieve the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) could be undermined, the officials said. A key objective of the partnership is to provide a rapid response to requests by governments trying to factor climate change impacts into infrastructure projects and other vulnerable areas of economic life. The partnership comes under the theme: "Helping countries achieve sustainable development in the face of a changing climate". It shows renewed commitment by both UN agencies in line with Secretary-General's reform agenda aimed at making the UN system more effective and streamlined, said Achim Steiner, UNEP Executive Director. http://allafrica.com/stories/200611210936.html
General environment news

Kenya: International NGOs Say No to Genetically Engineered Trees

The East African Standard (Nairobi): International non-governmental organizations want genetically engineered trees banned from Clean Development Mechanism projects. They have demanded that a decision, which was made at the Ninth Conference of Parties to the United Nations Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) in Italy, to endorse the use of genetically engineered trees in plantations created to offset carbon emissions be rescinded. They argued that the trees are unsuitable. With the support of some scientists, the NGOs said there is insufficient scientific data on the effects of genetically engineered trees. "The trees pose a threat to forests and indigenous and local peoples globally. It is therefore crucial to halt the decision at least until such data and assessments are available," they said. They were reacting to conclusions reached at COP-9 in 2003 and Eighth Conference of the Parties to UN Convention on Biological Diversity, (UNCBD). The latter opposes the use of genetically engineered trees. In an open letter to the UNFCCC the NGOs said the belief that forests drastically slow their carbon sequestration as they mature has been proven to be false. They said research shows that intact mature forest ecosystems net carbon absorption is not directly related to the growth of established forest trees.

UN envoy appeals for urgent relief for Somali flood victims
Nairobi, Kenya (PANA) - The UN Secretary-General's Special Representative to Somalia, Francois Lonseny Fall, has called on the international community to urgently assist Somali communities affected by flood. The envoy, who visited Baidoa on Monday, said in a statement that Somali President Abdullahi Yusuf Ahmed and Prime Minister Ali Mohamed Gedi, had expressed concern that too little relief was reaching people in dire need. "It was also clear to me flying over northern Kenya and southern Somalia on Monday that the extent of flooding is beyond anything seen in Somalia in many years," Fall noted. UN agencies and NGOs are delivering food relief, shelter materials and other emergency support, but more will be needed, with the UN estimating that some 1.1 million people in southern Somalia faced humanitarian emergency, while the rainy season is still several weeks to run. http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng007990&dte=21/11/2006
Kenya: Sugar Firms Set for Sh5b Plans to Make Energy from Waste

The Nation (Nairobi): The country's leading sugar millers are taking giant strides into energy production, investing heavily in alternative energy like bio-fuel and striving to maintain their top perch in the market. As part of on-going restructuring processes, Mumias and Chemelil sugar companies are embarking on multi-million power co-generation projects. They hope to diversify operations ahead of a turbulent period next year when tariffs on cheap sugar from the Common Market of Eastern and Southern Africa (Comesa) end.  The Mumias project, which is at the design stage, will produce 35 mega watts, up from the current 15 units. Thirteen mega watts are used for normal production at the factory while the extra two mega watts are sold to Kenya Power and Lighting Company (KPLC). After the power generation is stepped up, the miller will consume about 15 mega watts in factory operations while the remaining 25 mega watts will be fed to the national grid. The budget for the proposed project has not been formally approved by the company's management board, but it is estimated to cost $35 million (about Sh2.7 billion). The bagasse will come from the 2.4 million tones of cane crushed annually by the miller to produce sugar. http://allafrica.com/stories/200611210450.html
Tanzania: Glaciers in Africa Expected to Disappear

Associated Press (Washington): Mountain glaciers in equatorial Africa are on their way to disappearing within two decades, a team of British researchers’ reports. Located in the Ruwenzori Mountains on the border between Uganda and the Democratic Republic of Congo, the glaciers will be gone within 20 years if current warming continues, the researchers report in this week's online edition of Geophysical Research Letters. The researchers blamed an increase in air temperatures in recent decades for contributing to the decline of the ice fields. "Recession of these tropical glaciers sends an unambiguous message of a changing climate in this region of the tropics," said lead researcher Richard Taylor of the University College of London, Department of Geography. A century ago the Ruwenzori glaciers were surveyed at 2.5 square miles. The area covered by glaciers halved between 1987 and 2003 and is now down to about 0.4 square mile, the researchers said. They said the glaciers are expected to disappear within the next 20 years if present trends continue. Also known as the Mountains of the Moon, the glaciers on Ruwenzori were first reported to Europeans by the ancient Greek geographer Ptolemy, who said the Nile was supplied by snowcapped mountains at the equator in Africa.

Zimbabwe: Anti-Malaria Drive Gets Boost

The Herald (Harare): Zimbabwe will receive 70 tones of DDT to strengthen ongoing programmes to combat malaria, a World Health Organization official has said. WHO's representative to Zimbabwe Dr Everisto Njelesani last Friday said 60 tonnes would be shipped in from Mauritius, while 10 tones will come from South Africa. He was speaking at a ceremony to launch the SADC Malaria Week at Chamnangara Clinic in Beitbridge. Dr Njelesani said his organisation was impressed by the Government's commitment in the fight against one of the major killer diseases in the country -- malaria. "We believe the Government of Zimbabwe has the capacity to fight this killer disease," he said. He said malaria was a problem which affected the Sadc region as a whole and Zimbabwe had shown interest in implementing the master plan. "The reintroduction of DDT for indoor residual spraying is really encouraging as the Government had shown the zeal to implement it expeditiously," Dr Njelesani said. He said in the past, DDT received negative publicity owing to unsatisfactory handling and disposal of its waste. "It is pleasing to note that Zimbabwe has overcome this barrier and both the United Nations Environment Programme and WHO are convinced by the country's programme," he said. He said the idea of reintroducing the use of indoor residual spraying in both stable and unstable areas was reaffirmed at the Durban International Convention Centre by Sadc health ministers. Dr Njelesani said WHO would continue supporting such efforts. He urged Sadc member states to work together in addressing health issues.

Kenya: New pact to be signed on use of Nile

The Nation Newspaper (Nairobi): A new agreement on the use of River Nile will be signed before the end of this year, a Cabinet minister said yesterday. Water and Irrigation minister Mutua Katuku said the treaty will replace the one signed by Britain when it had colonized Kenya. "We have been consulting with ministers of the countries represented and we have reached a consensus," Mr Katuku said. He said he will travel to Egypt, Cairo, before the end of the year to scrutinize the agreement being drafted by lawyers in the Nile Basin Initiative Nile Basin Initiative. The minister was opening a Nile Basin Initiative regional lawyers' workshop at the Nyali Beach Hotel, Mombasa. He said there have been misconceptions about the River Nile and Lake Victoria, which were shared resources. "You as legal experts should help the communities to understand what these resources mean for them," he said. The initiative was launched in February 1999 as a regional partnership for countries in the Nile basin to have common pursuit in long-term development and management of Nile. The countries include Kenya, Burundi, Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), Egypt, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Rwanda, Sudan, Tanzania and Uganda. Mr Katuku said a commission, which will have its headquarters in Uganda, will be set up to regulate the usage of the river.  He urged lawyers to "embrace community participation so as to achieve an integrated approach towards management of natural resources". http://www.nationmedia.com/dailynation/nmgcontententry
Mozambique: Earthquake in Central Mozambique

Agencia de Informacao de Mocambique (Maputo: )An earthquake measuring 5.1 on the Richter scale struck the Machaze region, in the central Mozambican province of Manica, on Monday night. Data from the National Geology Directorate indicate that the tremor occurred at about 22.00 in an area that is known to be seismically active.  There were no reports of any casualties, and residents of the provincial capital, Chimoio, contacted by Radio Mozambique, said they felt nothing, and were thus unaware of any earthquake. This was a much smaller quake than the one of 24 February, in the same area, which was felt across central and southern Mozambique, and as far away as the South African port of Durban. That earthquake measured 7.5 on the Richter scale, and caused five deaths. Fortunately the epicenter was in a sparsely populated area.  The February tremor was the largest earthquake on record in southern Africa. At the time, the National Director of Geology told reporters that, although there are not many earthquakes on record in Mozambique, the country is vulnerable to such tremors. Most seismic events in Mozambique, however, have been minor, and thus pass unnoticed by the public. http://allafrica.com/stories/200611210288.html
Uganda: Why Wetlands Need Caution

New Vision (Kampala): Uganda is enjoying a sustained rainy season as region-wide precipitation enters a fourth week. The rains have come as a blessing to many, least of all farmers and pastoralists for whom the drought had wreaked untold havoc. Food is consequently in plentiful supply, but the biggest hidden benefit could as well be increased flow in our water bodies that, if sustained, should raise water levels and hence increase hydropower generation capacity. Be that as it may, the rains have also wreaked havoc, albeit manmade, with the floods that have struck in parts of Kampala. Some deaths have been reported following storms, while the Kampala suburb of Bwaise has been under floods for over a week. Some other outlying parts of the city also continue to battle floods whenever there has been a deluge, however short-lived. The Bwaise floods are particularly instructive. While some people have blamed Northern Bypass construction work, unfairly, the problem here is far more deep-rooted and goes back further than the current works. Bwaise is a flood plain, draining the surrounding hills of Makerere, Mulago and Kawempe. But for the last 30 years, this plain has been heavily inhabited, with wanton construction disrupting flow into the outward bound River Lubigi. This is replicated all over Kampala, where LCs allocates plots in wetlands, where so-called veterans grab supposedly undeveloped properties, where corruption reigns. A lot of the construction boom, whether of illegal or legally sanctioned structures, we are enjoying today unfortunately defies laws and policies. The National Environmental Management Act of 1994 prohibits settlement in wetlands, but has not been implemented. The 1994 Kampala Development Plan, drawn up by KCC, the Local Government ministry, and the World Bank, also lies largely unimplemented, resulting in haphazard development by private, corporate and business developers. The results of failure to implement laws and policies are now manifesting themselves. How much more destruction do we have to see? Who will implement the policies?

