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BuaNews (Tshwane):South Africa: Minister Calls on Environmental Project Funder to Look at Small, Vulnerable Countries

August 31, 2006

Posted to the web August 31, 2006

Finance Minister Trevor Manuel has called for the Global Environment Facility (GEF) to develop a "vulnerability index" to facilitate the flow of development finance to those countries vulnerable to climate change and other factors.

The GEF, the largest funder in the world of projects to improve the global environment through sustainable development initiatives, is wrapping up its assembly here on Thursday after having grown its membership to 178 countries.

Mr Manuel, who showed a consistent presence at the assembly, as well as chaired a number of sessions, told reporters on Wednesday in the presence of GEF chief executive Monique Barbut and officials of the institution's implementing agencies, that it needed to "define an agenda for reform".

Pointing out that the record US 3.13 billion Dollars pledged by 32 donors to replenish the institution's coffers "does not go very far" when considering pressing global environmental and developing country concerns within the context of changing climates, the minister said that "many delegates are concerned at the lack of transparency and certainty" regarding the allocation of these funds.

Echoing the same sentiments, Environmental Affairs and Tourism Minister Marthinus van Schalkwyk said "concerns have been raised regarding the adequacy of GEF resources to address the massive global and environmental concerns that have persisted and in some cases deteriorated since the last [GEF] assembly in 2002".

Dissatisfaction, he said, was expressed by delegates at the "lack of equity" in the GEF's Resource Allocation Framework and at the relevance of indicators used to determine country allocations for project financing.

Achim Steiner of the UN Environment Programme agreed that the US 3.13 billion Dollars was "far from being enough and in terms of the scale of the challenge of those who have borne a key responsibility for climate change to have occurred this is simply not enough to help others cope with change".

GEF chief executive Monique Barbut, describing the GEF as a hybrid between the United Nations and the World Bank, said its biggest advantage was that it had predictable resources for a period of four years.

She however conceded that an "inconvenience" was that some countries were more equal than others, adding that compromises were being sought to address these concerns.

The biggest recipient of GEF funds over the next four years is China, said Ms Barbut, adding that these funds would assist the massive nation whose economic growth had been accelerating rapidly for more than 10 years.

Funds to China would be focused on adapting to and mitigating climate change, while Brazil, with its diminishing rainforests, would also be a large recipient of funds aimed at maintaining its biodiversity.

Mr Manuel said the systems and processes of the GEF needed some scrutiny, pointing out that around US 400 million Dollars remained unspent from the previous replenishment and this needed to be looked at, adding that a number of participants had called for a "vulnerability index - without ever creating an entitlement".

Such an index would allow for "a measurable", he said, to assess the extent of need from the most vulnerable countries, some of whom were not as high up as they could be on the recipient list of the GEF.

He mentioned in particular those countries for whom desertification and land degradation was a big issue, and who looked to the UN Convention to Combat Desertification for assistance.

Appeals were made at the assembly for this convention to be made an instrument of the GEF as it went about allocating funds for environmentally sustainable projects and to assist countries in adapting to the effects of climate change.

There was a need to finance this convention adequately, he said, while looking also at the vulnerability of small island developing states.

Many small island states - such as those in the south Pacific and the Caribbean - are facing the potentially devastating impact of rising sea levels, which not only diminished their available land mass for agriculture but also destroyed fresh water infrastructure along with other devastating results.

____________________________________________________________________

News Blaze:U.S. Agencies Hold Geospatial Training Workshop in Jordan

50 Mideast policy, technical experts applied geoinformation to urban issues

(Also in Washington File)

31 August 2006
A public-private partnership of U.S. government agencies and private organizations is helping urban planners, policy-makers and technical experts in North Africa and the Middle East put geospatial tools to work on issues affecting their growing cities.

The U.S. Department of State, the U.S. Agency for International Development and the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development joined with private-sector organizations to hold a five-day workshop on geospatial information - the location of and relationships among geographical features - in Amman, Jordan, July 16-20.

Participating organizations were the International City/County Management Association (ICMA International), the Environmental Systems Research Institute and Trimble Navigation.

Fifty attendees and presenters came from Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Libya, Morocco, Tunisia, the United Arab Emirates, West Bank/Gaza and Yemen to discuss how geospatial tools are used to address urban issues such as water quality, sanitation and waste disposal, infrastructure, housing, public safety, transportation, energy efficiency and health care.

Policy-makers and technical planning and computer experts were invited, and the technical attendees received training in the use of geographic information systems (GIS) and the Global Positioning System (GPS).

"What this project does," said Fernando Echavarria of the Space and Advanced Technology Office, State Department Bureau of Oceans and International Environmental and Scientific Affairs, "is improve, use and harness new information technologies that weren't available five or 10 years ago, to help policy-makers make better use of their limited resources."

At the meeting, the Abu Dhabi Environmental Agency, the Arab Town Organization, the U.N. Human Settlements Programme (U.N. Habitat), the Greater Amman Municipality and others offered to support a Middle East-North Africa regionwide network of professionals in municipalities and agencies involved in using geoinformation for sustainable cities.

EARTH AND SKY

Collecting and using geospatial information involves people, satellites, computers, special hardware and software, and training. Systems and technologies critical for collecting and applying such information include remote sensing technology, the GPS and GIS.

Remote sensing is defined as collecting information about an object without being in physical contact with it. Satellites are common platforms for remote-sensing observations and have been used for that purpose since the early days of space flight.

Satellite sensors acquire images of the Earth and transmit the data to ground receiving stations worldwide. When the raw images are processed and analyzed, they can document changing environmental conditions like pollution, global climate change, natural resource management, urban growth and more.

GPS, which began as a U.S. military research project in the 1960s and 1970s and became fully operational in 1995, has several elements: 24 satellites in Earth orbit with atomic clocks aboard, ground stations that control the system and receivers for users. Anyone with a GPS receiver freely can use the system.

GPS satellites transmit signals to equipment on the ground. GPS receivers need a clear view of the sky, so current technology is used mainly outside. Ground stations precisely track each satellite's orbit.

GPS is used in everything from cars, boats and airplanes to cell phones, wristwatches and computers. It is used in navigation, farming, mining, construction, surveying, taxicab operations, package delivery and science and technology applications.

A GIS is a computer application used to store, view and analyze geographical information, especially maps.

In such digital maps, satellite, aerial photography and other data representing an area's attributes and characteristics can be arranged in layers. GIS applications include hazard detection, exploration, demographics, dispatching, tracking and map-making.

GEOINFORMATION FOR SUSTAINABLE CITIES

Fifty attendees and presenters came from Egypt, Jordan, Kuwait, Morocco, Tunisia, the United Arab Emirates, West Bank/Gaza and Yemen to discuss how geospatial tools are used to address urban issues such as water quality, sanitation and waste disposal, infrastructure, housing, public safety, transportation, energy efficiency and health care.

Fifty participants came to the the five-day workshop. (USAID photo) Workshop participants and speakers included two deputy ministers in the government of Jordan, the former mayor of Kuwait City, the current mayor of Marrakech, Morocco, seven experts from different ministries in Libya, leaders from the Arab Town Organization, experts from U.N. Habitat and more than 15 female professionals.

The meeting focus was harnessing geospatial technologies to enhance decision-making for managers and policy-makers who work on urban issues.

A critical issue in North Africa and the Middle East is water. In a GIS system, Echavarria said, a range of data can be layered onto electronic maps. The first layer of data might be the geographic locations of all a country's water resources - rivers, lakes, reservoirs, water catchment areas, aquifers and associated ecosystems.

A second layer of information might be the locations of water-rich and -poor cities and provinces in the country. Comparing the two would provide valuable information about a nation's water transport needs, and many other layers of data could be added.

During the meeting, a representative of the Water Authority of Jordan, from the Ministry of Water and Irrigation, demonstrated Amman's implementation of a GIS system for the water distribution primary system and the water distribution network.

The system includes a GIS-based customer complaint system, GIS analysis for prioritizing rehabilitation for water pipes and infrastructure, and managing water bill collection routes using GIS and GIS-based cartography.

The system uses satellite imagery overlaid with water customer information, and GPS is used to map water distribution facilities.

"It's not that GIS is going to be able to give you more water, "Echavarria said, "but it's going to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of managing the water you have and provide for the basic needs of the population."

IMPLEMENTING GPS/GIS

Implementing geospatial information takes more than technology, Echavarria said. Policy-makers must be made to understand the value and benefits of geospatial information, so they will fund and support the technology and the training required to put such systems to work.

Technologically, he added, what is needed is access to computers, access to the Internet (if possible), GPS/GIS software and training.

Satellite imagery is available at no charge from a growing number of governments and organizations, including the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) and the U.N. Food and Agriculture Organization and the U.N. Environment Programme (UNEP).

In 2001, for example, NASA and the USGS agreed to give the international community, through UNEP, the global Landsat dataset - satellite images of the entire planet - for 1992 and 2000.

Landsat datasets have shown the extent of illegal logging in southeast Asia, urban sprawl in the United States, habitat loss in sub-Saharan Africa, diminishing marshlands in Mesopotamia and much more.

But geospatial mapping of individual city waterlines, housing, population density, transportation hubs, utilities and other factors is up to the city itself, or the national government.

"Just as nations have infrastructure for transportation, health care, education and energy," Echavarria said, "governments need an information infrastructure at their disposal to make better decisions."

In the United States, he said, there is a mechanism among federal agencies to coordinate the building and sharing of the spatial data infrastructure, and to promote the distribution, dissemination and sharing of geospatial data.

A building of geospatial capacity "is happening slowly in the Middle East," he said. "But this requires a certain level of institutional commitment, and it's just beginning to happen."

Source: U.S. Department of State

judythpiazza@gmail.com
________________________________________________________________________

Environmental Finance: Electronics firms rubbished over waste policies

London, 31 August: Electronic goods manufacturers have scored poorly in an analysis of their chemicals and recycling policies, carried out by Greenpeace.

The environmental NGO examined the world's top seven manufacturers of personal computers and mobile telephones, to see which were doing the most to remove toxic chemicals from their products and manufacturing processes and which had good recycling programmes in place.

It reported that the sector scored an average of 4/10, with Nokia and Dell topping the rankings with 7/10 scores. Lenovo and Motorola languished at the bottom with scores of less than 2/10.

Greenpeace said the rankings were important because the quantity of electronic waste is growing every day and it often ends up dumped in the developing world.

The NGO has been engaging with electronics firms for the past two years, as part of a campaign to 'green' electronic products. This particular analysis focused on PCs and mobile phones, as they are the most rapidly-produced and most-discarded electronic items, according to Zeina Alhajj, campaign coordinator for Greenpeace International.

She noted a general lack of data on how much electronic waste is produced. Last year, the UN Environment Programme said between 20 million and 50 million tonnes of electronics waste was being disposed of annually. "This is a huge error margin," said Alhajj.

The manufacturers themselves also had little knowledge of the subject. "HP was the only company that came out with a percentage figure for how much waste it was taking back – it was 10% of what they were putting into the market," said Alhajj.

She also observed inconsistencies on policy within these global corporations. "What we have seen missing from all companies is a true global implementation of corporate responsibility statements," she said.

_____________________________________________________________________

Independent on Oline: GEF event a success, says Schalkwyk

August 31 2006 at 12:47PM

They came, they saw, they discussed and they spent - and South Africa has again proved that it can successfully host a major international event.

This was the government's assessment at the end of the four-day Third Assembly of the Global Environment Facility (GEF) in Cape Town on Wednesday.

Almost 2 000 people from 130 national delegations, including 56 government ministers, agencies, non-government organisations and the media, attended the assembly.

They are estimated to have spent R16,3-million while they were here, Environment Minister Marthinus van Schalkwyk told a media conference at the end of the event.

The 178-member GEF is an international trust fund that administers a $3,13-billion (about R22-billion) allocations budget over a four-year cycle for environmental projects around the world.

It has three implementing agencies - the World Bank, UN Environment Programme and UN Development Programme - and makes grants in six focal areas: biological diversity, climate change, international waters, land degradation, ozone layer depletion, and persistent organic pollutants.

Van Schalkwyk said the assembly had achieved progress in increased political support for issues that were important for developing countries in general and for Africa in particular.

There had also been increased "South-South" co-operation (between developing nations) in the GEF, with Nigeria, India and China joining South Africa in assuming leadership roles.

"We are pleased that issues highlighted in the South African statement were given prominence in other national statements and during the plenary," he said.

"GEF is an important institution and we intend to continue working together as they address the serious concerns raised (here)."

South Africa was putting GEF funds "to good use" in several projects, Van Schalkwyk added.

These include $15m (About R105-million) for the Maluti-Drakensberg Transfrontier Conservation Area, $11m (about R77 million) for the Cape Floral Kingdom, $2,2m (about R15 million) for the Wind Energy Programme, $6m (about R42 million) for the Renewable Energy Market Transformation, and $5,8m (about R40 million) for the Greater Addo Elephant National Park project.

Finance Minister Trevor Manuel, who chaired the plenary sessions, said the issue of the latest replenishment amount of $3,13bn about R22-billion) for the GEF by 32 donor nations was raised by several delegates. Although a "wonderful" sum, this did not actually go very far.

Another concern was that $400m (about R2 822 million) from the previous four-year replenishment cycle was unspent.

___________________________________________________________________________
Médiaterre.org: L’autorisation de survols de la marée noire ouvre la voie à une prise d'action onusienne pour sauver la côte libanaise 

 31 August 2006

Des survols aériens de la côte libanaise seront bientôt organisés, compte tenu des assurances qui ont été données aujourd’hui par les autorités israéliennes au directeur du Programme des Nations Unies pour l’environnement.