Rwanda: Firm in Ecological Toilets Venture

The New Times (Kigali): A local association, Rwanda Environment Care (REC) has started working on a pilot project for the construction of ecological toilets and water tanks in three schools and in one communal housing estate in Rwamagana district.  The project is supported by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). Speaking to The New Times recently, the association's president Valentin Mucyomwiza said the toilettes were thought of because they want to conserve environment, and to use the waste products as manure. He said that each room will have two compartments. "One room will be used at a time. According to our estimates, a compartment used by a family of five people can be filled in six months." He explained the advantages of using ecological toilettes saying: "They help to protect the environment because you don't have to dig deep as that could lead to contamination of underground water. Secondly, ecological toilets never get filled; they be used forever." Already, the association has built six toilet rooms at Ecole Secondaire de Rwamagana, and three water tanks from which students will get water. http://allafrica.com/stories/
Rwanda: African Waters Over Fished

The New Times (Kigali): Several scientists last week warned about an upcoming collapse of all commercial African in-land and ocean fisheries. But even critics agree that especially the waters in Africa are among the most likely to experience collapsing fisheries due to over fishing and poor management and monitoring. All species of fish that are currently fished on in-land waters and oceans are projected to collapse by the year 2050, according to a new four year study by an international team of ecologists and economists. In the study, collapse is defined as 90 per cent depletion. The ecologist and economist study has already been widely criticized for just projecting current trends to the future, assuming the same size of current fisheries in different regions. Nevertheless, the scientists can point to several vast fisheries that have totally collapsed due to over fishing in recent decades. As the world's leading fish and seafood markets have reduced the capacities of their near seas, fishing fleets from in particular the European Union (EU) and Japan are seeking new grounds farther and farther away. By now, practically all coastal and inland African nations have signed far-reaching and extensive fisheries treatments with the EU or other rich countries. Environmentalists have warned against these EU-African treaties for a long time, claiming they are not based on sustainability. They accuse the Europeans of over fishing African waters, leading to the same collapses here as experienced in the North. Especially along the West, south African coast, which has the longest history of fisheries treaties with the EU, artisanal fishermen have already warned about depleted grounds. In many countries, local fleets find it difficult to survive and seafood prices are skyrocketing. The warning signals therefore had arrived in Africa long before the current study on the world's wild fisheries. And while a substantial part of the marine science environment is skeptical towards the study, all agree that most fisheries at some stage will head towards a collapse if management is not improved. In particular, concerns are high when it comes to African fisheries. http://allafrica.com/stories
 Namibia: DDT Spray the Only Solution - Kamwi

New Era (Windhoek): While some people argue that the use of treated mosquito bed nets prevents the spread of malaria, the Minister of Health and Social Services , Dr Richard Kamwi, says this exercise has proved to be self-deceiving if not futile. The World Health Organization (WHO) emphasizes that insecticide-treated bed nets (ITNs) are a highly effective way for individuals, families and communities to protect themselves from malaria. Consistently sleeping under an ITN can decrease severe malaria by 45%. However, according to Kamwi, promoting the indoor spraying of houses using dichloro-diphenyl-trichloroethane (DDT) is the only solution to fighting malaria in Namibia and southern Africa at large. "Although I support the use of bed nets, the reality is that most people, before they go to sleep under the bed net, have already picked up the malaria parasites. The bed net in this case would be a futile, self-deceiving and potentially dangerous exercise," he said. The use of DDT, which today is the main cause of declining malaria rates in several countries and which has contributed to the eradication of the disease in the United States of America, was discouraged in many African countries in the 1970s. This was due to pressure from Europe and the USA. Because WHO puts more emphasis on bed nets at the expense of indoor spraying with DDT, last year delegates at the 55th session of the WHO Regional Committee for Africa held in Mozambique requested the WHO to pronounce itself on the use of DDT and malaria control. Namibia had been persistent in the use of 75% DDT powder. According to a Ministry of Health and Social Services report, the research on local malaria vectors suggests that Anopheles funestus is almost eradicated in the northern malarious regions of the country. In Namibia, malaria continues contributing to economic losses. The disease is the fifth leading cause of death in the country. The leading causes of death in Namibia are HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis, pneumonia, gastro-enteritis, malaria and cancers. http://allafrica.com/stories/200611210502.html
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DOMINICAN REPUBLIC: Towards the MDGs - at a Snail's Pace

Diógenes Pina


EL SEIBO, Dominican Republic, (IPS) - His short arms and legs are the size of a 9-year-old's, although Antonio is actually 14. Malnutrition is common in El Seibo, the first Dominican Republic province selected for a national diagnosis of what is needed to meet the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). 

El Seibo (130 kilometres east of the capital, Santo Domingo), where 72 percent of the population live in poverty, was given the title of "Millennium Town" in 2005. 

The "Millennium Towns" created by the Dominican government are pilot areas to carry out a survey of the needs of the community, with a view to fulfilling the MDGs. The study in El Seibo assessed basic needs and the cost of satisfying them, but only at the local level. 

This is stated in the Evaluation of Needs and Analysis of Costs to Fulfil the Millennium Development Goals, a document to which IPS had access before it was released by the authorities. 

The validity of this report is that it gives public policymakers a clear identification of where the problems and challenges lie in each of the areas studied, said the document, which was sponsored by the Presidential Commission on the Millenium Development Goals and Sustainable Development (COPDES), the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and the Office of the First Lady. 

The MDGs, adopted at the U.N. Millennium Summit in 2000, enshrine the commitment to overcome basic obstacles to development, summarised in eight goals, ranging from environmental sustainability to the empowerment of women. 

Halving the proportion of people suffering from extreme poverty and hunger, achieving universal primary education, reducing child mortality, improving maternal health, combating killer diseases like HIV/AIDS and malaria, and creating a global partnership for development are the other goals, all to be achieved by the target date of 2015. 

The big challenge for the Dominican authorities is that if it takes six months to carry out evaluations of needs and costs for each of the 30 provinces and the Distrito Nacional (National District enclosing the capital city), the process will take 15 years for the whole country. 

The source of this estimate was John Gagain Jr, executive director of COPDES, who said that with the resources at his disposal his office would be unable to compile the information in a shorter time. 

"No one knows whether we are going to fulfil the MDGs or not; it's unlikely, not only for this country, but also for the rest of the world," Gagain told IPS. 

While he compared the Dominican Republic's 2004 Report on the MDGs, prepared by the government and the UNDP, with the results of the evaluation of needs and costs, Gagain remarked that it was possible to halve the proportion of people living on less than a dollar a day, and achieve the goal of eliminating gender disparity in primary and secondary education by 2015. 

But he was pessimistic about the goals of halving the proportion of people suffering from hunger and achieving universal primary education by that date. 

People in El Seibo are sceptical about the results of the report, which took more than six months of meetings and assemblies among a wide range of social groups in this province of 89,261 people. 

"The worst thing is that, as far as people are concerned, nothing tangible has been done," Dania Constanzo, a community worker who, together with a group of organisations, participated in gathering the information, told IPS. "El Seibo is not a Millennium Town, and won't be until it develops, which is still a long way off, although we would like to achieve the goals between now and 2015," she said. 

In the meantime Antonio, already a teenager, has only made it to the fifth grade. He dropped out of school for a while because he didn't have a uniform or school equipment. He likes medicine, although he told IPS "I don't think I'll be able to study," his eyes dulling. 

He belongs to the 52.6 percent of young people who are in primary school grades lower than those warranted by their age. Over half the pupils in fifth grade (66 percent) are older than the expected age for that level, the report said. 

Antonio works with his father at farming, unaware that 91 percent of the land in El Seibo "is unfit for agriculture, and has low to medium productivity," according to the evaluation of needs and costs. 

"We can earn money from tourism and ecotourism to reduce poverty," Reynaldo Valera, the mayor of El Seibo, the capital of the province of the same name, told IPS. "We have to work in that direction in order to develop." The province has beaches and natural resources. 

In order for El Seibo to be able to halve the proportion of people living in extreme poverty, on less than one dollar a day, and those who suffer from hunger, as well as achieve universal primary school education, an investment of 230 million dollars is required, according to the report. 

Of the Dominican Republic's population of 8.5 million, 42 percent are poor, according to the study Focalisation of Poverty in the Dominican Republic 2005, by the technical secretariat of the Presidency with support from the UNDP, released this year. 

Meeting the MDG for poverty reduction "is only possible if we have economic growth at the same rate as in the 1990s, and if income distribution does not deteriorate in terms of equality," according to the Dominican Republic's MDG Report for 2004. 

Central Bank figures indicate that in the 1990s the average annual growth rate of the Dominican Republic's gross domestic product was 6.5 percent, but it dropped in 2003 to -1.9 percent. In 2004 it rose to two percent, and in 2005 to 4.3 percent. The fall in the economic growth rate was largely due to high oil prices on the international market, and the devaluation of the local currency after the banking crisis that hit the country in 2003, when three of the main commercial banks collapsed, causing losses to the State of more than three billion dollars. 

The Dominican authorities have just announced the second Millennium Town: it is Monte Plata, 76 kilometres north of Santo Domingo, where 73 percent of the households are below the poverty line. Of these, 23.4 percent are in extreme poverty, with incomes of less than a dollar a day. 

The province of Monte Plata has a population of 180,376, and it was chosen because "it has great development potential," according to the institutions that have joined together in the Strategic Plan for Sustainable Territorial Development in Monte Plata 2016. 

This province is the third largest in the country (2,632 square kilometres), and the second in terms of arable land. It also has the potential to produce biodiesel from African palm trees, and ethanol from sugarcane. 

"The information gathered in the Millennium Towns is used to find out the specific problems in each province," Miguel Ceara Hatton, head of the UNDP's Human Development Office, told IPS. 

In Ceara Hatton's opinion, "from now on the work in each province will go much faster, because of the experience we gained in El Seibo." 

"We hope that they'll at least improve the health services and education in the next few years," Raquel Cuevas, an evangelical pastor who participated in the information gathering process in El Seibo, told IPS. "Some small things have been done, like opening a ward for HIV/AIDS patients and repairing the hospital."

http://www.plenglish.com/article.asp?ID={229B49A3-F63B-4DE7-8E4B-DA5993FA7CB3}&language=EN
UN Approves East Cuba Human Development
Santiago, Cuba, (Prensa Latina) UN officials term favorable the fulfillment of the Millennium Development Goals in the eastern Cuban provinces, it was reported in this city on Monday.

Representatives from the UN Development and Local Human Development Programs, as well as Children's Fund have evaluated that result along with executives from the territorial Statistics Offices.

According to the 2000 aims by the Millennium Summit, to be reached in 15 years, Cuba and particularly its eastern provinces are achieving universal primary teaching, equality among genders, and reducing infant mortality.

These provinces are also eradicating poverty and starvation, improving mother health, fighting HIV-AIDS, malaria and other diseases, sustaining environment and fostering a world development association.

Santiago de Cuba and Holguin are two of the Cuban demarcations with over one million inhabitants, to which human development in this geographic zone is decisive in the country.

http://tierramerica.net/english/2006/1118/iecobreves.shtml 

MEXICO: Controversy Over Registry of Pollutants
MEXICO CITY, (Tierramérica) - Environmental groups say they will prevent the Mexican government from making good on its intention to release local industries from having to measure eight of the greenhouse gases they emit. 

"We are protecting society from this move, which runs against transparency and the health of the population," Tania Mijares, of the Mexican Center for Environmental Law, one of the eight groups that denounced the government plans, told Tierramérica. 

In September, the Environment Secretariat requested that the planned Registry of Emissions and Transference of Pollutants exclude carbon dioxide, nitrogen dioxide, sulfur hexafluoride, hydrobromofluorocarbons, hydrofluorocarbons, methane, nitrous oxide and perfluorocarbons. 

The registry, which has been in the works for more than a decade and could begin operating in 2007, will be part of the reports that Mexican industries present about their emissions. 

http://tierramerica.net/english/2006/1118/iecobreves.shtml 

BOLIVIA: Protection for Isolated Peoples
TARIJA, (Tierramérica) - At a conference Nov. 20-22 in the Bolivian city of Santa Cruz, experts, indigenous communities and government officials will propose public policies to protect isolated populations in South America's tropical jungles. 

These communities, also known as "uncontacted", are descendants of those who resisted the inhumane exploitation of the rubber baron era in the 19th and early 20th centuries, and hid deep in the forests. 

They are also survivors of the oil drilling that is going on today, as well as the extension of roads, the logging industry and the expansion of the agricultural frontier. 

"The communities that live in voluntary isolation in the Amazon are the last isolated indigenous peoples existing in the world," Pablo Cingolini, of the International Work Group on Indigenous Issues, one of the conference organizers, alongside the United Nations, told Tierramérica. 

Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador and Peru are the countries with the most isolated indigenous communities. 
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Bahrain

Waste disposal 'on war footing'
MANAMA

HAZARDOUS waste is reaching critical levels in Bahrain, environmental experts warned yesterday. The government is now on a "war footing" as it tries to tackle the situation, said experts from Public Commission for the Protection of Marine Resources, Environment and Wildlife's directorate of environmental control.

They were speaking at the first international Green Industry conference, being held under the patronage of Industry and Commerce Minister Dr Hassan Fakhro.

The three-day event ends at the Gulf Hotel's Gulf International Convention and Exhibition Centre today.

The paper from the Public Commission was presented by senior environmental specialists Rehan Ahmed and Abdul Karim Rashid.

Waste disposal is now being addressed by the government on a "war footing", to protect the fragile resources of the country, they said.

A critical problem is the inability of waste producers to reduce the volume, say the experts. 

"The Public Commission in Bahrain believes that waste management is everyone's responsibility and providing a safe and healthy environment is a primary requirement that is to be met by all industrial, commercial and other institutional concerns," they added.

Bahrain has undergone 20 years of rapid industrialisation and urbanisation, they said in their paper.

The country is generating every day approximately 2,000 tonnes of municipal waste, three tonnes of health care waste and more than 380 tonnes of industrial waste.

Industrial waste is being managed by the Public Commission through its directorate's waste management section.

The industrial waste is generated mainly from aluminium industries, refinery, petrochemical companies, steel and ferrous industries. Major quantities of it are being disposed at Hafira Industrial Landfill Site, which was planned, constructed and operated by the commission. 

Bapco has recently constructed a Class 1 landfill site at its premises which is planned to be operational in the first quarter of next year and will take hazardous lead-based waste.

Environmental legislations are also being enforced in relation to industrial, health care, hazardous waste and used oil management, said Mr Ahmed. 

The directorate has issued environmental licenses to more than 15 local transporters for ferry hazardous waste and used oil. 

Problems associated with industrial waste management are high waste generation rate, mixing of different types of waste, lack of treatment facilities, limitation of financial budgets and resources, a lack of trained manpower, inappropriate handling, storage, collection and disposal

of waste, a lack of waste segregation at source of generation, lack of integrated/multi-disciplinary approach, lack of recycling facilities and a lack of commitment.

Mr Ahmed urged the authorities to establish a unified national database and inventory on waste generation, storage, treatment, recycling, disposal and exchange system.
http://www.gulf-daily-news.com/Story.asp?Article=162471&Sn=BNEW&IssueID=29247
UAE

15,000 volunteers to make clean sweep of city areas


DUBAI — More than 15,000 volunteers from various organisations will take part in a four-day campaign that kicked off yesterday in support of the internationally recognised ‘Clean Up the World’ initiative. 

During the campaign, organised by the Dubai Municipality (DM), volunteers will clean up the city’s open areas and beaches. The municipality will also be promoting the use of jute bags instead of plastic ones as an environment-friendly option. 

A source at the DM said, “Select supermarkets and cooperative societies will be provided with jute shopping bags and customers will be encouraged to carry their purchases in these bags.” 

He added that volunteers will come not only from educational institutes, but also from social organisations, government institutes and private companies within the emirate.

During the four-day event, Dubai residents will also be urged to donate toys which will be given to underprivileged children in Lebanon through the UAE Red Crescent Society. 

Apart from lectures environment conservation in schools, DM is also organising waste recycling workshops and children arts exhibition in shopping malls.

“We are committed to ensuring cleanliness in the emirate in cooperation with individuals, government establishments, private firms and non-governmental organisations through effective participation,” said Abdullah Rafia, Assistant Director General of DM for Environment and Public Health Affairs.

Students from Dubai National School, Al Saada Private School and Second of December Private School were present during the campaign’s inaugural ceremony at Zabeel Park yesterday. 

Other guests included Abdullah bin Ahmed bin AbdulAziz, Acting Undersecretary of the Ministry of Environment, and Hassan Makki, Assistant Director of the Environment Department and Head of Waste Services Section.

http://www.khaleejtimes.com/DisplayArticleNew.asp?section=theuae&xfile=data/theuae/2006/november/theuae_november621.xml
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Annan and Security Council condemn assassination of Lebanese Government minister

21 November - Secretary-General Kofi Annan and the Security Council expressed shock and

condemnation today at the assassination of Lebanon’s Industry Minister Pierre Gemayel, calling for restraint from all sides and urging national unity.

In a statement issued by his spokesman, Mr. Annan decried the murder of Mr. Gemayel, “who

believed strongly in an independent, democratic and united Lebanon,” and offered his deepest

sympathies to the late minister’s family and to the Lebanese Government.

Mr. Gemayel died after being shot in his car while travelling through the capital, Beirut.

Mr. Annan said in his statement that “such acts of terrorism undermine Lebanon’s stability, are unacceptable and have no place in a democratic and open society,” adding that “the perpetrators and instigators of today’s attack must be brought to

justice to ensure an end to impunity.”

In a presidential statement read out by Ambassador Jorge Voto-Bernales of Peru, which holds the rotating presidency for November, Council members urged all parties in Lebanon and the wider region to “show restraint and a sense of responsibility” to avoid further destabilizing the country.

The Council also voiced grave concern about the efforts of the Lebanese Government and people to solidify democracy in the wake of the assassination, the latest in a series of high-profile killings in the country over the past two years.

The murder of Mr. Gemayel took place on the same day that the Council sent a letter to Mr. Annan offering its backing to the establishment of a special tribunal to deal with those alleged responsible for the assassination of then prime minister

Rafik Hariri in February last year.

The Council set up the International Independent Investigation Commission (IIIC) in April 2005 after an earlier UN mission found that Lebanon’s own investigation into the Hariri assassination was seriously flawed and that Syria was primarily responsible for the political tensions that preceded the killing. Its mandate runs until next June.

Serge Brammertz, the head of the IIIC, told the Council in September that evidence obtained so far suggests that a young, male suicide bomber, probably non-Lebanese, detonated up to 1,800 kilograms of explosives inside a van to assassinate Mr. Hariri. The bombing in Beirut also killed 22 others.

The IIIC has been tasked with probing 14 other bombings that have occurred in Lebanon since October 2004, and Mr. Brammertz said evidence points towards his earlier conclusion that many of them were connected.

Security Council backs special tribunal for Lebanon to deal with Hariri assassination

21 November - The Security Council today gave its support to the establishment of a special tribunal to try those alleged responsible for last year’s assassination of then Lebanese prime minister Rafik Hariri and 22 others in a massive car bombing in Beirut.

In a letter to Secretary-General Kofi Annan from Council President Jorge Voto-Bernales of Peru, which holds the rotating presidency for this month, the 15-member body said it was satisfied with the agreement reached by the UN with the Lebanese Government on the tribunal’s form and structure.

The letter follows a report by Mr. Annan on the tribunal and a presentation to Council members yesterday by Under-Secretary-General Nicholas Michel.

Mr. Annan’s report includes the statute needed to set up the “tribunal of an international character” to deal with the Hariri assassination, as well as any other attacks since October 2004 which are “connected in accordance with the principles of criminal justice and are of a nature and gravity similar to the attack of 14 February 2005.”

According to the statute, the tribunal will have concurrent jurisdiction with Lebanon’s national courts, but primacy over those courts within its jurisdiction.

Its chambers will consist of one international pre-trial judge; three judges to serve in the trial chamber (one Lebanese and two international); five judges to serve in the appeals chamber (two Lebanese and three international); and two alternate judges (one Lebanese and one international).

The judges of the trial chamber and those of the appeals chamber will then each elect a presiding judge to conduct the proceedings in their chamber, with the presiding judge of the appeals chamber serving as president of the tribunal.

The prosecutor will be independent of the Lebanese Government and will be appointed by the UN Secretary-General for a three-year term that can be renewed as the Secretary-General decides in consultation with the Government. He or she will have the power to question suspects, victims and witnesses, collect evidence and conduct on-site investigations, and should

be assisted by Lebanese authorities where necessary.

The tribunal has the power to impose penalties leading up to and including life imprisonment for anyone found guilty of crimes committed.

In April last year the Council set up the International Independent Investigation Commission (IIIC) after an earlier UN mission found that Lebanon’s own inquiry into the Hariri assassination was seriously flawed and that Syria was primarily responsible for the political tensions that preceded the attack. Its mandate runs out next June.