La semaine dernière les Nations Unies, les ministres de l’environnement des pays riverains et des experts réunis à Athènes, Grèce, ont adopté un plan d'action de 50 millions d'euros pour lutter contre la marée noire.

Les survols, de préférence par hélicoptères, sinon par avion, font partie des recommandations faites à la conclusion de cette conférence internationale et ont pour but d’évaluer les quantités de fuel encore en mer afin de déterminer avec précision les étapes suivantes des opérations de nettoyage.

Une surveillance aérienne systématique et généralisée des côtes a jusqu’ici été impossible à cause de la situation situation au Liban.

Vendredi dernier, Achim Steiner, le Directeur exécutif du PNUE, a écrit au Ministre israélien de l’environnement, Gideon Ezra, demandant au Gouvernement israélien d’assurer le libre passage des vols.

Le ministre a aujourd’hui donné ces assurances, ce qui facilitera également l’envoi de matériel de nettoyage permettant de contenir la marée noire et de réhabiliter les côtes libanaises.

On estime qu’entre 10.000 et 15.000 tonnes de fuel ont été déversés suite à un raid israélien contre une centrale électrique au Sud du Liban entre le 13 et le 15 juillet. La marée noire s’étend aujourd’hui sur près de 150 kilomètres de côtes libanaises.

Monsieur Steiner a déclaré aujourd’hui: “Je voudrais reconnaître la réponse des autorités israéliennes qui donnent le libre passage aux survols aériens de surveillance. Il est indispensable que ces vols puissent déterminer l’étendue de la marée noire et établir ainsi les mécanismes appropriés de nettoyage”.

Des modules informatiques montrent qu’une certaine quantité de fuel s’est déjà évaporée mais que le littoral reste pollué. Les experts restent toutefois incertains quant à l’étendue de la marée noire et c’est la raison pour laquelle les survols aériens sont une priorité.

Mr Steiner a dit que l’UNE,- qui coopère avec les agences de l’ONU telles que l’Organisation Maritime Internationale (OMI), des gouvernements y compris celui du Liban, la Commission Européenne et des organisations non gouvernementales—demandera à son Unité conjointe de coordonner les opérations de survol et d’identifier un hélicoptère ou un avion approprié.

L’Unité conjointe est composée d’une équipe de partenaires dont le Centre régional pour l’intervention d’urgence contre la pollution, qui opère dors et déjà du Liban. Cette unité est dirigée par le PNUE et le Bureau de la coordination des affaires humanitaires.

Notes de l’Editeur

La nécessité des survols aériens a été identifie dans le Plan d’Action de l’Assistance Internationale, établi et approuvé à Athènes, Grèce, le 17 août 2006.

Il a été élaboré par le Groupe de travail des Experts sur le Liban et supervisé par le Centre régional méditerranéen pour l’intervention d’urgence contre (REMPEC).

Les membres sont: l’Unité environnementale conjointe du PNUE et du Bureau de la coordination des affaires humanitaires, le Centre d’information et de suivi de la Commission Européenne, la International Tanker Owner Petroleum Federation, le Programme des Nations Unies pour le développement, l’ICRAM- Istituto Centrale per la Ricerca Scientifica e Tecnologica Applicata al Mare; le Centre océanographique de l’Université de Chypre et CEDRE- le Centre de documentation, de recherche et d’expérimentations sur les pollutions accidentelles des eaux.

____________________________________________________________________

Mediaterre.org: Concours international de peinture d’enfants sur l’environnement

16ème Concours international de peinture d’enfants sur l’environnement

Le changement climatique représente un des défis majeurs de notre temps. Des événements récents ont démontré irréfutablement notre vulnérabilité croissante face à l’évolution du climat. L’impact du changement climatique se fait sentir à des niveaux aussi divers que l’agriculture (compromettant ainsi davantage la sécurité alimentaire), l’élévation du niveau de la mer, l’érosion accélérée des zones côtières, l’intensité croissante des catastrophes naturelles, la disparition accélérée des espèces et la propagation de maladies à vecteurs.

En lançant le 16ème Concours international de peinture d’enfants sur l’environnement, le Programme des Nations Unies pour l’environnement (PNUE), en collaboration avec la Fondation pour la paix mondiale et l’environnement (Japon), le groupe Bayer et la Nikon Corporation, invite les enfants du monde entier à exprimer en peinture leurs impressions du changement climatique.

Le Concours a lieu chaque année depuis 1990 et a, à ce jour, reçu près de 200.000 œuvres d’enfants de plus d’une centaine de pays.

____________________________________________________________________________
El Carabobeno: Cambio climático amenaza a América Latina y el Caribe 
31 August 2006
Los cambios climáticos en América Latina y el Caribe y las catástrofes naturales que engendran se van a intensificar al punto de crear “una situación insoportable” si los gobiernos no actúan, según un reporte publicado este martes por un grupo de ONG. 

“Up in smoke? Latin America and the Caribbean” (“¿Esfumada? América Latina y el Caribe”) es el tercer reporte del Grupo de Trabajo sobre el Cambio Climático y el Desarrollo, que reúne los resultados del trabajo de una veintena de organizaciones no gubernamentales, entre las cuales se encuentran Greenpeace, El Fondo Mundial para la Naturaleza (WWF) y Pano. El reporte es publicado un año después del catastrófico paso del ciclón Katrina por el Golfo de México, que causó más de mil quinientas personas muertas sólo en Estados Unidos, y por lo menos tres veces más heridas o afectadas. 

El documento confirma la presunción que han tenido muchos de los habitantes del trópico americano: Las temperaturas y las precipitaciones están cambiando en la región, se vuelven menos previsibles y con frecuencia más extremas. 

Este informe cita con particular énfasis la mayor intensidad de huracanes y tormentas tropicales en el Caribe, el deshielo de glaciares en Colombia, los fríos extremos en los Andes e, inversamente, la sequía en la cuenca del Amazonas en 2005, probablemente la peor que haya conocido la región. 

Estas situaciones están alterando actualmente los sistemas hídricos de la región, con consecuencias importantes en lo referente a actividades como la pesca y agricultura, pero también en la disponibilidad de agua para consumo humano, según agrega el director del Programa de las Naciones Unidas para el Medio Ambiente (Pnuma) en Latinoamérica, Ricardo Sánchez. 

Lo que podría venir 

El grupo de trabajo de las ONG anticipa mayores impactos sobre la agricultura, la pesca, los corales, el turismo y el acceso al agua potable en los países de la región. 

Enfermedades como la malaria, el dengue y el cólera podrían también proliferar debido a los cambios climáticos, ya que éstos propician condiciones adecuadas para la reproducción de los insectos transmisores de estas enfermedades. 

El funcionario del Pnuma advirtió que el efecto invernadero creará un problema de inseguridad alimentaria en el continente, que podría incidir de manera negativa en la economía de esos países. 

Además, se debe tomar en cuenta que el aumento en la población mundial traerá como consecuencia una crisis energética, que a su vez redundará en una presión para que productos como el maíz, trigo y la caña de azúcar sean utilizados para la elaboración de combustibles. Se espera que la cantidad de habitantes del planeta se duplique para 2050.(AP) 
_____________________________________________________________________________

Reason Online: Biotech Forests - Menace or Salvation for Wild Forests? 
1 September 2006
Ronald Bailey 

Last March, activists at the 8th Conference of the Parties (COP-8) for the Convention on Biological Diversity meeting in Curitiba, Brazil called for a global moratorium on genetically modified trees (GM trees). The activists claimed that genetically enhanced trees could harm the environment and the livelihoods of indigenous and local communities. In response, the COP-8 passed a resolution recommending the CBD signatories "take a precautionary approach when addressing the issue of genetically modified trees." The precautionary approach "recognizes that the absence of full scientific certainty shall not be used as a reason for postponing decisions where there is a risk of serious or irreversible harm." In general, it is chiefly decisions that would permit the deployment of new technologies that the precautionary approach postpones. We shall see that this line of attack cuts both ways when considering the effects of genetically enhanced trees. 

In response to the COP-8 resolution, the United Nations Environment Programme is considering a global moratorium on the planting of genetically modified trees. UNEP is accepting comments on the proposed moratorium until September 1. 

Are GM trees a danger to the natural environment? Opponents claim that the potential effects of GM trees include the contamination of native forests, the destruction of biodiversity and wildlife, loss of fresh water, the collapse native forest ecosystems, and cultural destruction of forest based traditional communities and severe human health impacts. 

What biotech opponents mean by "contamination" is that GM trees could interbreed with conventional trees passing along their modified traits. That could happen, but is that a real threat to native forests? For example, one of the traits that biotechnologists have modified is boosting soft cellulose and reducing tough lignin fiber in wood. Such trees are easier to turn into paper and produce much less waste. However, trees with this bioengineered trait would have great difficulty surviving in the wild, so it is very unlikely to spread to native trees. Oregon State University forestry professor Steven Strauss dismisses activist concerns over GM trees somehow wiping out wild forests as "sheer nonsense." As for destroying biodiversity and wildlife, GM trees are much more likely to help than to harm. How? By boosting the productivity of tree plantations. 

Opponents dismiss tree plantations as "green deserts" devoid of the natural biodiversity of wild forests. Actually, tree plantations do harbor a lot of wild species, but even if they didn't they would still offer significant environmental benefits. Right now about one-third of the world's industrial wood comes from tree plantations and if it could all come from tree plantations that would dramatically relieve pressure to harvest natural forests. An Israeli biotech company claims to have been able to engineer eucalyptus trees that grow four times faster than conventional trees. The modified trees are being field tested by a major Brazilian forestry company. If it works, this means that more trees can be grown on less land. 

In fact, Roger Sedjo, a senior fellow at Resources from the Future notes that "all of the world’s timber production could potentially be produced on an area roughly five to ten percent of the total forest today." Sedjo points out that this would mean that "more of the earth’s forests could remain in their natural states, thereby maintaining continuous habitat for biodiversity conservation." It's hard to see what could be more eco-friendly than saving natural forests from loggers' axes. 

What about the claim that biotech trees would harm indigenous and local communities? Again, to the extent that indigenous communities are directly dependent on native forest products and species for their livelihoods, reducing commercial pressure to cut down those forests will protect their traditional ways of life. Another concern is that forestry corporations in cahoots with developing country governments will expand tree plantations onto indigenous lands. Surely the better and more direct solution to problems caused by defective land tenure is to give indigenous people strong property rights to their land rather than banning biotech trees. 

Biotechnology can also help protect and restore tree species that are threatened by pests and disease. For example, the American chestnut was devastated by an introduced fungal disease that killed more the 3.5 billion trees in the first half of the 20th century. These majestic trees could reach 100 feet in height and five feet in diameter. The chestnut had been the dominant hardwood species throughout the Appalachian Mountains. An enterprising squirrel, we are told, could travel from Maine to Georgia without touching the ground through the interlinked branches of chestnut trees. Now scientists at the University of Georgia and the State University of New York are investigating ways to insert blight-resistance genes into American chestnut artificial seed embryos. Thanks to biotechnology, the American chestnut could be restored later this century to the forests from which it has been missing for nearly two generations. 

Looking at current silvicultural practices can also help clarify the benefits and risks involved with GM trees. “Many ecological criticisms of GM trees appear to be overstated,” concludes a recent study by silviculturalists at Oregon State University. “The ecological issues expected from the use of GM poplars appear similar in scope to those managed routinely during conventional plantation culture, which includes the use of exotic and hybrid genotypes, short rotations, intensive weed control, fertilization and density control.” 

For example, choosing to plant a conventional poplar or a poplar genetically modified to produce less lignin will have far fewer ecological effects than choosing between planting a poplar, modified or not, and a conifer species. “The specific changes in wood chemistry imparted by GM will be orders of magnitude less than the vast number of new chemicals that distinguish a pine from an aspen,” notes the Oregon State study. 

Some activists are not content to campaign for moratoriums backed by the United Nations. In 2001, the activists from the radical Environmental Liberation Front destroyed genetically modified trees at the University of Washington-Seattle and a poplar farm in Oregon.

Recall that under the precautionary approach favored by anti-biotech activists the absence of full scientific certainty shall not be used as a reason for postponing decisions where there is a risk of serious or irreversible harm. By opposing biotech trees, it seems that the activists have gotten it backward. The risks to the environment, specifically to wild forests, are far too great to postpone further research and development of genetically enhanced trees. The only sensible conclusion is that imposing a United Nations' moratorium on GM trees risks serious and irreversible harm to the earth's wild forests. 

Other Environment News

BBC: Storm warning as Ernesto returns 
31 August 2006
Towns in North and South Carolina are bracing themselves for the arrival of Tropical Storm Ernesto which is again threatening the US east coast. 
Ernesto has regained strength over the Atlantic and could hit hurricane levels before making landfall in coming hours, the National Hurricane Center said. 

Forecaster issued an alert from South Santee River in South Carolina to Cape Lookout in North Carolina. 

There are warnings of heavy rains and sea surges along the coast. 

The storm is expected to hit the Carolinas later on Thursday and isolated tornadoes are also possible over eastern Northern Carolina, the NHC has warned. 

"Ernesto could strengthen a little more and reach the coast as a hurricane," forecasters said in a statement. 

'First hurricane' 
At 1400 (1800 GMT), Ernesto was located about 290 km (180 miles) south-southwest of Wilmington, North Carolina, the hurricane center said, heading toward the north at about 27 km/h (17mph). 