Serge Brammertz, the head of the IIIC, told the Council in September that evidence obtained so far suggests that a young, male suicide bomber, probably non-Lebanese, detonated up to 1,800 kilograms of explosives inside a van to assassinate Mr. Hariri.

The IIIC has also been tasked with probing 14 other bombings that have occurred in Lebanon since October 2004, and Mr. Brammertz said evidence points towards his conclusion that many of them were connected.

In their letter today, Council members said they backed the financing option that would mean Lebanon pays for 49 per cent of the tribunal’s expenses and the remainder is borne by voluntary contributions from other States.

They add that they expect the Secretary-General to begin establishing the tribunal when he has sufficient contributions to finance its formation and 12 months of operations, as well as pledges equivalent to another two years of operations. Should voluntary contributions be insufficient, the Council said it would explore alternate means of financing with the Secretary- General.

Month of violence shows negotiations are the only Middle East option – UN official

21 November - The wave of deadly violence over the past month in the Middle East highlights how vital it is to return to the path of political negotiations and show Israelis and Palestinians that there is an alternative to the cycle of killings and destruction, the United Nations’ most senior political affairs told the Security Council today.

Under-Secretary-General for Political Affairs Ibrahim Gambari said there are clear signs from victims on both sides of the conflict that “there is a growing fatigue with the current state of affairs and a desire to progress towards a solution.”

But he warned that a breakthrough is unlikely without the formation of a new Palestinian government that ensures the Palestinian Authority is better placed to tackle the needs of its people, maintain a ceasefire, fully engage with the international community and obtain the release of an Israeli soldier held captive in the Gaza Strip since June.

Mr. Gambari said Israel must also act responsibly to calm the situation by “prudently and proportionally” defending its citizens so as to avoid civilian casualties, citing the deaths of 19 Palestinians in an artillery attack on a residential neighbourhood in the town of Beit Hanoun on 8 November as an example of where civilian casualties became inevitable. He added that Israel must also set out a clear timeline for dismantling settlement outposts in the Occupied Palestinian Territories and for transferring customs and tax revenues it collects on behalf of the Palestinian Authority.

The Under-Secretary-General also stressed that progress on the wider question of regional peace is also essential to helping solve the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, adding that the role of Syria is crucial in this area.

Riyad Mansour, Ambassador of Palestine, accused the Council of letting down the Palestinian people by failing to meet its responsibilities to uphold its own resolutions on the issue. He said one member of the Council had allowed Israel unjustified diplomatic protection and this was detrimental to the credibility of the international system.

Israeli Ambassador Dan Gillerman said today’s assassination of Lebanese Industry Minister Pierre Gemayel showed the real situation on the ground in the region, saying the terror could stop overnight if parties such as Iran and Syria relinquished their support for it.

Annan describes Sudanese agreement to hybrid force in Darfur as ‘turning point’

21 November - Secretary-General Kofi Annan said today that the Sudanese Government’s agreement in principle last week to a hybrid United Nations-African Union (AU) peacekeeping force inside Darfur could become “a turning point” in stemming the spiralling misery in the war-torn region and resolving the deadly conflict.

Speaking to reporters at a press conference in Geneva, he said the key now is to “press ahead with immediate implementation because we cannot afford a gap [or] a vacuum at the end of the year.”

Mr. Annan said he expected a response from Sudan by today or tomorrow about the size of the force, which the UN has said

is likely to require 17,000 troops and 3,000 police officers.

“I know that the Sudanese and the regional leaders are meeting in Libya this morning and I suspect they will come up with some definitive answer. So I’m quite hopeful,” he said.

Agreement on the size of the peacekeeping force is necessary so that the Chairperson of the Commission of the AU, Alpha Oumar Konaré, can place a proposal before the AU’s Peace and Security Committee on Friday.

Mr. Annan’s comments follow a meeting last Thursday in the Ethiopian capital, Addis Ababa, where the UN, the AU, Sudan, representatives from Security Council members and others agreed to set up a hybrid operation that “will have a predominantly African character,” according to a communiqué outlining the meeting’s conclusions.

“Backstopping and command and control structures will be provided by the UN,” the communiqué added.

The Secretary-General said the deal was significant because “for the first time, we were all in one room and agreed [to] an approach… which we now have to implement.”

More than 200,000 people are estimated to have been killed in Darfur since 2003 because of fighting between Government forces, allied militias and rebels seeking greater autonomy, while 4 million others now depend on humanitarian aid to survive.

The Sudanese Government has repeatedly rejected the expansion of the UN Mission in Sudan (UNMIS), which already operates in the south of the vast country as it implements a separate peace deal there, into Darfur. Currently the UN helps a 7,000-strong AU mission, known as AMIS, and is also providing a $21 million support package. Meanwhile, UNMIS reported today that the security situation inside Darfur has deteriorated, especially in the south of the remote and impoverished region.

Fighting erupted yesterday between an Arab militia and members of the Sudan Liberation Army (SLA) rebel group near the town of Saleah in South Darfur, and UNMIS said it was continuing sporadically this morning.

In the same area, unidentified armed men hijacked two vehicles belonging to an international non-governmental organization (NGO) and a local group as they completed a humanitarian assessment mission. No one was injured during the hijacking.

But in neighbouring Chad, the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) reported that armed men on horseback killed a worker for Médecins sans Frontières (MSF) in the south-east of the country last week.

OCHA said a second MSF worker was wounded in the attack, while seven other employees of the NGO and 3,200 displaced people they were helping remain missing.

UN Human Rights Council should broaden its focus beyond Middle East – Annan

21 November - Secretary-General Kofi Annan today voiced the hope that the new United Nations Human Rights Council, a major reform he had sought, would broaden its work from just considering the Palestinian-Israeli issue so as to avoid the perception of unfairness.

Speaking to reporters at the UN’s European Headquarters in Geneva at the last news conference he is scheduled to give there as Secretary-General before stepping down after serving for 10 years at the helm of the UN, Mr. Annan was asked about the credibility of the Human Rights Council, which he had sought to replace the Human Rights Commission, widely perceived as both ineffective and over-politicized – specifically over the new body’s devoting three special sessions to the Middle East.

The Council “was expected to look at the human rights record of all countries,” he replied “I myself suggested that one should look at the records, human rights records of the Council members; before they move on to look at records of others, they should start with themselves…

“When you focus on the Palestinian-Israeli issue without even discussing Darfur and other issues, some wonder what is this Council doing, don’t they have a sense of fair play, why should they ignore other situations and focus on one area? I hope as we move forward, they will broaden their work and look at human rights situations of other countries and deal with it, because if they concentrate only on the Palestinian-Israeli issue, we will hear the comments that you have indicated.”

Mr. Annan, who is expected to give one more news conference at UN Headquarters in New York, also discussed another major plank of his reform agenda: the stalled enlargement of the 15-member Security Council. He called on Member States to move forward and “not wait for another 10 years.”

Among his greatest sources of pride during his 10 year tenure, he cited the adoption by the UN World Summit of 2000 of Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) which, among other targets, aim to halve extreme poverty and hunger, ensure universal primary education, slash child mortality by two-thirds and maternal mortality by three-quarters and halt and reverse the incidence of HIV/AIDS – all by 2015.

Asked about his greatest regret, Mr. Annan said it was the fact that the Security Council was not able to stop the war in Iraq.

“I firmly believe that the war could have been avoided, and that the [weapons of mass destruction] inspectors should have had a bit more time,” he said, referring the war that the United States-led coalition launched in March 2003, although chief

UN inspector Hans Blix had requested a few more months to complete verifying whether Iraq still possessed any of the banned weapons.

Mr. Annan in his reform proposals had recommended that the Council’s members be elected by a two-thirds majority in the General Assembly, which however opted for a simple majority.

On the issue of Security Council reform he noted that that the behaviour of the five veto-wielding permanent members (P5) – China, France, Russia, the United Kingdom and United States – “has not always been helpful,” citing their successful demand for five automatic seats on the new Peacebuilding Commission and a similar but abortive demand for the Human Rights Council.

“Of course the Member States reacted and they backed off that. And of course when this sort of thing happens, the smaller countries and the large number of non-aligned governments believe that the appetite for power amongst the P5 is insatiable and you have this sort of struggle,” he said.

“So I would hope that the proposal on the table, that would expand the [Security] Council to 25, and either create six more permanent seats without veto, or six semi-permanent seats, will propel the Member States forward,” he added.

On Iraq, Mr. Annan said: “The US in a way is trapped in Iraq, trapped in the sense that it cannot stay and it cannot leave… but the timing of its departure will have to be optimal in the sense that it should not lead to further deterioration of the situation but try and get it into a level that when it leaves, when it withdraws, the Iraqis themselves will be able to continue to maintain a situation that would ensure a reasonable secure environment.”

He stressed that both Syria and Iran should be urged “to use their influence and to do whatever they can to help pacify Iraq,”

noting that neighbours can either exacerbate or de-escalate critic al situations. “One should not look at it in terms of whether it is helping the United States or (the) multinational force, it is their backyard too, and what is happening in Iraq does have a negative impact on them,” he said.

And the future after the UN? Mr. Annan said he would want to work with African governments and others on the continent’s scourge of hunger to encourage them to take agriculture and agricultural productivity seriously. “Probably do

some writing,” he added. “There will be plenty to do, I'm not worried about that, but I would want to devote some time to Africa as well.”

UN human rights chief witnesses Palestinian rocket attack on Israeli town

21 November - Visiting the southern Israeli town which has been subject to almost daily rocket attacks from Palestinian militants in the Gaza Strip, the top United Nations human rights official today saw the impact of such strikes first-hand when a rocket exploded a few hundred yards away from her.

Louise Arbour, the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, who then went to the site of the rocket impact in Sderot, said she could understand the sense of vulnerability and despair among the tow n’s residents.

Ms. Arbour, who was on the second day of a five-day tour of the region, recalled that one of her main areas of concern was the protection of civilians, stressing that governments had a duty to shield their people, although within the bounds of international humanitarian law and human rights law.

Later in the day she travelled to Ramallah in the West Bank, where she met Palestinians human rights defenders. During the meeting they raised concerns about the restrictions on movement caused by the separation barrier, checkpoints and closures.

Ms. Arbour saw parts of the barrier on her way to Ramallah.

Tomorrow the High Commissioner is scheduled to hold meetings with Israel officials, including members of the country’s Supreme Court.