One hundred and fifty National Guard soldiers are standing by in North Carolina and a further 240 in neighbouring South Carolina in case of flooding. 

On Wednesday Florida escaped major damage from the weakening storm. 

Tropical Storm Ernesto had begun intensifying after leaving Cuba and heading towards southern Florida, where forecasters predicted it could come ashore at hurricane strength, and authorities introduced a state of emergency. 

However, on Tuesday evening, the NHC changed its forecast. 

The storm made landfall about 60 miles (97km) south-west of Miami and was expected to move through the area as a weak tropical storm. 

Ernesto arrived at the Florida peninsula around 2330 local time (0330 GMT), coinciding with the first anniversary of Hurricane Katrina, which battered the US Gulf Coast and flooded most of New Orleans, killing 1,500 people. 

Nasa cancelled Tuesday's planned blast-off of the space shuttle Atlantis from the Kennedy Space Center on south-eastern Florida's Atlantic coast because of the storm. 

Ernesto was briefly the year's first hurricane on Sunday when its winds reached 75mph before it weakened over the mountains of Haiti. 

The storm killed at least two people in Haiti before striking Cuba, where it dropped up to 7in (18cm) of rain before fading into showers and thunderstorms. 

Many of the 600,000 Cubans who were evacuated before the storm returned home after Ernesto passed, and there were no initial reports of deaths or serious damage. 

Do you live in the region? How are you preparing for a possible hurricane? Send us your comments using the form below: 
If you have pictures or moving footage you can send them to yourpics@bbc.co.uk or text them to 07725 100 100 
_____________________________________________________________________

BBC: Ocean plankton absorb less CO2 

The amount of carbon absorbed by plant plankton in large segments of the Pacific Ocean is much less than previously estimated, researchers say. 
US scientists said the tiny ocean plants were absorbing up to two billion tonnes less CO2 because their growth was being limited by a lack of iron. 

Iron deposits provide nutrients for the microbes, which in turn grow by absorbing atmospheric carbon dioxide. 

The findings have been published in the science journal Nature. 

About 50 billion tonnes of carbon dioxide was estimated to be absorbed by the world's oceans, so the reduction could mean up to 4% less CO2 being sequestered than previously thought, the team of US researchers said. 

Phytoplankton (tiny plants) play a key role in the world's carbon cycle, as they are involved in about half the Earth's photosynthesis; along with zooplankton (tiny animals), they form the base of the whole ocean food web. 

Fluorescence fingerprint 
The paper's lead author Michael Behrenfeld, from Oregon State University, said that when stressed by a lack of iron, the phytoplankton created additional pigments that glowed green, unlike normal pigments. 

But satellite imagery used to monitor the oceans' plankton blooms could not distinguish the difference, he said: "That green colour was not an indication of health, it was an indication of stress from the lack of iron." 

Professor Behrenfeld and his colleagues examined 12 years of data gathered from 36,000 miles (57,900 km) of ship tracks through the tropical Pacific Ocean. 

This allowed them to establish a "fluorescence fingerprint" of what parts of the ocean were experiencing iron stress, as well as areas suffering from a lack of nitrogen - another key element for ocean productivity. 

Professor Behrenfeld said: "Nitrogen and phosphorus are nutrients that come up from the ocean bottom to feed the upper water column. 

"Iron, on the other hand, can come from the deep, but it also enters the ocean through dust deposited by the wind. Windstorms blowing sand and dust off large deserts are a major source of iron for the world's oceans," he added. 

The researchers identified three large areas of the Pacific where phytoplankton appeared to be suffering from a lack of iron - the southern ocean around Antarctica, the sub-arctic north below Alaska, and a vast area in the tropical Pacific centred on the equator. 

Many questions 
Professor Peter Burkill, from the National Oceanographic Centre, Southampton, UK, said the study was a welcome contribution to the growing understanding of the oceans' role in the global carbon cycle. 

"We use oceanographic research vessels but they are very limited in their operational capabilities and are also very costly. 

"So we are turning to other techniques, such as satellite imagery. These are not perfect but they do have the advantage of allowing us to look at great swaths of the oceans," he added. 

"Studies such as this help to calibrate these models but there are many other questions out there that still need to be answered, such as how the oceans' physics work and what happens to the carbon that is drawn down." 

Professor Behrenfeld has also been involved in previous experiments in which iron was added to the ocean in an attempt to boost productivity. 

The studies showed that it did boost phytoplankton growth, but it did not deliver the results that models had predicted. 

Professor Behrenfeld said introducing iron was complex: "When you first do it, there is an explosion of growth. 

"Then you add a bit more iron, and the phytoplankton respond a bit more," he said. "But at the same time you are promoting plankton growth, the grazers that feed on them come to life because they suddenly have a more abundant food supply." 

______________________________________________________________________

Reuters: Rich Nations' Greenhouse Gases Up, Despite Kyoto

NORWAY: September 1, 2006

OSLO - Industrialised nations' emissions of greenhouse gases edged up to the highest level in more than a decade in 2004 despite curbs meant to fight global warming, data compiled by Reuters showed on Thursday.

The figures, based on national submissions to the UN Climate Secretariat in Bonn, indicate many countries will have to do more to meet 2012 goals set by the UN's Kyoto Protocol for cutting emissions of gases from fossil fuels.

Emissions from 40 industrial nations climbed 1.6 percent overall to 17.8 billion tonnes of carbon dioxide -- mainly from power plants, factories and cars -- in 2004 from in 2003 even though oil prices were surging.

"We're not on track to solve climate change by any stretch of the imagination," said Alex Haxeltine, an expert at the University of East Anglia in England. Governments were doing little to plan for cuts in emissions beyond Kyoto, he added.

Most of the 2004 rise was caused by a 1.7 percent gain in emissions in the United States, the world's biggest source of greenhouse gases, to a record 7.07 billion tonnes. Emissions in the European Union and Canada also rose while Japan's dipped.

Most industrialised nations except the United States and Australia have ratified Kyoto, which obliges an overall cut in emissions of at least 5.2 percent below 1990 levels by 2008-12 with a shift to cleaner energies such as wind and solar power.

Kyoto is meant as a tiny first step by rich nations to slow global warming that many scientists say could spur more heatwaves, droughts, floods, more powerful storms and swamp coastal areas by melting ice sheets in Antarctica and Greenland.

The 2004 data, most of it previously published by governments but not yet verified by UN experts, indicate that emissions are creeping up after a fall since 1990 largely caused by the collapse of Soviet-era smokestack industries.

Overall emissions were 4.6 percent below 1990 levels in 2004, according to the data. Last October, the UN Climate Secretariat had said 2003 emissions were 5.9 percent below 1990.

TURKEY SKEWS

The addition of Turkey, where emissions are rising fast, to the group of countries submitting figures in 2004 also contributed to push up overall emissions. Even without Turkey, emissions in 2004 were the highest since the early 1990s.

They were 5.3 percent below 1990 levels in 1992 and 4.0 percent below in 1991. Emissions sank to almost 8 percent below 1990 levels in the mid-1990s, making some nations wrongly believe Kyoto was easily within reach.

And the overall figures are almost certainly underestimates because Russia has not reported emissions since 1999. Since then the UN Climate Secretariat has simply rolled over the 1999 data, when Russia's emissions were 39 percent below 1990 levels.

"I think there has been an increase again in Russia because of strong economic growth," said Arild Moe, an expert on Russia and climate change at the Fridtjof Nansen Institute in Oslo.

And the data do not include emissions in the Third World -- not covered by Kyoto. Fast-growing China and India were the world's second and fifth biggest sources of greenhouse gases in 2000, according to UN data.

US President George W. Bush pulled out of Kyoto in 2001, arguing that it would harm the US economy and wrongly excluded developing nations from targets to 2012. His goal is to restrain the growth of greenhouse gas emissions.

Story by Alister Doyle, Environment Correspondent

______________________________________________________________________

Environment News Service: Poachers Slaughter 100 Elephants in Chad

WASHINGTON, DC, August 31, 2006 (ENS) - One hundred elephant carcasses, most of them missing only their tusks, have been discovered by a team of scientists near Zakouma National Park in southeastern Chad.

A team led by Mike Fay, a conservationist with the Bronx Zoo-based Wildlife Conservation Society who is also a National Geographic Explorer-in-Residence, sighted five separate elephant massacre sites totaling 100 individuals during a survey made August 3 to 11 from their small plane.

All the elephants were killed since the end of May, more than 50 of them in the days just before they were found. At one of the killing sites Fay observed a camp with six horses and five men, who quickly packed up as the plane flew over.

"Zakouma elephants are getting massacred right before our eyes," Fay said. "We hadn’t been in the air more than two hours when we saw our first carcass. It was fresh, maybe just a few weeks old, not far from the park headquarters, and the animal’s face had been chopped off, the tusks removed."

All hunting of elephants in Chad is illegal, and the sale of ivory worldwide has been banned since 1989, but still the lucrative black market trade is increasing.

elephants

Two of the 100 elephant carcasses sighted by Mike Fay and his team earlier this month. (Photo by Mike Fay © 2006 National Geographic)

"Two days later we were flying west of that area when we saw a poachers’ camp," Fay said. "The second time we passed over I saw a guy and a horse and an assault rifle in the poacher’s hands. The third time we flew over, this time only about 150 feet above the camp, I could see the man shooting at us."

No one was hurt in the incident.

Fay, who was also on assignment for "National Geographic" magazine, says the discovery is evidence of a major poaching problem on the borders of one of the elephants' last central African strongholds. He says the elephants were killed as they crossed the park's borders during the wet season in search of forage.

Elephants in the park have enjoyed strong protection from the Chadian government and the European Union, but the large percentage that leaves the park during the wet season has not been as well protected.

Zakouma National Park makes up part of a Texas sized region of central Africa that until the 1970s was one of the continent’s most intact wilderness areas, abundant in wildlife.

Thirty years ago some 300,000 elephants inhabited the area, but that number has diminished to about 10,000 today.

Fay's team is working with the Chadian government and the European Union project CURESS, which works to conserve the environment of southeastern Chad, particularly Zakouma National Park.

Encompassing nearly 1,900 square miles, Zakouma is now one of the last bastions of wildlife in all of central Africa, due to conservation funding from the EU. The first phase of EU support, which funded rehabilitation of the park, had a budget of 1.6 million euros and lasted from 1989 to 1993. The second phase, with almost three times the level of financing, lasted from 1993 to 1997 and was followed by a transition phase utilizing special funds which lasted until 2002 and covered eco-development of the surrounding population.

The third phase, entitled Conservation and Rational Utilization of Sudan-Sahelian Ecosystems (CURESS), which started in December 2002, is funded in the amount of 8.5 million euros. It emphasizes activities in support of the communities surrounding Zakouma, who are participating in the conservation effort.

Fay

Conservationist Mike Fay addresses the Fifth IUCN World Parks Congress in Durban, South Africa, September 2003. (Photo by Earth Negotiations Bulletin)

In 2005, Fay led a survey team also commissioned by the Chadian government and CURESS that counted 3,885 elephants in Zakouma Park. A year later they could find only 3,020 elephants. It was not known whether the drop reflected a loss of elephants or the possibility that a large herd was missed in the second count.

The latest survey, partly funded by National Geographic, was commissioned to assess the level of poaching during the wet season, when the elephants leave the park to forage and are vulnerable to attack.

Zakouma is only about 150 miles west of the conflict area of Darfur and is in the path of recent rebel activity in Chad, so security is low and borders are porous in this isolated region.

Fay took information of the massacres to Chadian and EU officials, who are enacting an emergency plan with contributions from the African Parks Foundation and others. They plan to increase aerial surveys and extend patrols outside the park through the wet season that ends in late September.

They hope to raise funds and awareness to control poaching in coming years with aerial patrols as well as to increase ground security and information gathering.

Fay is best known for his 2,000-mile Megatransect hike across central Africa in 1999 and 2000,  as well as inspiring and facilitating the creation of 13 national parks in the African nation of Gabon.

________________________________________________________________________

New York Times: California Plan to Cut Gases Splits Industry

By JAD MOUAWAD and JEREMY W. PETERS
Published: September 1, 2006

After becoming chief executive of PG&E last year, Peter Darbee met with a large number of leading climate scientists, he said, to make up his own mind about global warming. 

As a result of his wide inquiries, PG&E, the parent of the Pacific Gas and Electric Company, which serves Northern California and is one of the nation’s largest energy utilities, broke away from the industry pack to support sweeping efforts to reduce the greenhouse-gas emissions that are widely blamed for global warming.

“The evidence in the scientific community is lopsided — it’s not even close,” Mr. Darbee said. “Climate change is a problem.”

California is once again at the forefront of the nation’s environmental policy, with a far-reaching pledge to curb carbon emissions by 2020. But the deal struck on Wednesday between Democratic legislators and the Republican governor, Arnold Schwarzenegger, has divided businesses and industries in California. 

While high-technology companies have lined up behind the move, arguing that it will put California at the forefront of alternative energy development, most of those representing basic industries contend that it will retard the economy, force energy-intensive businesses out of state and increase costs for all Californians.

Mr. Darbee, a former investment banker and financial expert who brings an outsider’s perspective to the inbred utility industry, cuts across those lines, pointing to a potential advantage for business in California: predictability. 

“The incentives really aren’t there for the creation of new technologies and investments to reduce carbon dioxide unless mandatory caps are put in place,’’ he said. “Now, that creates an element of certainty.” 

The California plan, which won final legislative approval yesterday but faces a battle in the courts before it can go into effect, calls for a 25 percent cut in carbon dioxide emissions by 2020. It envisions controls on some of the largest industrial groups — including utilities, oil refineries and cement plants.

While many of the details remain to be worked out, the law will include a mixture of mandatory regulations, incentives and market-based mechanisms, including a so-called cap-and-trade system allowing companies to buy and sell carbon allowances. The California Air Resources Board has until 2009 to draft regulations that are to become mandatory in 2012. 

“The United States is the world’s biggest carbon emitter, and California is a big part of it,” said Jim Marston, who runs the state global warming initiative at the activist group Environmental Defense, which has played a big role in California and elsewhere in promoting alternative energy use. “The key aspect of the law is that it’s multisector and it imposes hard caps.”

Given a lack of national policy toward global warming, local and state authorities are increasingly taking the matter into their own hands, creating a patchwork of competing rules that will be potentially harder for businesses to navigate. Seven states in the Northeast, for example, have proposed to reduce carbon emissions from power producers 10 percent by 2019.

Mr. Marston acknowledged that a system adopted by the European Union in response to the Kyoto Protocol to curb global warming gases had not been very effective.

“No system we have works perfectly,” he said. “The cap-and-trade system in Europe has some flaws because they didn’t do a great job with the baseline. California will learn from what went wrong in Europe.”

California has had a long tradition of leading the way in environmental regulations that in time are adopted by other states and cities across the country. The federal Clean Air Act of 1970, for example, originated in efforts starting in the 1960’s to limit smog in Southern California.

In 2004, the state became the first to adopt regulations intended to limit greenhouse gas emissions from automobiles. Several states in the Northeast, including New York, have followed suit. A coalition of the world’s largest automakers, which opposed the regulations from the beginning, is suing many of these states to prevent the laws from taking effect.

The restrictions, scheduled to go into effect on 2009 model vehicles, roiled the global auto industry because automakers would have to increase fuel economy to meet them.

Unlike smog-forming pollutants, carbon dioxide and other emissions from vehicle tailpipes that are linked to global warming cannot be filtered. Reducing those emissions would therefore require redesigning engines, which would increase the cost of building a vehicle.

But for Jack Stewart, the president of the California Manufacturers and Technology Association, an industry trade group, California’s go-it-alone approach risks harming the competitiveness of the economy.

“We think it is draconian,’’ he said, “for the state of California to put these California-only rules when companies outside of the state will not have the same restrictions and costs imposed on them.”

It is not clear how California will accomplish its goals. Companies have traditionally found that reducing their carbon emissions could be best achieved by improving energy efficiency. Large corporations, including I.B.M., DuPont and Johnson & Johnson, have found that steps to curb energy use through efficiency gains not only cut their power bills but often led to overall gains in productivity.

Mr. Stewart, though, argued that such “low-hanging fruits” were harder to find in California today because the state had long been at the forefront of the energy-efficiency effort. “California’s energy costs are the highest in the country,” he said. “Most manufacturers who use a lot of energy have already done a lot of conservation. This law puts us at a huge disadvantage.” 

Myron Ebell, director of energy policy at the Competitive Enterprise Institute, a conservative research group in Washington, and a prominent critic of efforts to curb global warming, also dismissed the California plan. 

“We cannot reduce our carbon emissions by making ourselves poorer,’’ he said. “That is not acceptable in a democratic society. It might work in North Korea, but it will not work here. If global warming turns out to be a problem, we have to work on technological changes. All of that is something California has tremendous capacity to do — not by going on an energy diet.” 

But the backers of the law said that developing new energy sources and emphasizing efficiency would actually help expand California’s economy.

They cited a recently published study by researchers from the University of California, Berkeley, which argued that cutting carbon emissions back to 1990 levels would add $74 billion in value, or 3 percent, and contribute to the creation of 89,000 jobs.

“There is a great deal of energy efficiency still left in California that will produce both lower greenhouse gases and lower the consumption of fossil fuels,” one of the Berkeley researchers, Alexander E. Farrell, said.

Jim Wunderman, president and chief executive of the Bay Area Council, a coalition of businesses in and around San Francisco, said the new emissions legislation would allow California businesses to be at the forefront of developing energy technology, much as they were with personal computers, semiconductors and the Internet.

“We think this is going to contribute to a boom in industries focused on alternative energy development,’’ Mr. Wunderman said. “Enlightened businesses can participate in an economic boom that’s going to serve both the business interest and the public’s interest."

And a leading venture capitalist, John Doerr, a partner in the firm of Kleiner Perkins Caufield & Byers in Palo Alto, said the new rules would force corporations to innovate. 

“The folks who don’t change, they lose, they die,” he said. “I do not see it as a system that’s going to encourage businesses to leave California." 

Still, adapting to such new regulations should be easier for companies that make semiconductors and computer keyboards than for those that make cement or refine oil. Mr. Doerr predicted that most industries would come around in the end because they would be squeezed by the costs associated with not complying. 

“Manufacturers are going to go green,” he said. 

There is already evidence of this in the oil industry, he continued, with companies investing in alternative forms of energy like biofuels. And technology companies are in a strong position to innovate.

“High-tech industries thrive on innovation and new technology,” Mr. Doerr said. “Already, it’s even easier for them to be nimble, and shift and respond to different market mechanisms.” 

In the end, he predicted, it will make more sense for most businesses to stay and adapt. 

“It doesn’t matter where they make this stuff, ’’ Mr. Doerr said, “because if you put the gasoline refinery across the border in Nevada, the same law applies. If you want, you can decide you don’t want to sell gasoline in the sixth-largest economy in the world, but I guarantee you won’t do that."

And if California succeeds, Mr. Doerr said, the rest of the nation will follow. 

“Every new, important, environmentally sustainable policy has come from California and spread to other states,’’ he said. “Then the federal government decides we ought to consolidate this.”

_____________________________________________________________________________
Christian Science Monitor:  Katrina: Sea change on the Gulf Coast 

August 31, 2006 edition - http://www.csmonitor.com/2006/0831/p01s04-usgn.html 

By Peter N. Spotts | Staff writer of The Christian Science Monitor 

PECAN ISLAND, LA. 

From inside a small motor boat, this glimpse into the future of southern Louisiana's hurricane protection isn't much to look at.

It's an embankment, rising a mere foot and a half above open marsh water here in the Rockefeller State Wildlife Refuge. Cordgrass, just starting to flower, sprouts along its edges like hair on a monk's tonsure.

"We planted those in the early part of this year," says Darryl Clark, with the US Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS), who eases in an aluminum outboard for a closer look. "They're doing very nicely."

The 1,000-foot-long barrier, one of several that form a sergeant's-stripe pattern in the open water, are a small part of a vast effort to rebuild the region's natural hurricane defenses, restore the ecological vitality of its wetlands, and perhaps slow the alarming rate at which the region is sinking.

The coast's watery descent may be a key early test of how other coastal communities around the world might deal with rising oceans and stronger tropical cyclones. Many scientists say these are likely results of global warming.

At best, southern Louisiana would become a model for how to build sustainable and resilient seawater defenses that help keep coastal populations where they are, some specialists say. At worst, they add, the region's enhanced defenses could buy time - perhaps a century or two at most - for residents to figure out whether they need to pull up stakes and head north to higher, drier ground.

"We have so much of this state at or below sea level. You have high rates of subsidence. You get concentrated populations, such as New Orleans and other coastal cities. You have a high incidence of high-magnitude events - hurricanes and winter storms ... it's like putting the whole system on fast forward" compared with other delta regions, says Gregory Stone, a professor in the department of oceanography and coastal sciences at Louisiana State University in Baton Rouge. "A lot of engineers and scientists are looking to see how we're going to come out of this ordeal."

Experts are not at a loss for ideas. For example, in July, the US Army Crops of Engineers served up the outline of an ambitious, long-term plan to cut the risk from Category 5 hurricanes in a report to Congress. Rather than relying principally on levees that hug urban areas, the Corps is considering a triple-layer defense.

Extensively restored barrier islands would be the first line of defense, absorbing the first shock from the surge of high water that hurricanes bring. Revitalized wetlands would form the second line of defense. Armored levees and other forms of barriers stretching from Texas to Mississippi would form a final defense, a Maginot line often a few miles inland. These final barriers would be designed to allow boat traffic to move back and forth. By some accounts, those levees could reach 30 to 60 feet high.

Such an engineering project would take years and tens of billions of dollars to complete. In the near term, improving the region's natural hurricane defenses would fall to those who are trying to restore its wetlands and barrier islands. They also hope to stem the sinking - or subsidence - that is allowing the Gulf of Mexico to creep farther northward.

The region, is "ground zero for three ecosystems in a state of collapse," explains Russell Watson, who like Mr. Clark, is with the FWS office in Lafayette, La.

He says these include: the once "outrageously productive" lower Mississippi River Valley; the equally fecund coastal wetlands, which are disappearing under water at an average rate of 24 square miles a year; and offshore waters, which each summer host a "dead zone" of oxygen-poor water, smothering commercially valuable fish.

In this context, he says, sustainable recovery means ecosystems that maintain themselves in a healthy state without constant massive human intervention. Engineers are pretty good at the "dump and pump" approach of rebuilding wetlands and barrier islands with water, silt, and sand.

"We know how to do that," he says, "but is it sustainable to expect to dump and pump from now until forever?"

New results from a Louisiana State University (LSU) study are helping to quantify the beneficial effect wetlands restoration could have on hurricane protection.

As early as the mid-1960s, the US Army Corps of Engineers tested the notion that wetlands could provide a buffer against storm surges. It concluded that a storm surge would shrink one foot for every 2.75 miles of wetlands it crossed. The number represented an average taken from several storms. But over the years, it took on a life of its own as the expected return on investments in wetlands, researchers say.

After hurricanes Katrina and Rita plowed into the region, LSU researchers Hassan Mashriqui and G. Paul Kemp took a new set of measurements and used them in modeling experiments. They found that when a surge encountered coastal wetlands at least 100 miles long and 25 miles deep, the surge indeed dropped one foot for each three miles inland it traveled. Where dredged channels were present, however, the storm surge traveled up to six miles before it dropped a foot. They also found that when the surge encountered a 100-yard-long phalanx of trees, the waves riding atop the surge lost 95 percent of their energy.

While trees don't reduce the height of a surge, the team found, they can reduce dramatically the erosive punch of waves against levees. The researchers' goal is to come up with a viable range of numbers that engineers can use as they design their layered defense.

Indeed, what storms take away - some 200 square miles of coastal wetlands between Katrina and Rita - they also give.

Marshes at Cocodrie in southern Terrebonne Parish "are in great shape, and many parts of the coast are like that," says Denise Reed, a University of New Orleans geologist. "They get thick pulses of sediments from hurricane surges to keep things going." She is combing through data on last year's storms to see how much sediment they delivered to wetlands.

State, federal, and local planners have identified a common set of wetlands restoration projects they'd like to accomplish by 2050. The goal is to restore the system's ability to replenish itself at a rate at least equal to the region's subsidence rate by then. Some projects are finished; others, like the one the FWS's Clark oversees, are works in progress. Still others are but gleams in planners' eyes and await federal funds in order to proceed.

This is not just about "bugs and bunnies," says Dr. Reed. "The bottom line is protecting people."

Full HTML version of this story which may include photos, graphics, and related links -- http://www.csmonitor.com/2006/0831/p01s04-usgn.html
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Christian Science Monitor: When genetically modified plants go wild

August 31, 2006 edition - http://www.csmonitor.com/2006/0831/p15s01-sten.html 

 Even advocates of these crops were shaken recently when modified plants 'escaped' from test areas. 

By Gregory M. Lamb | Staff writer of The Christian Science Monitor 

In rice-growing states, traces of an unapproved genetically modified (GM) rice have been found mixed in with conventional rice meant for human consumption. 

In Oregon, genetically engineered creeping bentgrass, being tested for possible use on golf courses, has been found miles outside its test beds, making it the first GM plant known to have escaped into the wild.

In Hawaii, a federal judge has admonished the US Department of Agriculture (USDA) for displaying "utter disregard" for the state's endangered native plant species. The judge says the USDA failed to conduct research on the environmental effects of fields of experimental corn and sugarcane that had been genetically modified to produce pharmaceuticals. Environmental and food-safety groups have asked for a moratorium on all field tests of experimental drug-producing plants until their safety precautions can be reviewed.

Early indications are that in each case little substantial harm has been done. The experimental rice, for example, is similar to two other GM strains already approved for general use.

But many who closely watch how biotechnology is changing agriculture, including those who see a valuable role for GM crops, are disturbed by what appears to be a series of recent incidents showing lax supervision of experimental plantings by the government and agribusinesses.

"You absolutely should be in compliance with regulations," says Martina Newell-McGloughlin, an internationally recognized advocate for the uses of biotechnology based in Davis, Calif. She directs the University of California's systemwide biotechnology program. The three incidents "aren't health concerns, but they are regulatory concerns," she says. "It's incumbent on the companies, on the USDA ... to ensure that everybody complies with these regulations."

The three incidents convey a message that "the US government has been somewhat lax in its oversight of the biotechnology industry and in some instances has not taken its responsibility to regulate as strongly as it should," says Gregory Jaffe, director of the biotechnology project for the Center for Science in the Public Interest, a consumer group in Washington that has expressed qualified support for the use of genetic modification in agriculture.

"Clearly this shows that the companies and the government don't have as much control over experimental crops as they need to have," Mr. Jaffe says. "I think there's a sloppiness out there. Industry doesn't take the rules of conduct as seriously as it should."

Government agencies, he says, have adopted what almost amounts to a "don't look, don't find" policy. "We have a fairly passive regulatory system," he says, that does "a little spot checking" but mostly relies on businesses to step forward and report their own problems.