Her visit to the region follows Israel’s deadly assault on 8 November in the town of Beit Hanoun in the Gaza Strip, when 19 Palestinians were killed and some 60 others injured during shelling of a residential area.

Yesterday, while touring Beit Hanoun, Ms. Arbour said “massive” human rights violations against civilians had taken place and called for an independent, credible and thorough inquiry to determine where responsibility lies for the deaths.

At least 82 Palestinians have been killed since the Israeli Defence Forces (IDF) began their latest offensive in the Gaza Strip near the end of last month. One Israeli woman was killed last week when a rocket struck Sderot.

Nepalese deal can translate into ‘long-term peace,’ says UN envoy

21 November - The United Nations envoy to Nepal welcomed today’s signing of a comprehensive peace agreement between the Himalayan country’s multi-party Government and the Maoists, saying the pact “promises to convert the ceasefire into long-term peace.”

Ian Martin, the Secretary-General’s Personal Representative in Nepal for Support to the Peace Process, attended a signing ceremony in the capital, Kathmandu, involving the Seven-Party Alliance and the Communist Party of Nepal (Maoists).

The ceremony follows a deal struck on 8 November to formally end 10 years of civil war that had killed about 15,000 people and forced more than 100,000 others to flee their homes.

Calling the agreement “entirely a Nepali achievement,” Mr. Martin reiterated the pledge by Secretary-General Kofi Annan earlier this month that the UN will respond promptly to requests for help in implementing the peace pact.

He said in a statement that his office has reached agreement with the Government and the Maoists on the location of seven divisional cantonment sites for the People’s Liberation Army (PLA), the Maoists’ armed wing.

“I hope that we will quickly be able to reach tripartite agreement on the full modalities for the management of arms and armies, clarifying essential details regarding confinement to cantonments and restriction to barracks, weapons storage, permitted and prohibited activities, and monitoring arrangements,” Mr. Martin said.

He added that “the UN will then be able to move forward with its planning to deploy monitors and other personnel,” noting that the world body has also been asked to help with human rights monitoring and electoral assistance.

DR Congo: UN soldiers intervene after demonstrators set fire to Supreme Court

21 November - United Nations peacekeepers in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) shot into the air today to disperse supporters of the losing candidate in the presidential elections and restore order after demonstrators opened fire and set the Supreme Court and a police vehicle ablaze in Kinshasa, the capital.

The UN Mission in the DRC (MONUC) said 150 men from its Uruguayan battalion reinforced local police after tear gas failed to disperse supporters of Vice-President Jean-Pierre Bemba who had gathered to attend the first hearing of an appeal of provisional results showing him losing to

incumbent President Joseph Kabila. MONUC security personnel evacuated the Court and there were no immediate reports of casualties.

“MONUC strongly deplores this new outbreak of violence and unjustified vandalism and calls on all sides to maintain calm,” the mission said in a statement, ascribing the blame to “rogue elements” among some 200 demonstrators in this latest outbreak of election-related violence.

Last week, UN officials from Secretary-General Kofi Annan and the Security Council to regional UN envoys appealed for calm, calling on “all political actors to refrain from any provocation, incitement to hatred or recourse to violence” after violence in Kinshasa had led to the deaths of four people.

The elections, the largest and most complex polls that the UN has ever helped to organize, were aimed at cementing the vast and impoverished country’s transition to stability after a brutal six-year civil war, which cost 4 million lives through fighting and attendant hunger and disease. Factional fighting has remained a problem since the end of the war, especially in the east.

The elections for president, national and local assemblies, which began at the end of July and culminated with the presidential run-off on 29 October, were the first free polls in more than four decades. Throughout the long process UN agencies helped to deliver tens of millions of ballots and other supplies to some 50,000 polling stations, train 12,000 polling supervisors and plan for the safety of the 25.7 million Congolese registered to vote.

Court house engulfed in flames

Senior UN envoy to Somalia welcomes Government’s pledge for renewed peace talks

21 November - The United Nations envoy to Somalia said today that the troubled country’s

transitional Government has promised to resume dialogue with the leaders of the Union of Islamic Courts after the third round of peace talks was postponed earlier this month.

François Lonsény Fall, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Somalia, said in a press release from Nairobi that President Abdullahi Yusuf Ahmed and Prime Minister Ali Mohamed Gedi gave him their assurances during meetings yesterday in Baidoa, where the Government is based.

“They also told me they would welcome the Speaker, Sharif Hassan Sheikh Aden, back in Baidoa in spite of his recent initiative to visit Mogadishu [the capital] for discussions with the Courts, without their agreement or that of the Transitional Federal Parliament,” he said.

Mr. Fall told the Security Council earlier this month that the third round of peace talks between the warring parties, scheduled to be held on 30 October but postponed after disputes over preconditions, is now slated for mid-December.

The talks are designed to discuss security and power sharing in the impoverished and drought-stricken nation, which has been wracked by factional fighting and has had no functioning national government since President Muhammad Siad Barre’s regime was toppled in 1991. The Union of Islamic Courts now controls Mogadishu.

Saying he was encouraged by yesterday’s meetings, Mr. Fall added that he was accompanied by members of the International Advisory Contact Group for Somalia, established earlier this year to assist the peace process.

The envoy also addressed the Somali Parliament in Baidoa, urging members to resume peace negotiations as soon as possible and telling them that the strength of the country’s Transitional Federal Institutions depended on their unity.

Security Council extends European Union Force in Bosnia and Herzegovina for 1 year

21 November - The United Nations Security Council today extended for one-year the 7,000-strong European Union Stabilization Force (EUFOR) mandated to ensure continued compliance with the Dayton Peace Agreement that in 1995 ended the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina.

EUFOR has been deployed since 2004 when it took over from the NATO-led stabilization force

(SFOR). While the European Union has assumed responsibility for the peacekeeping operation, the continued presence of a NATO headquarters was also authorized today by the Security Council.

Unanimously adopting resolution 1722, the Council also recognized the right of both EUFOR and NATO to take all necessary measures to defend themselves from attacks or threats.

The Council reiterated that the primary responsibility for the further implementation of the Peace Agreement lay with the Bosnian authorities. Their compliance – including the surrender for trial of all persons indicted by the International Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia (ICTY) – will determine the continued willingness of the international community and major donors to provide support, the resolution said.

UN flies in more aid to hundreds of thousands of flood victims in Horn of Africa

21 November - By truck, donkey cart and on foot, thousands of Somalis who have already fled

fighting and drought in their homeland are trekking from flooded refugee camps to drier ground in north-east Kenya as United Nations agencies rush in emergency supplies for up to 1.8 million

people hit by the worst floods in years in the Horn of Africa.

“Health and sanitation remain a serious concern,” UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) spokesperson Jennifer Pagonis told a news briefing in Geneva today of the Somalis in the Dadaab complex, where the agency has already flown in five planeloads of relief supplies since Sunday. “The general health of the population has deteriorated due to the conditions, lack of food and sleep and difficulty in accessing medical care.

“Latrines throughout the camps have been flooded, contaminating standing water and posing a serious health risk. Fever, diarrhoea, eye and skin infections are common. UNICEF [UN Children’s Fund] and other agencies are bringing in vaccines and other supplies to combat the spread of disease,” she added.

A Boeing 747 jumbo jet chartered by the UN World Food Programme (WFP) landed today in Nairobi, Kenya’s capital, with 94 metric tons of high energy biscuits from the UN Humanitarian Response Depot in Brindisi, Italy. A planeload of 94 additional tons is expected within days.

Yesterday, WFP launched a three-month regional air operation with fixed-wing aircraft and helicopters to transport

humanitarian workers and aid to regions in Somalia and Kenya that have been cut off by the floods. More than 1 million people have been affected in the two countries. Including Ethiopia, the UN puts the total at up to 1.8 million.

“The flooding made many roads impassable so some WFP-contracted trucks are stuck in the mud,” the agency’s Country Director in Kenya Burkard Oberle said. “These biscuits are an immediate response to the worst-hit survivors.”

The aid will be enough for an estimated 100,000 refugees at the Dadaab camps and another 100,000 flood-affected Kenyans for three days. A WFP-chartered helicopter today flew agency and Kenyan Government teams from Nairobi for a three-day on-the-ground assessment of needs in areas that cannot be reached by road.

The floods have displaced more than 100,000 of the estimated 160,000 mainly Somali refugees in Dadaab. UNHCR has airlifted in thousands of plastic sheets to help rebuild shelters, 28 emergency health kits, nearly 15,000 litres of fuel for vehicles and generators that power water pumps, offices, hospitals and clinics, and hundreds of shovels to fill sandbags to shore up flood defences.

UNICEF has only managed to reach about 35 per cent of the 37,000 malnourished Kenyan children left by the earlier drought and is now looking at the prospect of bringing aid via boats, tractors, airdrops and helicopters, spokesman Michael Bociurkiw said.

The rains have also dislodged landmines seeded in Somalia’s long-running strife, posing additional hazards. Mr. Bociurkiw estimated that UNICEF would need well over $7 million in Somalia alone to provide aid to a projected 1 million flood victims.

The senior UN envoy to Somalia, who returned from a visit yesterday to the troubled nation, urged the international community to respond generously to requests for aid from agencies and flood victims.

Francois Lonsény Fall, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Somalia, said members of the country’s transitional Government voiced concern to him that too little relief was reaching people in dire need.

“It was also clear to me flying over northern Kenya and southern Somalia yesterday that the extent of flooding is beyond anything seen in Somalia in many years,” he said in a press release. “In the past six weeks, most parts of the country have already received more than 300 per cent of their normal rainfall.”

Deputy Secretary-General calls on UN to keep adapting to contemporary needs

21 November - The United Nations and other multilateral institutions must adapt to the global needs and problems of today if they are to maintain the support of their Member States and the wider public, Deputy Secretary-General Mark Malloch Brown said today.

Speaking in Bridgetown, Barbados, before the African-Caribbean-Pacific -European Union Joint Parliamentary Assembly, Mr. Malloch Brown said that continuing reforms will help the UN better tackle the challenges of development and poverty and deal more effectively with crises such as the conflict in the Sudanese region of Darfur.

Many UN institutions and mechanisms were built in the immediate aftermath of World War II, he said, adding that they reflected the reality then, but now needed updating to take account of changes in the world.

Mr. Malloch Brown said it was up to the incoming Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon, who begins his term on 1 January, to take forward the reform efforts led by the incumbent Kofi Annan, especially on questions such as Security Council membership and internal reforms.