The cases of the escaped GM grass and the mysterious appearance of experimental rice in the food supply raise important questions, says Michael Fernandez, executive director of the Pew Initiative on Food and Biotechnology, a nonprofit group in Washington that seeks to be an independent and objective source of information on agricultural biotechnology. "How do you know that [GM crops] are staying where you want them to stay?" he asks. "As there are more kinds of genetically-engineered crops out there, it continues to pose challenges for companies and for regulators."

Some amount of movement of GM crops outside their containment areas "is virtually inevitable," Mr. Fernandez says. "The question is, how do we feel about that? How important is that? Does it matter what the crop is?" The bentgrass may pose no significant danger, he says, but "would we feel differently" if it were a plant that produced pharmaceuticals?

Last December, a report from the USDA's own Office of the Inspector General urged the department's Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service (APHIS) division "to strengthen its accountability for field tests of [genetically enhanced] crops." The report added that "weaknesses in APHIS regulations and internal management controls increase the risk that regulated genetically engineered organisms (GEO) will inadvertently persist in the environment...."

The report also criticized APHIS for lacking "basic information about the field test sites it approves and is responsible for monitoring, including where and how the crops are being grown, and what becomes of them at the end of the field test."

In a response, APHIS agreed to implement 23 of the inspector general's 28 recommendations. Among those it rejected was a request to develop guidelines to physically restrict public access to unapproved edible GM crops.

US corn and cotton are mostly GM 

America is awash in genetically modified crops that already have been approved for use both as animal feed and for human consumption. This year, 61 percent of all corn and 89 percent of all soybeans planted in the United States were GM varieties, the USDA estimates. More than 80 percent of the US cotton crop is also GM.

But despite that wide usage, the development of other applications and other crops has largely stalled. Plans to introduce a GM wheat to the market have yet to go forward. Nearly all widespread applications of GM to agriculture have been limited to two functions: enhancing resistance to insects or to herbicides. Plans to alter plants through genetic modification to improve such qualities as their flavor, growth rates, or size have yet to blossom.

Suspicion of GM foods in Europe, and to some extent in Asia, is limiting the world market for GM crops. China had been expected to OK the use of GM rice by now, but appears to be dragging its feet. After the news spread that unapproved GM long-grain rice had been found in US consumer supplies, the European Union announced it would require imports of long-grain rice from the US to be certified as free from the GM strain. Japan has suspended its imports of American long-grain rice pending further review.

Farmers sue over 'contaminated' rice 

Earlier this month, the USDA reported that a long-grain GM rice strain produced by Bayer CropScience had been found in bins of conventional commercial rice. It marked the first instance in which an unapproved GM rice had been found in the rice supply. The GM rice poses no health or environmental threat, the USDA said. But rice farmers in Arkansas, Missouri, Mississippi, Louisiana, and Texas filed a lawsuit against Bayer this week alleging its genetically modified rice contaminated the crop, according to the Associated Press.

The USDA is conducting an investigation to determine how the contamination occurred, and Bayer now is petitioning to have the strain approved for general use, a spokesman for APHIS says.

In Oregon, APHIS is continuing to monitor the escaped creeping bentgrass, an APHIS spokeswoman says.

The ruling in Hawaii by a federal judge was the first to involve drug-producing GM plants. A coalition of consumer and environmental groups is asking that the government suspend all field tests of drug-producing plants until its process for issuing permits can be reviewed.

In addition, says Bill Freese, science policy analyst at the Center for Food Safety, a consumer group in Washington that is among those seeking a moratorium, the USDA should follow all the recommendations in its inspector general's report. It should also take additional measures, such as regularly testing fields neighboring GM test beds for potential contamination, he says.

But Dr. Newell-McGloughlin hopes that this summer's outbreak of GM fiascos won't be taken out of context.

"The few missteps that have occurred, in my opinion, are tiny in the context of the large amount of good that has been done with this [GM] technology," she says. Genetic manipulation has much more promise for good that has yet to be tapped. By overreacting, we could miss out." The risks, she says, always must be weighed against the benefits. "There is the cost of not doing something," she says.

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

ROAP Media Update
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UN or UNEP in the news

UN advises developing countries to adopt dynamic economic policies  

 Xinhua Online,  2006-09-01 03:18:34  

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

     GENEVA, Aug. 31 (Xinhua) -- Developing countries should adopt dynamic economic policies aiming at higher investment and faster technological change, a new UN report said on Thursday. 

    The Trade and Development Report 2006, released by the UN Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), said governments of developing countries should be actively involved in fostering and strengthening domestic businesses. 

    These countries also should not be overly restricted by international trade rules or by conditions imposed by international lenders from doing what is best for their economies, the report said. 

    According to the report, developing countries should no longer take the hands-off approach, as advised by the Bretton Woods institutions in the 1980s and 1990s to totally let market forces do the work of "getting the prices right." 

    The economic environment has improved for many developing countries, including nations that are benefiting from the current high demand for oil and other raw materials, and others that have gained expanded manufacturing prowess, such as China. 

    Those countries need to turn the improved economic environment into "a dynamic process of economic growth and structural change that creates employment and raises living standards over the long term," the report said. 

    To do that, governments of developing nations should take a pro-active stance in macroeconomic and industrial policies to accelerate private investment and technological upgrading and to stimulate the creative forces of markets, it said. 

    The report, which addresses the theme of "Global partnership and national policies for development," did not call for inward-looking protectionist defense mechanisms. 

    But it said that governments should find effective ways of solving information and coordination problems in the process of capital formation and productivity enhancement. 

    The reforms undertaken by most developing countries in the 1980s and 1990s emphasized greater macroeconomic stability, greater reliance on market forces, and a rapid opening up to international competition, the report noted. 

    But in many cases private investment did not rise as predicted; many economies stagnated or even retracted; and many developing nations already struggling with high levels of poverty found that these steps toward liberalized economies increased rather than decreased inequality, it added. Enditem

http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2006-09/01/content_5033193.htm?rss=1 

UNESCO to add Vietnam biosphere reserve to global list 

 Thanhnien News, 31 August 2006

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

The United Nations Education, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) has added Vietnam’s Kien Giang biosphere reserve to its global list of biospheres.  

The Kien Giang province’s People’s Committee, said the official ceremony would take place after the issue is formally discussed at the 19th session of the International Co-ordinating Council of UNESCO’s Man and the Biosphere (MAB) Program in October.

The document of accession will be signed by Koïchiro Matsuura, UNESCO director-general.

The 1.1 million hectare Kien Giang biosphere reserve consists of three core areas: U Minh Thuong National Park, Phu Quoc National Park, and Kien Luong – Kien Hai protected coastal forest. 

It has a varied ecology comprising tropical rain forests, melaleuca forests, salt-marsh forests, submerged forests, savanna, coral reefs, and seagrass. 

It is also home to some endangered species listed like the dugong (Dugong dugon), red headed crane (Grus vipio) , and hairy-nosed otter (Lutra sumatrana). 

Source: Vietnam News Agency - Translated by PTTV 

http://www.thanhniennews.com/travel/?catid=7&newsid=19543
General Environment News
Ozone layer on way to recovery 

People’s Daily Online, 01 September, 2006

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

 Earth's protective ozone layer, which was notably thinning in 1980, may be fully recovered by mid-century, climate scientists said on Wednesday. 

Ozone in the stratosphere, outside the polar regions, stopped thinning in 1997, the scientists found after analyzing 25 years worth of observations. 

The ozone layer shields the planet from the sun's harmful ultraviolet radiation, but human-made chemicals notably the chlorofluorocarbons found in some refrigerants and aerosol propellants depleted this stratospheric ozone, causing the protective layer to get thinner. 

The scientists said the ozone layer's comeback is due in large part to compliance with an 1987 international agreement called the Montreal Protocol, which aimed to limit emissions of ozone-depleting chemicals. 

"These results confirm the Montreal Protocol and its amendments have succeeded in stopping the loss of ozone in the stratosphere," said Eun-Su Yang of the Georgia Institute of Technology, who led a team that analyzed the data. 

"At the current recovery rate ... the global ozone layer could be restored to 1980 levels the time that scientists first noticed the harmful effects human activities were having on atmospheric ozone sometime in the middle of this century," Yang said in a statement. 

While ozone is a beneficial shield in the stratosphere, some 10 to 50 kilometres above Earth's surface, the ozone encountered at ground level can be damaging to lung tissue and plants and is a major component of smog. 

The analysis was published in the Journal of Geophysical Research Atmospheres. 

Researchers from NASA reported in June that the so-called ozone hole over Antarctica would recover by around 2068, which is some 20 years later than previously expected. 

Source: China Daily/agencies

 http://english.people.com.cn/200609/01/eng20060901_298716.html  

Asean applies some science

Bangkok Post, 01 September, 2006

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

The teaching and practice of science in Thailand has long been something of a study in contrasts. The international results of the Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study consistently show that Thai students trail most of the world in science. Yet young Thais go abroad and often return with awards, as they did at the recent Intel International Science and Engineering Fair of 47 countries in Indiana, in the United States. Thailand is one of the world's leading countries in food technology, yet many remember the science minister who used to lecture on the protective properties of Buddha amulets. 

So it was good to see the Thai delegation taking a proactive role at the recent meeting of Asean science ministers in Malaysia. From the announced results of the meeting, it also seemed that the Association of Southeast Asian Nations and its Malaysian hosts have been shaken from the long years of lethargy in the field of science. The meeting defined a number of specific ''flagship'' projects, set goals and assigned specific countries to attend to them. Work and results will be monitored, just as if the countries were students. 

What will come of the meetings in the east coast city of Kuantan earlier this week remains to be seen. But the decision to come to grips with some interesting and vexing problems is a small achievement in itself. If Asean itself is often seen as a moribund, self-shackled group, the known scientific advances that have come out of the association approach zero. Now, the science section of the group at least has suddenly gained some energy. Leave it to Asean to invent a grandiose and instantly forgettable title for a modest scheme. Nevertheless, the ''Asean Plan of Action on Science and Technology for the Period 2007 to 2011'' has promise of real achievement and true benefit for all citizens of the region, and beyond. 

Of the four flagship programmes, Pravich Rattanapien, minister of science and technology, has committed Thailand to developing a plan for better food safety and security. Other science projects are to include studies and suggested action plans for environment and disaster management (taken by Indonesia), new and renewable energy (Malaysia) and open source software systems (Vietnam). In addition to the flagship plans, Mr Pravich and his delegation also committed Thailand to work with Asean members on mitigation of bird flu. Thailand is already a world centre for the study and control of the disease, and the Thai delegation promised to set up an Asean Centre for Infectious Diseases. Japan is to help. 

The decision by Thailand to lead the food project is as worthy of applause as the acceptance of other countries to work on pet government projects. For example, Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra has insisted Thailand should lead or ignore efforts to set up a regional disaster centre. As one of the world's leading food producers and exporters, Thailand has much to teach the region in food storage and preparation. India is to participate in this project. 

Its minister told Asean counterparts that biotechnology and food treatment such as irradiation were vital scientific fields of study. Thailand, one of the world's leading food irradiation specialists, has much to achieve and to pass on to its Asean partners. 

Ministerial meetings have a nasty habit of looking good at the stage of speeches and promises, and failure at the pointed end of research and achievement. It was an excellent idea for the Asean ministers to assign each goal to a specific country. 

It is fair to say that the Asean ministers are using the scientific approach to solving real problems. Each country is to donate $1 million to the various projects. In fact, the Thai ministry needs little funding to move forward on regional food security and safety. Advances in this field have been steady in Thailand for decades. 

The Asean science projects are a realistic approach to solving problems on a regional scale. 

http://www.bangkokpost.com/News/01Sep2006_news17.php 

Oxen 'may be kouprey'

Janjira Pongrai, The Nation, 01 September, 2006

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Wild oxen resembling the kouprey, a wild species believed to be the most endangered large mammal in the world, have been spotted deep in the jungle near to where the borders of Thailand, Laos and Cambodia meet, the head of the National Parks, Wildlife and Plant Variety Conservation Department said. 

Damrong Phidetch said he recently received a report that park rangers in Phu Jong Na Yoi National Park in Ubon Ratchathani saw three wild cattle that looked like gaur but with longer, more beautiful and fearsome horns. Experts believed the three oxen to be kouprey (Bos sauveli), Damrong said.

If the animals were proven to be kouprey, said Damrong, it would be very good news for wildlife experts. It has been more than six decades since the last sighting.

Their natural habitat restricted to Thailand, Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam, kouprey have always been targeted by hunters due to their strong, beautiful horns. However, decades of fighting during the Indochina War are believed to be the major reason for its entry into the list of endangered species.

Many Thais know the animal only by seeing its horns, which were collected by Boonsong Lekakul, known as Thailand's father of conservation. Before becoming a conservationist, Boonsong was a renowned hunter who was able to track down kouprey. The last time anyone saw one of the animals alive was in 1940, when a kouprey displayed in the Vicennes Zoo in Paris died from starvation.

Theerapat Prayurasiddhi, a biologist who completed his PhD in banteng conservation biology, said it was possible the three oxen were kouprey. (Banteng is another species of wild cattle.)

"Wild cattle specialists believe kouprey still inhabit the area, particularly in the jungles of Cambodia, but no one has been able to survey the area because of land-mines," said Theerapat, who is also a member of the Wild Cattle Specialists Group, which comprises biologists from various countries who are interested in wild cattle.

Kouprey, banteng and gaur are in the same family of wild cattle. Theerapat said males of the three species could be distinguished by their horns, but it was difficult to distinguish the females from each other.