The Deputy Secretary-General also attended several workshops during the gathering in Bridgetown on themes ranging from environmental vulnerability to the future of the local rum industry to the cost of treatment for people living with HIV/AIDS.

Global AIDS epidemic continues to grow despite some positive trends – UN report

21 November - Despite some promising trends, the global AIDS epidemic continues to grow, with 2.9 million deaths and 4.3 million new HIV infections in the past year, amid worrying evidence of a resurgence in infection rates in some countries that were previously stable or declining, according to latest United Nations data released today.

“It is imperative that we continue to increase investment in both HIV prevention and treatment services to reduce unnecessary deaths and illness from this disease,” UN World Health Organization (WHO) Acting Director-General Anders Nordström said of the 2006 AIDS Epidemic Update, compiled by WHO and UNAIDS, the Joint UN Programme on HIV/AIDS.

“In sub-Saharan Africa, the worst affected region, life expectancy at birth is now just 47 years, which is 30 years less than most high-income countries,” he added of the data, which show that 2.8 million, or 65 per cent, of new infections occurred in sub-Saharan Africa, with important increases in Eastern Europe and Central Asia where some indications register a more than 50 per cent rise since 2004.

Overall an estimated 39.5 million people are living with HIV worldwide.

Among positive trends noted are declines in infection rates in some countries, changes in young people’s sexual behaviours, and increased access to treatment and prevention programmes. But in many countries prevention programmes are not reaching those most at risk, such as young people, women and girls, men who have sex with men, sex workers and their clients, injecting drug users, and ethnic and cultural minorities.

In North America and Western Europe, prevention programmes have often not been sustained and new infection rates have remained the same. In low- and middle-income countries, there are only a few examples of rate reductions. And some countries that had shown earlier successes in reducing new infections, such as Uganda, have either slowed or are now experiencing increasing infection rates.

“This is worrying – as we know increased HIV prevention programmes in these countries have shown progress in the past – Uganda being a prime example,” UNAIDS Executive Director Peter Piot said. “This means that countries are not moving at the same speed as their epidemics. We need to greatly intensify life-saving prevention efforts while we expand HIV treatment programmes.”

Increased prevention programmes focused to reach those most at risk of infection are making inroads, according to the report. Positive trends in young people’s sexual behaviours – increased use of condoms, delay of sexual debut, and fewer sexual partners – have taken place over the past decade in many countries with generalized epidemics.

Declines in HIV prevalence among young people between 2000 and 2005 are evident in Botswana, Burundi, Côte d’Ivoire, Kenya, Malawi, Rwanda, Tanzania and Zimbabwe.

In other countries, even limited resources show high returns when investments are focused on those most likely to be exposed. In China, some programmes for sex workers have seen marked increases in condom use and decreases in rates of sexually transmitted infections. Programmes with injecting drug users also show progress in some regions.

In Portugal, HIV diagnoses among drug injectors were almost one third lower in 2005, compared with 2001, following special programmes focused on HIV and drug use.

The report outlines how women and girls need increased attention. In sub-Saharan Africa women continue to be more likely than men to be infected with HIV and in most countries in the region they are also more likely to be the ones caring for those infected.

There is increasing evidence of outbreaks among men who have sex with men in Cambodia, China, India, Nepal, Pakistan, Thailand and Viet Nam as well as across Latin America, but most national programmes fail to address the specific needs of these people, the report notes. The overlap between injecting drug use and sex work in Latin America, Eastern Europe and particularly Asia is also not being addressed.

In Latin America, the Caribbean, the Middle East, and North Africa weak surveillance often means that people at highest risk – men who have sex with men, sex workers, and injecting drug users – are not adequately reached through prevention and treatment strategies because not enough is known about their particular situations and realities.

Iraq: over 3,700 civilians killed in October in new monthly high, UN reports

21 November - The number of Iraqi civilians killed in October reached a new high of 3,709, the

influence of armed militias is growing, and torture continues to be rampant despite the Government’s commitment to address human rights abuses, according to the latest United Nations rights report on the strife-torn country.

“Hundreds of bodies continued to appear in different areas of Baghdad handcuffed, blindfolded and bearing signs of torture and execution-style killing,” the UN Assistance Mission for Iraq (UNAMI) human rights report for September and October says. “Many witnesses reported that perpetrators wear militia attire and evenpolice or army uniforms.”

The report paints a grim picture virtually across the board, from attacks on journalists, judges and lawyers and the worsening situation of women to displacement, violence against religious minorities and the targeting of schools.

Based on figures from the Iraqi Health Ministry, hospitals throughout the country and the Medico-Legal Institute in Baghdad, 7,054 civilians were killed over the two-month period, including 351 women and 110 children. October’s figure was nearly 120 more than July’s total of 3,590, which UNAMI had termed unprecedented.

The Mission called on the Government, the United States-led multinational force and the international community to increase efforts to reassert the State authority and respect for the rule of law by dismantling the growing influence of militias, fighting corruption and organized crime and maintaining discipline within the security and armed forces.

“The civilian population of Iraq continues to be victims of terrorist acts, roadside bombs, drive-by shootings, cross fire between rival gangs, or between police and insurgents, kidnappings, military operations, crime and police abuse,” the report says, noting that sectarian violence seems to be the main cause.

“Arbitrary detention, grievous conditions of detention, allegations of torture and mistreatment continue to remain an issue of serious concern in Iraq,” it notes. “The absence of judicial guarantees is a pattern and individuals are often arrested without warrant, not informed of the charges against them, and not brought promptly before an investigative judge.”

UNAMI’s Human Rights Office received continuing reports that the police and security forces are either infiltrated or act in

collusion with militias, while police and military security operations continued to be based on massive sweeps. Facing criticism, the Government started a vetting process which led to the removal of at least 3,000 members of the Ministry of

Interior on allegations of human rights abuses and corruption.

Other points cited by the report include:

· Freedom of expression is threatened as an increasing number of media workers are apparently targeted specifically because of their work and assassinated with utmost impunity. In the last two months, 18 journalists were reported killed.

· Minorities have continued to be targeted. Attacks against Christians have intensified since September while other groups, such as the Sabean-Mandeans, continue to be targeted by extremists and their presence in the country is endangered.

· The situation of women has continued to deteriorate, with increasing numbers either victims of religious extremists or “honour killings.” Some non-Muslim women are forced to wear a headscarf and to be accompanied by male relatives or spouses. Kidnappings associated with rape and sex slavery have also occurred.

· Schools have become increasingly a target for sectarian and other criminal attacks and parents are worried about the safety of their children, girls in particular. According to the Ministry of Education, over 300 teachers and ministry employees were killed and 1,158 others wounded in 2006.

General Assembly President calls for stronger relationship between UN and civil society

21 November - Civil society organizations can significantly help the United Nations achieve its

development agenda, the General Assembly President said today as she called for a closer relationship between the two and a stronger voice for civil society groups within the world body.

Speaking in New York at a forum on the General Assembly and non-governmental organizations (NGOs), which was jointly organized by her office and the UN Foundation, Sheikha Haya Rashed Al Khalifa said civil society groups have been making “a serious contribution” to the UN since its beginnings in 1945.

“You are indispensable partners in delivering services to the poor, catalyzing action within countries and holding leaders accountable for their commitments,” she told participants at the forum.

“In crisis, post-conflict and post-disaster situations, national and international NGOs are vital implementing partners – without them, UN humanitarian assistance could hardly be delivered.”

Sheikha Haya added that world leaders have welcomed the recently enhanced dialogue between UN Member States and civil society, and she commended NGOs for their work in galvanizing public support for UN goals and representing the needs of people on the ground.

The General Assembly President said NGOs have also made valuable contributions to the UN’s reform agenda, especially on the issue of gender equality.

She announced that over the next year she will convene a series of informal thematic debates involving the private sector and civil society on development, gender and the dialogue among civilizations.

The first such debate, to be held next Monday, will consider the progress made so far on reaching the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), the set of eight internationally agreed targets for reducing key social and economic ills, and examine any obstacles that threaten their achievement.

Currently, more than 4,500 NGOs are accredited with the UN.

African industrialization key to cutting poverty, UN officials say

21 November - While Africa now produces only a fraction of global manufactured goods, industrialization of the continent is critical to reducing poverty there, say top United Nations officials.

Marking Africa Industrialization Day, Secretary-General Kofi Annan noted that over the past 15 years, Africa’s share of world industrial output has remained stagnant, at 1 per cent.

In his message on the Day, commemorated on 20 November, he also pointed to prospects for significant improvements.

“While some countries have experienced falling growth rates and have not met their targets for poverty reduction, many others are on course to meet the goal of halving poverty by 2015,” Mr. Annan noted.

But even in those places that have made advances, “a strong and sustained drive to expand and diversify the African economic base through sustainable industrial development, trade and regional market integration will be critical to ensuring the continuation of these results.”

General Assembly President Sheikha Haya Rashed Al Khalifa also noted that Sub-Saharan Africa’s share of world industrial output has remained stagnant at less than 1 per cent. “Its share in South-South manufactured exports, total exports, and medium and high-technology exports has also been declining,” she said, calling for a “concerted push towards viable national and regional strategies for product diversification, and higher value-added exports is crucial to this effort.”

Toward this end, she stressed the importance of the African Productive Capacity Initiative pioneered by the UN Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO). “The key objectives of this important initiative include market access, value addition based on local resources, diversification, technology diffusion, industrial upgrading, regional integration and poverty alleviation through job creation,” she observed.

She also hailed the decision of the African Union to devote its summit in July 2007 to the theme of industrial development, saying this “should give renewed impetus to sustainable industrial growth throughout the continent.”

The General Assembly President noted that this year the Day coincides with UNIDO’s 40th anniversary, and voiced hope that the agency will have “continued success in meeting the challenges of industrial development in the years ahead.”

UN labour agency report finds children endure widespread violence at work

21 November - Millions of children face systemic violence in their workplaces, ranging from physical or verbal abuse to sexual harassment, rape and even murder, according to a landmark new report from the United Nations’ International Labour Organization (ILO).

The report, published yesterday to mark Universal Day of the Child, prompted the ILO to call for zero tolerance of violence against children in the workplace. It represents the UN’s most comprehensive study of the issue, the ILO said.

The hidden nature of much child labour means accurate figures can be hard to obtain, but the report estimated that there are 218 million child labourers and some 100 million legally employed adolescents.

Some categories of child workers are considered most vulnerable, especially domestic workers, youth in the informal or ‘black’ economy, children in debt bondage and modern forms of slavery, such as human trafficking. Those children engaged in hazardous work, such as in mines, plantations or glass factories, must put up often with lax or non-existent health and safety regulations.

ILO Director-General Juan Somavia said vio lence is “a terrifying fact of daily life” for too many child labourers.

“Worldwide, violence at work is generally on the increase and violence against children and adolescents who work is endemic, and in some cases just ‘part of the job.’ This must stop,” he said.

The report recommended a comprehensive programme of measures to tackle the underlying economic and cultural causes of child labour and to promote education and alternate livelihoods, as well as social mobilization to change attitudes about violence against children in the workplace.

The International Programme on the Elimination of Child Labour (IPEC), the largest single operational programme of the ILO, spent more than $70 million on projects in 86 countries last year.

Fluoride in drinking water causing serious health problems, warns UN report

21 November - Excessive amounts of fluoride in drinking water are exposing millions of people around the world to risks ranging from often crippling skeletal problems to milder dental conditions, according to a report released today by the United Nations World Health Organization (WHO).

The report, issued in Geneva, finds that the widespread effects of fluoride in drinking water remain largely unrecognized and neglected, and that much of the suffering could easily be prevented.

Although fluoride is found in some concentration in all natural waters, bringing benefits for teeth, excessive concentrations in some areas can lead to debilitating health problems.

The report identified Africa, the eastern Mediterranean and South Asia as three regions where unusually elevated concentrations of fluoride are causing concern. One of the worst affected areas is an arc stretching from Turkey to China.

The effects can be devastating. In China, for example, at least 10 million people are estimated to suffer from skeletal fluorosis, when fluoride accumulates in the bones over many years and causes stiffness and joint pain and, in some cases, changes to bone structure, calcification of ligaments and crippling effects.

Clinical dental fluorosis, another by-product of elevated fluoride concentrations, is marked by stained and pitted teeth and, in the worst cases, by damage to the enamel of the teeth.

The report states that although removing excessive fluoride from drinking water can be difficult and expensive, there are alternative low-cost options available at a local level, such as the use of absorptive filters, bone charcoal or crushed clay pots.

UN hosts conference aimed at using information technology to boost development

21 November - Service-oriented information and communication technology (ICT), website evaluation, multilingual websites, accessibility and Internet broadcasting are all topics being discussed at the third annual Web for Development (Web4Dev) Conference being held at United Nations Headquarters in New York.

For development projects to have a truly global impact, the development community must learn to apply a market-based approach to its work, using ICT as leverage, Sarbuland Khan, Executive Coordinator of the Global Alliance for ICT and Development Secretariat, told the opening of the three-day event on Monday.

He challenged participants to use ICT to scale up the hundreds of thousands of development projects launched throughout the world in the past 60 years, so that the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) could be achieved by 2015.

Speaking to ICT managers, mostly affiliated with international development organizations, he stressed the importance of the entrepreneurial spirit of the private sector.

Rakesh Asthana, Senior Manager of the World Bank Information Solutions Group, said millions of people in the developing world had already succeeded in using ICT to generate additional income and improve their lives.

Citing examples, he pointed to young people in Kenya using the Web to sell shoes; Lake Victoria fishermen communicating with middlemen by cellular phone in organizing their sales; and midwives using personal digital assistants (PDAs) to retrieve information on immunization programmes.

The Bank was also one of the largest financiers of ICT for developing world private sectors, offering $6 billion in financing, he said, although cautioning that the jury was still out on the impact. The Bank is conducting research aimed at improving its effectiveness in that area, he added.

Ahmad Fawzi, Director of the News and Media Division in the UN Department of Public Information, billed Web4Dev, organized by the Department and the Global Alliance, as “an unprecedented opportunity to delve into the realm of ideas on the Web and cyberspace.”

Speaking on behalf of the Under-Secretary-General for Communications and Public Information, he said those in the nonprofit

and intergovernmental sectors would do well to learn from the private sector about ICT tools that could further the development process.

Tunisian Ambassador Ali Hachani, who is also President of the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC), said the Council

has long been interested in the nexus between information and communication technology and socio-economic development.

“Enhancing the impact of ICT on the Millennium Development Goals is an enormous challenge, requiring a global response,” he said.
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The following is a near-verbatim transcript of today’s noon briefing by Stéphane Dujarric, Spokesman for the Secretary-General, and Gail Bindley-Taylor Sainte, the Spokeswoman for the General Assembly President.

Briefing by the Spokesman for the Secretary-General
** Lebanon Statement
Good afternoon.  I will start off with a statement on behalf of the Secretary-General on the events that took place this morning in Lebanon.

“The Secretary-General was shocked to learn today of the assassination of Pierre Gemayel, the Minister of Industry of Lebanon and one of the leaders of the 14 March movement, who believed strongly in an independent, democratic and united Lebanon.  The Secretary-General strongly condemns this murder and extends his deepest sympathies to the family and to the Government of Lebanon.

“This cold-blooded murder was carried out one day after the Security Council considered the report on the establishment of the special tribunal for Lebanon.  The Secretary-General reiterates that such acts of terrorism undermine Lebanon’s stability, are unacceptable and have no place in a democratic and open society.  The perpetrators and instigators of today’s attack must be brought to justice to ensure an end to impunity.  The Secretary-General calls upon all parties to maintain national unity at this critical moment.”

And this statement is of course available upstairs.

** Lebanon
And also on the subject of Lebanon, out today is a document of the Secretary-General’s report on the establishment of a tribunal of an international character for Lebanon which we flagged for you earlier.  And that is out on the racks as I mentioned.

**Secretary-General Press Conference
Meanwhile, the Secretary-General is now on his way back to New York, after having completed a trip that took him to Turkey, Kenya, Ethiopia and Switzerland.

We expect him back at the office tomorrow, where he is expected to brief the Security Council at some point tomorrow, on his recent meeting in Addis Ababa on Darfur.  And we will let you know exactly at what time that will take place.

And prior to leaving Geneva, he held a wide-ranging press conference at the UN headquarters there.  On Darfur, he said that, while answers were still pending from Khartoum on some issues, the decisions taken at the recent meeting in Addis Ababa could be described as a “turning point”.

And in answer to a question on the new Human Rights Council and their current focus on the Israeli-Palestinian issue, the Secretary-General said that he had hoped that the Council members would have started by doing a peer review and examine their own human rights records first.  He added that, as it moves forward, he hopes the Council will look at other situations and not only concentrate on the Israeli-Palestinian issue.

He also spoke out on Iraq, nuclear non-proliferation and his own future after 1 January.  And the full transcript of the press conference should be available to you shortly.

**Security Council
And back here, the Council is meeting, met this morning rather, to adopt a resolution on Bosnia and Herzegovina, that is the Security Council of course, authorizing the extension for one year of the multinational stabilization force in that country, known as EUFOR.

Following that, the Council began a debate on the Middle East and that is part of its periodic debates on this issue.  Under-Secretary-General for Political Affairs, Ibrahim Gambari, in his briefing to the Council said that last month had brought an “alarming escalation in violence between Israelis and Palestinians” and -- because of the tragedy in Beit Hanoun -- would be remembered as a “dark hour in this very long conflict”.  Urging an end to the “legally and morally wrong” rocket attacks on Israel, as well as a more prudent and proportional response by Israel while defending its citizens, he said both Israelis and Palestinians should return to the political track rather than “continuing in a never-ending cycle of punishment and revenge”.  Gambari added that the Secretary-General fervently hopes that the Quartet will take concrete steps to promote a return to negotiations.

And on Lebanon, Mr. Gambari also added that the political and security situation continued to deteriorate, citing the assassination today of Pierre Gemayal, which I just mentioned, and what he termed the “threat of even greater violence looming over Lebanon's political horizon”.  And we have Gambari’s statement made available to you earlier today.

**Human Rights - Middle East
Also on the Middle East, High Commissioner for Human Rights Louise Arbour was in Israel today, as part of her Middle East visit.  First, she travelled to the southern Israeli town of Sderot, where she witnessed firsthand what the people there have been going through on an almost daily basis.  As she arrived, a Qassam rocket exploded a few hundred yards away from her.  Arbour, who went to the site of the impact, said she could understand the sense of vulnerability and despair of Sderot’s residents.

The High Commissioner recalled that one of her main areas of concern in the region was the protection of civilians, stressing that Governments had a duty to protect their people, although within the bounds of human rights law and international humanitarian law.

Later in the day, Arbour went onto Ramallah, where she met with Palestinian human rights defenders.  Among issues raised was the difficult situation caused by restrictions on movement, including the separation barrier, checkpoints and closures.  And on her way to Ramallah, she was able to see parts of the barrier herself.  Arbour’s visit continues tomorrow in her talks with Israeli officials, including some members of Israel’s Supreme Court.

** Nepal
And from Nepal, Ian Martin, the Secretary-General’s Personal Representative in that country for the Support of the Peace Process was present today at the signing in Kathmandu of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement, between the Seven-Party Alliance and the Communist Party of Nepal (Maoist).

In a statement, Martin congratulated both sides for their hard work in finalizing an agreement to end the conflict, calling it “entirely a Nepali achievement”.  “Today’s agreement”, Martin said, “promises to convert the ceasefire into long-term peace.”  And we have a full text of his statement upstairs.

** Sudan
Meanwhile from the Sudan, the UN Mission reports a continuing deterioration of the security situation in Darfur.  The Mission says fighting broke out yesterday between SLA rebels and the militia of an Arab tribe in two villages near the town of Saleah in South Darfur.  And as of early this morning, the Mission said the fighting was continuing sporadically.

Also near Saleah yesterday, unidentified armed men hijacked two vehicles belonging to an international NGO and a local organization.  And the hijacking occurred as NGO workers were completing an assessment mission in that area.  And no one was thankfully injured in the attack.

** Democratic Republic of the Congo
From the Democratic Republic of the Congo, the UN Mission in the DRC condemned today’s outburst of gun violence around the Supreme Court building in Kinshasa.  The Mission says the violence erupted between a squad of Congolese police and supporters of Vice-President Jean-Pierre Bemba, who had gathered to attend the first hearing into Bemba's appeal of the provisional results of the presidential election, which forecasted his defeat by the incumbent President Joseph Kabila.

The Mission says the Court building and a police vehicle were set on fire during the violence, prompting UN peacekeepers to shoot in the air to disperse the protesters and restore order.  And there were no immediate reports of casualties. 