However, Surapol Duangkhae, secretary-general of the Wildlife Fund Thailand - which uses a picture of the kouprey as its logo - said it was very unlikely that the oxen seen by the park rangers were kouprey. He called on the Wildlife Department to conduct an investigation.

Panya Bunyaadulyakij, head of Phu Jong Na Yoi National Park, said he had asked all of his park rangers to carry cameras with them when they go out on patrol, in case they sight the animal.

http://nationmultimedia.com/2006/09/01/national/national_30012470.php 

Clouded By The Haze 

ASIANEWS, By Simon SC Tay In Singapore, The Jakarta Post,  Publication Date : 2006-09-01  

We can all hope for progress in Indonesia. But unless political will is shown and action results, the government’s credibility can go up in flames

Everyone wants Indonesia to succeed. Nearly a decade since the 1997 economic crisis, and after years of tumultuous change and uncertainty, many hope incumbent President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono, Vice President Jusuf Kalla and their team, can deliver strong and equitable growth, stability and a consolidation of democracy.

Compared to other post-Soeharto governments, the current administration has shown positive signs. The necessary but unpopular decision was taken to scrap fuel subsidies. Growth has returned to a more respectable 5-6 per cent this year. The historical agreement with the long troubled province of Aceh recently marked its first anniversary. The US, China and other major powers pay greater political attention to Jakarta, and Indonesia is again active in the Association of South-East Asian Nations (Asean). 

Yet, despite these improvements, there is a sense of a clicking clock about the Yudhoyono government. Despite the best hopes and wishes, there are signs things are moving too slowly for Indonesia. 

One area of concern is the need for new infrastructure projects. A second area of concern has been Indonesia’s response to the tsunami that tragically hit at end 2004. There has been slow progress in providing housing and other facilities in that province. The more recent tsunami that hit southern Java in 2006 also revealed slow progress in setting up a warning system. 

There is a third and current issue on which Jakarta seems to be moving too slowly: the recurring environmental disaster of the fires and haze pollution. 

Just in April this year, President Yudhoyono himself said he was “ashamed” that his country exported the menace to its neighbours and ordered officials to take preemptive action. Indonesia’s own Antara news agency quoted him has saying, “Let us declare a war against haze.” 

Despite the general’s command, Indonesian authorities admitted in August that only patchy progress had been made against fire-starters and suggested that no solution could be found for a decade. This is notwithstanding that the problem has been discussed in Asean actively since the early 1990s, and especially after the haze of 1997. 

Time is of course needed to address issues, especially given Indonesia’s size and decentralisation. But knowing that the President’s current term runs out in 2009, a 10-year timeline stretches too far away and stretches the current administration’s credibility. 

This is especially when we consider the real nature of the haze problem. 

The fires are not a natural disaster and do not involve large commercial deals like infrastructure projects. They are a result of deliberate man-made actions in forests and on agricultural lands. The Indonesian authorities admit that major plantations and forestry companies are among those who illegally use fires, and that they do so simply because the method is cheaper than using manual clearance. 

As such, the issue can be addressed provided there is political will. The speedy and successful prosecution of just a few of these companies for breaking Indonesian law would send a strong signal to the many others. Perceptions of corruption and an ineffective judiciary would also be addressed. 

A second thing that should be done is to establish achievable interim targets. While Indonesia’s scale is daunting, the effort against the haze need not aim to stop fires in all the country, all at once and for all time. 

Peninsular Malaysia and Singapore are primarily affected by haze where there are fires in a relatively limited area of Sumatra and when the seasonal winds blow north. 

Indonesia can also set a good interim target to ratify the Asean treaty to tackle the haze problem. Despite taking a full part in its discussion and negotiation, Indonesia has failed to do so to date. 

Fundamentally, Indonesia needs to fully recognise how much the lack of progress is hurting itself. 

While Indonesia faces many challenges, the Yudhoyono government must give sufficient priority to the fires and haze pollution. We can all hope for progress in Indonesia. But in the second year of the Yudhoyono presidency, unless political will is shown and action results, optimism may become clouded by the haze, and credibility can go up in flames. 

The writer is chairman of the Singapore Institute of International Affairs, a nongovernmental think tank.

http://www.asianewsnet.net/epaper.php 

Suzhou power plants find use for a load of old rubbish 

 Xinhua Online, 2006-09-01 09:07:09  

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

     BEIJING, Sep. 1 -- Two power plants generating electricity from garbage and gas went into operation yesterday in Suzhou in East China's Jiangsu Province. 

    The plants are part of a HK$1.5-billion (US$192.3 million) waste-disposal zone inaugurated by Hong Kong-listed China Everbright International. 

    The zone, the first of its kind in China dedicated to the processing of urban household waste and industrial solid waste, will be completed in three to five years, Chief Executive Chen Xiaoping told the launch ceremony. 

    The overseas arm of mainland conglomerate China Everbright Holdings said that the zone was part of its strategy to focus on environmental protection as China strives to cut pollution. 

    The garbage-fuelled power plant has the capacity to process 1,000 tons of refuse, or nearly half of the waste produced by the urban area of Suzhou every day, which could generate around 93 million kilowatt-hours a year. 

    According to the country's incentive policies, the company could sell the electricity to the national power grid at 0.575 yuan (7 US cents) per kilowatt-hour, which is nearly double that of traditional power plants, Fan said. Meanwhile, the company could charge 90 yuan (US$11.3) to handle one ton of refuse. 

    Philip Fan, executive director and general manager of Everbright International, said the company's investment focus has gone green. 

    The company, which previously invested in the infrastructure and real-estate sectors, sold its entire 15-per-cent stake in Mawan Power, which currently runs two power plants in Shenzhen, a city bordering Hong Kong, on Monday. 

    "The offer was very good and we believe that traditional power plants are coming under pressure to make profits given the rising price of raw materials," Fan explained. "Meanwhile, we would like develop our image as a company dedicated to environmental protection." 

    Fan added that the company could not rule out the possibility of selling its stake in a toll bridge in Fuzhou in East China's Fujian Province, its last investment in infrastructure. 

    "We will not make a point of selling the project since it is contributing stable revenue to the company, but if the offer is really good, we cannot rule this out," Fan said. 

    He said the company would invest around HK$1 billion (US$128 million) annually in environmental-protection projects.    (Source: China Daily)

http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2006-09/01/content_5034220.htm?rss=1 

Forest fire spreads in Chongqing

Xinhua Online, 01 September, 2006

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

CHONGQING, Aug. 31 (Xinhua) -- About 4,000 people have been mobilized to fight a forest fire that is spreading rapidly through the drought parched timberlands of southwest China's Chongqing municipality, a local forestry official said Thursday. 

    Soldiers, fire-fighters, armed police and local residents are fighting the blaze, which has already burned for more than 26 hours ravaging an area of 66 hectares, said the source with the municipal forest fire prevention office. 

    The fire began at around 1:00 p.m. Wednesday in Yakou Village, in Yubei District, about 40 kilometers northeast of downtown Chongqing, and soon spread to neighboring Beibei District, the source said. 

    Three 20-meter-wide firebreaks have been made to stop the blaze from spreading to residential areas, said the source. 

    No casualties from the fire have been reported, according to the official. 

    The worst drought in 50 years hit Chongqing and neighboring Sichuan Province this year, and has afflicted major areas of the two regions for the past three months. 

    The cause of the fire was still unclear, but the prolonged drought plaguing had no doubt contributed to the fire's spread, said the source. 

    The city had reported 97 forest fires since the beginning of August, scorching an area of 600 hectares, according to the office. 

    Temperatures of up to 42.4 degrees Celsius were recorded Thursday, after a high of 43.4 degrees Wednesday. The city reported a record high of 44.5 degrees Celsius on Aug. 16. 

    Chongqing has been hit by the worst drought since its meteorological records began in 1891. It began in mid-May in northeastern areas, and has plagued most of the municipality for up to 90 days. 

    Temperatures are forecast to stay above 40 degrees Celsius Friday, said the municipal meteorological observatory, which predicted that the blistering weather may end Monday. 

    Nearly eight million people and 7.3 million livestock had suffered temporary shortages of drinking water due to drought, which also affected 1.3 million hectares of cropland, according to the municipal flood prevention and drought relief headquarters. 

    The central and municipal governments have allocated 223 million yuan (27.8 million U.S. dollars) to fight "the worst drought in a century" to hit Chongqing Municipality, said Vice Mayor Chen Guangguo Wednesday. Enditem

http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2006-09/01/content_5034155.htm?rss=1 

Construction project halted over environmental concerns 

Xinhua Online, 2006-09-01 08:43:59  

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

     BEIJING, Sep. 1 -- The reconstruction of an old viewing platform at a scenic spot in Hunan has been halted because of a lack of environmental impact assessment. 

    The Hexi Platform, built on Yuelu Mountain in the Qing Dynasty (1644-1911), is one of the most famous scenic areas in the province. 

    Protesters complain that too many trees will have to be cut down to make way for the enlarged platform, near the provincial capital Changsha. 

    Others argue the beauty of the original platform will be spoiled by the reconstruction work. 

    Situated in the west bank of the Xiangjiang River, the mountain is densely covered with old trees, of which there are about 977 species, some of them rare. 

    Yuelu Mountain authority told the local Sanxiang City Express that 157 trees would have to be cut down to make enough room for the construction, which will cover 2.6 hectares. 

    The project is expected to cost 148 million yuan (US$18.5 million). 

    "Details of the tree felling are under investigation," said a woman from Changsha Environmental Protection Bureau. 

    "Before the results are released, the project has to carry out an environmental impact assessment, which was not done before work started." 

    She did not confirm how many trees would be cut down and declined to give further information about the project's negative influence on the environment. 

    Many local celebrities have expressed their concern that such a huge building would have a negative impact on the mountain. 

    The construction will remove large tracts of forest on Yuelu Mountain, which provides the city with fresh air and serves as its lungs, said Ruan Guoxin, a professor at the Architecture Institute at Hunan University. 

    Liang Xiaojin, a well-known cultural and historical expert, said, from the viewpoint of culture and history, the new platform, no matter how big it is, could not be as valuable as the original one. 

    The reconstruction of Hexi Platform has been billed as a key local projects and was expected to be finished by the end of next year. 

    Yuelu Mountain is most famous for the Yuelu Shuyuan, an academy that was established in 976 during the Song Dynasty (960-1279). 

    The academy became Hunan University in 1925.     (Source: China Daily)

http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2006-09/01/content_5034031.htm?rss=1 

Heavy rain could cause more floods and landslides in Andaman areas.

ThaiNews, 01 September, 2006

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Andaman News TV11 (VHF dial) + Radio Thailand FM90.5 Phuket City, both broadcast to Phang Nga, Krabi & Phuket provinces, 8.30am & later on Phuket Cable channel 1 at 12 midday, 10.30pm, & 01.30am , Friday 1 st September 2006 & www.Thaisnews.com { Our news text and mini-videos can be freely copied but please give credit to Andaman News TV11 Phuket} 

The Metrological Department has issued warnings for residents of risky and lowland areas such as Ranong, Phang-Nga, Krabi and Trang provinces to beware of flooding conditions during this period, and shipping should proceed with caution. This is due to an active low pressure trough lying across northern and northeastern Thailand. Isolated heavy to very heavy rains, landslides and flash floods are expected in the North, Northeast and South. In Phuket after a minor landslide on Patong hill on Wednesday, the provincial authority issued a statement asking all districts and sub-district administration organizations to keep close a watch and conduct pro-active warnings for their residents, especially in low or floods or mud slide areas. Rescue teams are also instructed to stand by 24 hours a day to assist people in case of any emergencies.

http://www.thaisnews.com/index.php 

Thailand will host the first meeting of health and environment ministers in Southeast and East Asia in December 

ThaiNews, 29 August 2006

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------

Thailand will host the first meeting of health and environment ministers in Southeast and East Asia on December 7 and 8. 

Deputy government spokesman Sansanee Nakpong said the meeting, proposed by the Natural Resources and Environment Ministry, was approved by the cabinet yesterday. 

Ms. Sansanee said the cabinet charged the Natural Resources and Environment and Public Health ministries with organizing the meeting with a budget of 9.8 million baht. 

She said the meeting is expected to increase cooperation among different countries in preventing deteriorating environment from harming the health of their people and promote exchanges of knowledge and technology in environmental management.  
http://www.thaisnews.com/news_detail.php?newsid=185473 

400 volunteers needed for 2nd trial of bird flu vaccine 

 Xinhua Online, 31 August 2006

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------

    BEIJING, Aug. 31 (Xinhua) -- China will need up to 400 volunteers for the second trial of a bird flu vaccine, after the first phase of clinical trials showed that it is safe for human use. 

    The second phase of clinical trials, being considered by the State Food and Drug Administration (SFDA), would test how long the vaccine would protect the human body against the deadly H5N1 virus, said Lin Jiangtao, a leading doctor of the program at the Sino-Japanese Friendship Hospital where the first phase clinical trials took place. 

    "The second phase will need 300 to 400 volunteers," said Lin, adding that the exact number would be decided by the SFDA. 

    Results from the first round, which ended in June, showed the 120 people who were vaccinated had no serious adverse reactions. 

    Lin said some individual cases of mild fever after inoculation were among normal reactions. 

    The first phase trials indicated a 10-microgram dosage of the vaccine had the best result, stimulating 78.3 percent of protective antibodies, exceeding the European Union standard of 70 percent for a flu vaccine. 

    The second phase would test similar dosages on volunteers to find out the best procedure to reach the most antibodies, which required a larger pool of volunteers, Lin said. 

    Prospective volunteers should be aged 18 to 65, but children, people older than 65 or pregnant women will not be accepted. 

    The vaccine must undergo three phases of clinical trials before being allowed on the market, researchers said. 

    Sinovac Biotech Limited, which jointly developed the vaccine with the Ministry of Science and Technology and the Center for Disease Control and Prevention, announced earlier this week that it would expand production facilities to produce massive quantities of human bird flu vaccine once the drug passes two more rounds of clinical trials. 

    Bird flu remains essentially an animal disease, but experts fear that the H5N1 virus could mutate into a form that could pass easily among humans. 

    The virus has killed 14 people in China since 2003 and 21 Chinese have contracted the virus. Enditem

http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2006-08/31/content_5033506.htm 

Expert Calls for Animal Surveillance in Indonesia 

Planet Ark, CHINA: September 1, 2006

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

HONG KONG - A leading bird flu expert urged Indonesia on Thursday to do more animal surveillance to curb the H5N1 virus, which has killed 46 people so far in the country, the highest death toll anywhere in the world. 

The virus was first detected in the Indonesian archipelago in late 2003 and is now endemic in almost all of its provinces, due in part to reluctance to carry out mass culling of birds. 

"Indonesia should do more animal surveillance and understand how the virus behaves. It is a place that causes concern," said Guan Yi, a microbiology professor at the University of Hong Kong. 

"Since 2003, it has had no new introduction of the H5N1. It has only one strain, but its problem is like China's. It can't clean it up," said Guan, who has studied the virus since 1997, when it made its first known jump to humans in Hong Kong. 

Guan's call came as 4 people were admitted to an Indonesian hospital with bird flu symptoms in an area of West Java that has seen a series of confirmed and suspected cases in humans. 

At least two people in Cikelet, about 90 km (55 miles) south of the provincial capital of West Java, Bandung, have been confirmed to have died from the H5N1 virus in recent weeks. 

Indonesia has so far recorded 60 bird flu cases, 46 of them fatal. More troubling, there have been clusters of human infections and in at least one case, health experts have been able to confirm direct human-to-human transmission of H5N1. 

Although the virus remains largely a disease in birds, there are fears it might mutate and become easily transmissible among humans, setting off a pandemic that could kill millions. 

POOR CONTROL 

While Guan thought Indonesia was in as bad a situation as China when it came to controlling the disease in birds, what set them apart was the strength of their governments. 

"Even China is better than Indonesia in some ways. China's government is at least strong, it can just lock people up. But Indonesia can't do that, it is so dispersed. It has no control," he said, referring to cases where Indonesians suffering from bird flu had simply refused to be treated and left the hospital. 

In contrast, Guan said Thailand's method of getting villagers to conduct animal surveillance was effective and he recommended the practice be adopted by other nations. Thailand has seen a re-emergence of H5N1, which killed two people in recent weeks. 

But he expressed concern over nations where access to information is not readily available. 

"There are countries that are black boxes; Laos, Myanmar, Cambodia. They are forgotten by the world. These are dangerous places," he said. 

A senior World Health Organisation (WHO) bird flu official told Reuters in Geneva on Thursday there was no evidence so far that the two groups of suspect cases in Indonesia might point to human-to-human transmission of the virus. 

"It looks like these are exposures to infected birds," said Keiji Fukuda, coordinator of WHO's global influenza programme, on the sidelines of a health forum in the Swiss city. 

Story by Tan Ee Lyn  

http://www.planetark.org/dailynewsstory.cfm/newsid/37905/story.htm 

China Eyes Sulphur Dioxide Emissions Trading - Paper 

Planet Ark, CHINA: September 1, 2006

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

BEIJING - China is planning to launch an emissions trading scheme as early as next year that would require power plants to pay 7 billion yuan a year for the right to emit sulphur dioxide, the South China Morning Post reported. 

Under the proposal, part of a drive to cut sulphur dioxide emissions by 10 percent by 2010, power stations would pay 630 yuan a tonne for the quotas, the Hong Kong paper quoted an environmental adviser to the central government as saying. 

China is the world's biggest emitter of sulphur dioxide. Coal- and oil-fired power stations were responsible for 11 million of the 25 million tonnes discharged last year, which caused acid rain that affected a third of the country. 

Wang Jinnan, vice-president of the Chinese Academy for Environmental Planning, told a seminar in Hong Kong on Wednesday that the proposal was subject to consultation with China's provinces and the power sector, the paper said. 

Under the scheme, power generators would have to buy emission rights to cover their expected sulphur dioxide discharges. They would be able to sell any spare quota to other polluters that failed to meet the government's targets. 

Wang, an adviser to the State Environmental Protection Administration, said he hoped the scheme would go into effect next year. He estimated it would raise electricity prices by 0.08 yuan a kilowatt-hour. 

"The policy will be applicable to existing suppliers, with some allowances reserved for new market entrants," he said. 

Among the obstacles to the scheme is the absence of national legislation on emissions trading, the paper quoted another environmental expert as saying. 

A parliamentary report earlier this week said more than half China's cities and counties had suffered acid rain, some of them on a daily basis, posing a major threat to soil and food safety. 

Hong Kong and the neighbouring manufacturing province of Guangdong plan to launch a voluntary cross-border emissions trading scheme on a pilot basis later this year aimed at clearing the territory's smoggy skies. 

http://www.planetark.org/dailynewsstory.cfm/newsid/37916/story.htm 

Quake Jolts Tokyo, No Injuries or Damage Reported 

Planet Ark, JAPAN: September 1, 2006

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

 TOKYO - An earthquake with a preliminary magnitude of 4.8 jolted Tokyo on Thursday but there were no immediate reports of casualties or damage. 

The quake, at 5:18 p.m. (0818 GMT), had an intensity of 3 on the Japanese scale of 7 in Tokyo and 4 in Kanagawa, southwest of the capital, the Japan Meteorological Agency said. 

The focus of the quake was 70 km (43 miles) below the seabed in Tokyo Bay, the agency said. No tsunami warnings were issued. 

High-speed Shinkansen bullet train services out of Tokyo were briefly halted, but other trains and operations at the city's two international airports were unaffected, officials said. 

http://www.planetark.org/dailynewsstory.cfm/newsid/37925/story.htm 

Indonesia Says 6.0 Quake Felt in Sulawesi 

Planet Ark, INDONESIA: September 1, 2006

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

 JAKARTA - A 6.0 magnitude undersea earthquake shook northern parts of Sulawesi island on Thursday, but there was no risk of a tsunami, the country's meteorology agency said. 

The quake struck at 4.08 p.m. (0808 GMT) and was centered 180 km (111 miles) southeast of Manado, the capital of North Sulawesi province, said Yuli Fitria, an official at the Meteorology and Geophysics Agency. It was at a depth of 78 km. 

"Because of its depth, there's no risk of tsunami," she said, adding that there were no reports of damage or casualties. The US Geological Survey put the quake's magnitude at 5.7 

http://www.planetark.org/dailynewsstory.cfm/newsid/37924/story.htm 

Philippines Says Tanker Found, No Fresh Leaks Seen 

Planet Ark, PHILIPPINES: September 1, 2006

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

 ILOILO CITY, Philippines - Japanese experts believe a submerged oil tanker has developed no fresh leaks after it was found off a central Philippine island, the coast guard said on Thursday. 

Solar 1 sank in rough seas on Aug. 11 and leaked 200,000 litres of industrial fuel, affecting 40,000 people and 200 km (120 miles) of coastline. 

Coast guard chief Arthur Gosingan said the tanker, carrying around 1.8 million litres of oil, was seen lying in an upright position under about 640 metres (2,100 feet) of water off the island of Guimaras. 

"A crack was seen on its right side, but no fresh leaks were observed," Gosingan told government-run PTV 4 television. 

The Japanese ship, Shinsei Maru, arrived in Iloilo, near Guimarasto, on Wednesday to assess the condition of the 998-tonne tanker. 

It will take experts two days to make a recommendation on whether to siphon off the oil, raise the ship or entomb it. 

Greenpeace says the remaining fuel in the tanker is an ecological timebomb. 

If the Japanese experts, who arrived from Okinawa late on Wednesday, recommend raising the Solar 1 another salvage vessel has to be hired. 

"The Shinsei Maru will only carry the remote operated vehicle that will probe the area where Solar 1 sank. It does not have the equipment to actually salvage the vessel," said a spokeswoman for refiner Petron, which chartered the Solar 1. 

Petron, which is 40 percent owned each by the Philippine government and Saudi Aramco, has promised to do everything "humanly possible" to help affected villagers and clean smeared beaches and mangroves in Guimaras and Iloilo provinces. 

It has hired about 1,000 locals, paying them as much as 300 pesos each day (US$5.90), to clean the beaches and mangroves of the oil slick. US$1= 50.80 pesos  Story by Leo Solinap  

http://www.planetark.org/dailynewsstory.cfm/newsid/37922/story.htm
1 September 2006
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UNEP, GEF in the news

South Africa: The Colour of 2010 is Green

Inter Press Service (Johannesburg): Take to the roads in South Africa, and chances are you'll be confronted with an obstacle course that includes mind-numbing congestion, close shaves with speeding drivers, and the fog of exhaust fumes.You may also find yourself wondering what will become of this beleaguered transport network when visitors arrive in the country en masse for the 2010 Fédération Internationale de Football World Cup. If all goes as intended, however, choking on fumes will be the least of the fans' problems. Authorities are joining forces with the Global Environment Facility (GEF) with the aim of making the network more environmentally sound ahead of 2010, in part through improving mass transport in a nation where many are reliant on cars. This builds on government's existing plans to improve the transport sector at a cost of over 500 million dollars. The hope is that the proposed GEF investment will also be of lasting benefit to South Africans, many of whom face great difficulties as a result of the country's inadequate public transportation. "Well designed, well run, and sensibly planned public transport can play a key role in cutting climate change emissions. It can also help to improve local air quality and bridge social and economic divides," said Monique Barbut, chief executive officer of the GEF -- a partnership of the World Bank, United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and United Nations Development Programme. The Washington-based facility, established in 1991, is now said to be the biggest source of grants for environmental projects in developing countries. The GEF funds initiatives in six main areas, including climate change and ozone layer depletion. News of the facility's planned involvement in South Africa's transport sector came during the Third GEF Assembly, a two-day meeting that wrapped up Wednesday in the coastal city of Cape Town. New funding for the body was announced at the assembly. Over three billion dollars have been provided by donors to replenish the GEF, with some 11 million tentatively earmarked for the South African transport project. "You could easily establish a bus rapid transport system by determining, for example, that one lane -- which already has been tried selectively -- is available for buses People will switch to bus transport," Achim Steiner, UNEP executive director and under-secretary general, told IPS at the GEF gathering, in reference to measures that could be taken in Cape Town to ease pressure on a main road into the city. "You can speed up the comparative advantage of changing to public transport from individual private transport simply by making a policy decision. But it has to be supported by the users." http://allafrica.com/stories/200608310001.html
South Africa: Minister Calls on Environmental Project Funder to Look at Small, Vulnerable Countries
BuaNews (Tshwane): Finance Minister Trevor Manuel has called for the Global Environment Facility (GEF) to develop a "vulnerability index" to facilitate the flow of development finance to those countries vulnerable to climate change and other factors. The GEF, the largest funder in the world of projects to improve the global environment through sustainable development initiatives, is wrapping up its assembly here on Thursday after having grown its membership to 178 countries. Mr. Manuel, who showed a consistent presence at the assembly, as well as chaired a number of sessions, told reporters on Wednesday in the presence of GEF chief executive Monique Barbut and officials of the institution's implementing agencies, that it needed to "define an agenda for reform". ointing out that the record US 3.13 billion Dollars pledged by 32 donors to replenish the institution's coffers "does not go very far" when considering pressing global environmental and developing country concerns within the context of changing climates, the minister said that "many delegates are concerned at the lack of transparency and certainty" regarding the allocation of these funds. Echoing the same sentiments, Environmental Affairs and Tourism Minister Marthinus van Schalkwyk said "concerns have been raised regarding the adequacy of GEF resources to address the massive global and environmental concerns that have persisted and in some cases deteriorated since the last [GEF] assembly in 2002". Dissatisfaction, he said, was expressed by delegates at the "lack of equity" in the GEF's Resource Allocation Framework and at the relevance of indicators used to determine country allocations for project financing. chim Steiner of the UN Environment Programme agreed that the US 3.13 billion Dollars was "far from being enough and in terms of the scale of the challenge of those who have borne a key responsibility for climate change to have occurred this is simply not enough to help others cope with change". EF chief executive Monique Barbut, describing the GEF as a hybrid between the United Nations and the World Bank, said its biggest advantage was that it had predictable resources for a period of four years. he however conceded that an "inconvenience" was that some countries were more equal than others, adding that compromises were being sought to address these concerns. http://allafrica.com/stories/200608310533.html
General Environment News

Widespread elephant slaughter discovered in Chad

Conservationists find 100 recently killed animals near national park: WASHINGTON (Aug. 30, 2006)--A team led by a conservationist from the Bronx Zoo-based Wildlife Conservation Society, working with the Chadian government and the European Union project CURESS near Chad's Zakouma National Park, has discovered 100 slaughtered elephants, most of them missing only their tusks -- a sure sign that poaching is on the upswing just outside of this renowned protected area. Mike Fay, a WCS conservationist and National Geographic Explorer-in-Residence, and his team discovered five separate elephant massacre sites totaling 100 individuals during a survey made Aug. 3-11 from their small plane. Fay also was on assignment for National Geographic magazine. All the elephants were killed since the end of May 2006, more than 50 of them in the days just before they were found. At one of the killing sites Fay observed a camp with six horses and five men, who quickly packed up as the plane flew over. "Zakouma elephants are getting massacred right before our eyes," Fay said. "We hadn't been in the air more than two hours when we saw our first carcass. It was fresh, maybe just a few weeks old, not far from the park headquarters, and the animal's face had been chopped off, the tusks removed. Zakouma National Park in southeastern Chad makes up part of a Texas-sized region of central Africa that until the 1970s was one of the continent's most intact wilderness areas, abundant in wildlife. The general region was home 30 years ago to some 300,000 elephants, a number that has dwindled to perhaps 10,000 today. Encompassing nearly 1,900 square miles, Zakouma is now one of the last bastions of wildlife in all of central Africa, thanks to funding from the EU. Fay led a survey team also commissioned by the Chadian government and CURESS in 2005 that counted 3,885 elephants in Zakouma Park. A year later they could find only 3,020. It was not known whether the drop reflected a loss of elephants or the possibility that a large herd was missed in the second count. The latest survey, partly funded by National Geographic, was commissioned to assess the level of poaching during the wet season, when the elephants wander outside park limits to forage and are vulnerable to attack. Elephants in the park have enjoyed strong protection from the Chadian government and the EU, but the large percentage that leaves the park during the wet season has not been as well protected. All hunting of elephants in Chad is illegal, and the sale of ivory has been banned since 1989, though black-market trade is increasing. Zakouma is only about 150 miles west of the conflict area of Darfur and is in the path of recent rebel activity in Chad, thus security is low and borders are porous in this isolated region.