** Somalia
And from Somalia, François Lonseny Fall, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Somalia, just completed a working visit to Somalia, said he has obtained firm commitment from Somalia’s transitional Government to resume the dialogue with the leaders of the Union of Islamist Courts, following the postponement of the third round of the Khartoum peace talks earlier this month.

In a press release today, Fall urged the international community to respond generously to the needs of the Somali communities affected by the devastating floods in recent weeks.  Fall said some 1.1 million people were in dire need of humanitarian assistance in southern Somalia alone.

** Kenya
And in a related note on the floods in the region, according to the World Food Programme, 100 tons of high energy biscuits were delivered to flood survivors in Kenya today and more assistance is expected to arrive within days.

In the same region, UNHCR, the UN’s refugee agency has begun an emergency airlift, which has delivered five planeloads of relief supplies since Sunday to thousands of refugees and surrounding communities.  UNHCR also had started a relocation movement to help survivors move away from flooded refugee camps to drier ground in Kenya. 

**Deputy Secretary-General in Barbados
And the Deputy Secretary-General today is on an official one-day visit to Barbados to address the African-Caribbean-Pacific-European Union Joint Parliamentary Assembly and he also plans to participate in various discussions, events on development and other related issues.

**AIDS Report
And last, and definitely not least, the UNAIDS/World Health Organization’s 2006 AIDS Epidemic Update was launched in Geneva earlier today.

According to the report, the global AIDS epidemic continues to grow and there is concerning evidence that some countries are seeing a resurgence in new HIV infection rates, which were previously stable or declining.  At the same time, however, declines in infection rates are being observed in some countries, as well as positive trends in young people's sexual behaviours.

According to the latest figures published today, nearly 40 million people are living with HIV.  There were more than 4 million new infections in 2006; 65 per cent of those occurred in sub-Saharan Africa.  And there were also significant increases in Eastern Europe and Central Asia, where infection rates have risen by more than 50 per cent since 2004. 

And Bunmi Makinwa, the Director of the UNAIDS Office here in New York, is in the front of the room and he will be able to answer some of your questions after the briefing, if you have any on this issue.  And the press release and the report are also available upstairs.

**Guest at Noon Tomorrow
Noeleen Heyzer, the Executive Director of the UN Development Fund for Women, known as UNIFEM, will be here at noon tomorrow to announce the grantees of the UN Trust Fund to End Violence against Women.  And on that note, Benny, I will take your question.

**Questions and Answers
Question:  The original resolution on the tribunal, for Lebanon, talked about the Hariri assassination and other political assassinations since.  Can you give us guidance as to whether this current assassination is covered under that?

Spokesman:  At this point, it’s a bit too early to tell.  I think we have to wait for the initial responses, the results of the initial inquiry by the Lebanese authorities themselves, to be able to pronounce ourselves on this issue. 

Question:  Is Brammertz in town?

Spokesman:  As you well know, we do not discuss Mr. Brammertz’s movements for obvious reasons.

Question:  There are now in Somalia…Reuters and AFP have both reported that Ethiopian troops and the Union of Islamic Courts are fighting and shooting it out.  So I’m wondering if the UN, if Mr. Fall who was just in Baidoa, or the UN system has anything to say about whether there is an outbreak of war in the Horn of Africa?

Spokesman:  Well, as you put it, I think the Secretary-General called on all parties concerned to stop shooting it out, as you put it.  He spoke, I think, very clearly on that during his press conference in Nairobi, where he urged all parties to put their difference aside and resume the discussions.  And he also clearly called on the international community to assist Somalia.  And that would go through asking neighbouring countries not to rush in troops or support one movement over another.  I think there’s enough violence and enough guns in Somalia as it is.  What we need to support is the resumption of the discussions between the Islamic Court and the transitional Government.

Question:  And the Monitoring Group.  When are they going to get back to the Council?

Spokesman:  The Monitoring Group, if I recall, has another meeting with the Security Council Sanctions Committee this afternoon somewhere in this building.

Question:  I know that you said you can’t say where Brammertz is.  But do you know if he had any contact with the Lebanese Government in regard to this new investigation about the Gemayel assassination?

Spokesman:  You know, I think this investigation…this cold-blooded murder took place just a few hours ago.  As I said, we’re trying to get more information.  I can’t speak to whether or not Mr. Brammertz had any contact with the Lebanese.

Question:  Is Mr. Ibrahima Fall coming to talk with us?

Spokesman:  You know, I will have to check.  If he can’t come here, maybe we can try to arrange some one on one, or just a smaller group interview.

Question:  Speaking of Somalia, has there been any investigation since those first reporting of 720 Somali soldiers in Lebanon by UNIFIL, whether [inaudible]?  We asked that last week.

Spokesman:  I understand.  UNIFIL is going about its mandate, which is supporting the Lebanese armed forces in securing and creating a weapons-free zone in Lebanon between the Litani and the Blue Line.  If they have anything to report on groups of Somalis in that area, we will flag that for you.

Question:  But it is part of their mandate isn’t it to [inaudible]…foreign troops…?

Spokesman:  It is not their mandate to investigate the reports of the Security Council’s Sanctions Committee.  It is their mandate to do their utmost to support the Lebanese armed forces in securing southern Lebanon and creating a weapons-free zone there and in that sense they…

Question:  [Inaudible]

Spokesman:  …and that’s exactly that.  And they are assisting the Lebanon armed forces in that regard.  As I mentioned to you yesterday, they had secured a number of weapons caches and they are continuing to go about their work.

Question:  I’m just wondering, in Ivory Coast there’s a demonstration about the ongoing toxic waste scandal and the crowd was tear-gassed.  So whether Mr. Schori or Mr. Stoudmann or the Secretariat, has anyone said anything about that?

Spokesman:  I can check.  I have not heard anything from Côte d’Ivoire today.

Question:  Also, this is kind of open-ended.  In the basement today, UNMOVIC [United Nations Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission]…  I sort of stumbled on it.  I wasn’t really aware…what’s the current mandate?

Spokesman:  They’re still around, if that’s the question.

Question:  [Inaudible] I tried to go in.  It’s a closed meeting.  Can you articulate what they’re about?

Spokesman:  Their mandate is given by the Security Council and it’s up to the Security Council to decide on the fate of UNMOVIC.  And as for their activities, they put out quarterly reports, which are public documents, which would explain to you exactly what they are doing.

Question:  [Inaudible]

Spokesman:  On that statement, thank you Benny.  If there are no more questions, I will leave it to Gail to brief you on behalf of the General Assembly and please remember our guest from UNAIDS is here if you have any questions afterwards.  Thank you.

Briefing by the Spokeswoman for the President of the General Assembly 
Good afternoon everyone.

The President of the General Assembly, Sheikha Haya Rashed Al Khalifa, this morning, giving the keynote address to a packed-to-capacity forum on General Assembly and Non-Governmental Organization Relations, told the civil society participants that they were indispensable partners in delivering services to the poor, catalyzing action within countries and holding leaders accountable for their commitments.  She highlighted the valuable contributions made by civil society organizations to the UN’s reform agenda particularly on gender equality.

In addition, she said it was not a coincidence that the recent High-Level Panel Report on System-Wide Coherence has recommended increasing the capacity of the UN to promote partnerships between the Organization, Governments, civil society and the private sector, in order to achieve shared development goals in each member country.  She stressed that, in addition to strengthening the relationship between the UN and civil society on the ground, it was also critical to ensure that civil society has a stronger voice both at a regional level and at Headquarters.  She flagged the series of thematic debates she intends to hold on development, gender and dialogue among civilizations during the sixty-first session of the Assembly, in which she planned to have both civil society and private sector participation.  She expressed her hope for active participation by civil society organizations, noting “we must continue to create an atmosphere that can build effective partnerships towards achieving our shared goals.”  

The meeting also heard important contributions from His Excellency Johan Løvald, the Permanent Representative of Norway to the United Nations, who talked about progress made, particularly initiatives undertaken under the leadership of the sixtieth President of the General Assembly, to clarify and elaborate on the relationships between NGOs and Member States.  Ms. Jackie Shapiro, Vice-President of the Conference on Non-Governmental Organizations in consultative relationship with the Economic and Social Council, was among the NGO representatives addressing the meeting.  Ms. Shapiro, in her presentation, called for the setting up of a United Nations Trust Fund to allow for greater participation of southern non-governmental organizations in the work of the United Nations, in particular NGOs from Africa.  She also recommended regular consultation and briefings by the President of the General Assembly and Co-Chairs and Committee Chairs of the Assembly.  The meeting will end at 1 p.m. today, following an interactive discussion among participants.

In news of the Committees -- the Third, Fourth and Sixth Committees are hoping to wrap up their deliberations today.  The Third Committee will take action on most of the pending draft resolutions before it while the Fourth Committee will act on ten resolutions on Israeli practices. 

The General Committee on Monday also recommended to the General Assembly that it make room in its schedule to include the agenda item “Human rights questions, including alternative approaches for improving the effective enjoyment of human rights and fundamental freedoms”.  It further decided that the plenary should, at the same time, take action on the draft Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities during the main part of the current session.  The request for inclusion of the item, previously allocated to the Third Committee, came from the Chair of the Ad Hoc Committee on Disabilities in a letter addressed to the President of the General Assembly.  The Ad Hoc Committee is aiming to finalize its work this month, when it adopts its report, after which it hopes the Assembly will take action.

**Questions and Answers
That’s my report for today and if you have any questions, I’ll answer them.  I know I have a pending question for you (Matthew) and I think one was for someone else, whom I don’t remember.  On your question on what’s happening with the resolution…it wasn’t on disabilities, remind me.

Question:  It’s the resolution on indigenous people.

Spokeswoman:  Indigenous people.  That is still being negotiated at this point in time.  If the negotiations are concluded, then we will see whether any action is taken today.  But as I understand it, negotiations are still ongoing.

Question:  But it could be put on the agenda for today… I’m just wondering.

Spokeswoman:  I am not sure.  I wouldn’t like to say categorically yes, because I know for a fact that consultations are still going on.  I didn’t mention the Second Committee, because there are a number of informal consultations going on in the Second Committee.  The Fifth Committee continues with its scheduled programme of work.  Both Committees are not expected to finish their work much before the middle of December.

I think Benny had asked me about a resolution and he isn’t here; so let him know that I have the information for him.  Thank you.

* *** *
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