La BM aide la Mauritanie à faire face à la dégradation des terres

Nouakchott, Mauritanie (PANA) - La Banque mondiale a fait don à la Mauritanie, mardi, d'un montant de six millions de dollars américains (environ 1,2 milliard d'ouguiya) pour faire face à la dégradation des terres dans ce pays, a appris la PANA de source officielle. Le ministre mauritanien des Affaires économiques, Mohamed Ould Abed, et le représentant de la Banque mondiale à Nouakchott, François Rentrua, ont signé cette convention de financement sous forme de don, qui s'inscrit dans le cadre d'une initiative dénommée Facilité Globale pour l'Environnement (GEF). "Le fonds mis à la disposition de la Mauritanie servira à financer un projet d'aménagement des bassins versants dont l'objectif est de réduire l'incidence de la dégradation notamment à travers l'assistance aux communautés rurales et par la promotion des pratiques de gestion durable des sols", indique un communiqué parvenu mercredi à la PANA.
South Africa: Soweto Goes Green With 6 000 Trees

BuaNews (Tshwane): The City of Johannesburg is to plant about 6 000 trees in Soweto on Friday, in commemoration of National Arbour Day and as part of the city's improvement projects ahead of the 2010 Soccer World Cup.Executive Mayor Amos Masondo will launch the Greening Soweto Legacy Project set to "change the landscape of Soweto forever". He is expected to be joined by soccer icons Lucas Radebe and Jomo Sono, Johannesburg City Parks spokesperson Jenny Moodley said. The trees will be planted in the first phase of the Legacy Project, which among others aims to beautify the city in preparation for 2010 and use greening as a catalyst to develop community ownership and civic pride, thereby containing problems such as illegal dumping, litter and vandalism, she said. The project further aims to use the impetus of 2010 greening programmes to position Soweto as a viable economic market for tourism.  Planting the trees will also form a record breaking attempt, with the assistance of 12 000 school children, business and government representatives. "City Parks required at least 12 000 people, 6 000 spades, 400 emergency personnel and over 1900 City Parks employees to ensure that the record breaking task is carried out at 12:00 sharp on 1 September," Ms Moodley said. http://allafrica.com/stories/200608310532.html
Angola: Ozone Layer Preservation Day Events Open

Angola Press Agency (Luanda): Angola's southern Huila province's departments of Agriculture, Rural Development and Fisheries and Environment handed over school materials to local primary school 340, thus kicking off the Ozone Layer Preservation World Day (16 September) events. Speaking to Angop in Lubango, the provincial director of the Environment Department, Lutero Campos, said the move served to instil into children a sense of responsibility and knowledge about the ozone layer-related dangers and the measures to prevent future evils. He added that children nust be taught about the environment around them, or else it would be hard to avert skin cancer, blindness and other disasters. According to him, the Government is implementing the programme with children with a view to transmitting the message on the importance of preserving the ozone layer, as their lack would endanger the future of the nation. On Friday, the Environment department will hold a meeting on preservation of the ozone layer, to discuss topics related to preservation, importance of atmosphere, chlorine and bromine chemicals, their impact on the ozone layer and the consequences. http://allafrica.com/stories/200608310879.html 
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Hurricane John Takes Aim at Mexico Beach Resorts
Karina Tejada

ACAPULCO, Mexico - Hurricane John barreled along Mexico's Pacific coast on Wednesday as a dangerous Category 4 storm, pounding beach resorts with heavy rain and winds and blowing down trees in Acapulco. 

Acapulco, home to some 1 million people and a popular tourist destination, had sea surges of up to 10 feet (3.5 meters), seafront roads were ankle-deep in water and people struggled to stay on their feet in 135 mph (215 kph) winds. 

Emergency workers were on alert for mudslides and flash floods as John trekked parallel to the coast. Fears grew that it could make a direct hit later this week on the Baja California peninsula, popular with tourists and yachtsmen. 

In Manzanillo, a haven for US and Canadian fishermen, people were warned the biggest sea swells and most wicked winds would hit overnight. 

The Miami-based National Hurricane Center upgraded John to Category 4, the second-strongest type of hurricane, capable of extensive damage if it hits inhabited areas directly. 

It said John had drifted closer to the coast and could gain more strength over the next 24 hours. 

On its current track, John could slam into the plush resort of Los Cabos on the tip of Mexico's Baja California peninsula later this week. It is then expected to veer out into the Pacific. 

Hotels warned guests of the possible dangers. 

"If a hurricane comes, they are no longer guests, they are refugees," said Jean Louis Magron, the resident manager of the Dreams Los Cabos Suites, a big hotel on the beach. 

Some boating trips were cancelled. 

"We're watching it real closely. Everyone's taking it very seriously," said Minerva Saenz, who charters boats out to tourists in Los Cabos for deep-sea fishing trips. 

In October, Hurricane Wilma smashed up Cancun and other beach resorts on Mexico's Caribbean coast. It caused massive damage, sucking away large stretches of beach and stranding tens of thousands of tourists in makeshift shelters for days. 

A hurricane warning was in effect on Wednesday from the steel-making port of Lazaro Cardenas to Cabo Corrientes, further northwest. 

John was moving slowly northwest parallel to the coast about 130 miles (205 km) southeast of Manzanillo. The US hurricane center said only a slight deviation would take the storm over land. 

Category 4 hurricanes can destroy mobile homes and seriously damage the lower floors of waterfront structures. Land lower than 10 feet (3 meters) above sea level may be flooded and require massive evacuations. 

Rainfall of 6 to 10 inches (15 to 25 cm), with isolated deluges of 18 inches (45 cm), were possible along the Pacific coast in the warning areas. 

The US hurricane center warned that rain could cause flash floods and mudslides over areas of mountainous terrain. 

http://www.ipsnews.net/news.asp?idnews=34523

SOUTH AMERICA: Writing on the Wall for Paper Industry
Marcela Valente



BUENOS AIRES, (IPS) - Before printing out this article, carefully consider whether or not you really need a paper copy. According to a new report by Greenpeace Argentina, the growing demand for paper in industrialised countries is putting devastating pressure on natural resources like water and land in several countries in South America. 

The situation in the global market for paper and the expansion of pulp production to Argentina, Brazil, Chile and Uruguay are the focus of the first part of the three-part report presented Wednesday in Buenos Aires, "The Escalation of Cellulose in the Region: Dirty Industry or Clean Production". 

Over the next few decades, there will be significant pressure to expand tree plantations and pulp factories to reach large-scale production in South America, warns the report, which is available in Spanish. 

Greenpeace describes the paper pulp industry as "voracious and devastating to natural resources" with the methods it currently uses. 

The production of cellulose or pulp, the raw material used to make paper, requires enormous quantities of water and energy, as well as vast extensions of land for monoculture tree plantations of fast-growing species, the environmental watchdog points out. The industry puts pressure on native forests, while releasing huge volumes of pollutants into the environment. 

A plant that produces 300,000 tons of cellulose requires 50,000 hectares dedicated to tree plantations, says Greenpeace, which points out that the industry's plans for the region involve the construction of factories that would produce at least one million tons of paper pulp a year. 

Currently, 13 million hectares are dedicated to pulp tree plantations worldwide, 80 percent of which is in South America and -- to a lesser extent -- Asia. 

The Greenpeace report goes on to discuss the conditions in which pulp and paper plants currently operate in Argentina and Uruguay, neighbouring countries that are involved in an ongoing dispute over the construction of two large cellulose factories on the Uruguayan side of a border river. 

One of the plants being built near the Uruguayan town of Fray Bentos, on the Uruguay River, belongs to the Finnish company Botnia and will produce one million tons a year, and the other, belonging to Spain's ENCE, will produce 500,000 tons. 

According to Greenpeace, the increase in global demand for paper will require the construction of two new factories the size of Botnia's per year. 

Greenpeace says this is the time for Argentina and Uruguay to establish strict environmental standards and guidelines for the development of the industry, in order to ward off the environmental disaster that could occur in the event of uncontrolled expansion of the industry. 

The report also repeats Greenpeace's earlier call for the two countries to design a clean production plan based on chlorine-free and effluent-free processes, greater use of recycled paper, sustainable exploitation of forests, and the participation of local communities in decisions involving where the factories are to be built. 

According to Greenpeace, it is not a question of rejecting investments, but of requiring smaller-scale operations, and sustainable production methods. 

Juan Carlos Villalonga, the author of the report and Greenpeace Argentina director of campaigns, told IPS that "in the face of a flood, there must be limits, conditions and clear guidelines to avoid a disaster, and we are not currently seeing any of that" in the region. 

Global paper consumption rose from 300 to 366 million tons a year from 2000 to 2005, and is expected to climb to 566 million by 2020, says the report. 

It adds that the pulp industry must also grow to keep up with that demand, which is concentrated in North America, Europe, Japan and, more recently, China. 

The demand for bleached pulp is projected to grow from the current 45 million tons a year to 74 million by 2020 -- "a figure that gives an idea of the devastating pressure that will be put on South America," said Villalonga. 

The major consumers of paper were traditionally also the big producers of cellulose and paper. But in the last 15 years, a division has occurred, and consumption and production of paper is more heavily concentrated in the industrialised North, while pulp production is increasingly shifting to the developing South. 

Of global production of wood pulp, which totaled 192 million tons last year, North America produced 40 percent, Europe 29 percent, Asia 22 percent, and Latin America nine percent. 

But South America is emerging as an especially attractive region for the expansion of pulp production due to its climate -- suitable for fast-growth tree species -- the low cost of labour, tax breaks and other government incentives for investment, and less stringent environmental norms, says Greenpeace. 

According to the report, Nils Grafstrom, president of the Latin America Division of the Swedish-Finnish forestry products giant Stora Enso, said the best places for the production of cellulose today are southern Brazil and Uruguay. 

He also said timber in these two countries, as well as in Argentina and Chile, costs half of what it costs in northern Europe. 

South America is one of the regions preferred by corporations in the world today for large tree farms, the installation of new pulp plants, and the expansion of existing plants, says Greenpeace. 

These plants are conceived of on a much larger scale than the ones operating in Europe, where output averages 210,000 tons a year. 

While larger-scale production cuts costs, it also adds risks, says Greenpeace. On the other hand, smaller-scale production would allow lower levels of pollution and smaller risks, it underlines. 

The report also points out that Latin America is not a major consumer of paper. In 1990, the region accounted for just five percent of global demand, a share that had barely grown, to six percent, in 2005. 

By contrast, the region accounted for nine percent of global pulp production and 18 percent of total pulp exports in 2005, and is expected to account for 25 percent of international pulp exports by 2010. Meanwhile, only 1.2 million of the 14.6 million tons of pulp to be produced in the region in 2010 will go to the domestic market. 

Greenpeace warns that if global consumption of paper does not level off and become more balanced, it will be impossible to avoid an expansion of the industry that will be devastating for the environment and for many communities around the world.

http://www.jis.gov.jm/local_gov/html/20060829T100000-0500_9873_JIS_JAMAICA_TAKES_LEAD_ROLE_TO_ESTABLISH_REGIONAL_REFRIGERATION_AND_AIR_CONDITIONING_ASSOCIATION.asp 

Jamaica Takes Lead Role to Establish Regional Refrigeration and Air-Conditioning Association
Jamaica is currently taking steps to establish a Regional Refrigeration and Air-conditioning Association, in conjunction with Trinidad and Tobago, Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Local Government and Environment, Devon Rowe, has announced.

This initiative builds on several moves which the Government has taken through the National Ozone Unit in the National Environment and Planning Agency (NEPA), to phase out the use of ozone depleting substances, such as Chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs), which under given atmospheric conditions, cause environmental degradation.

Mr. Rowe, who was the main speaker at the opening of the Preparatory Meeting of the English speaking Caribbean Ozone Officers, at the Knutsford Court Hotel today (August 29), said the initiative was in keeping with Jamaica's vigilant thrust to adhere to international environment protection protocols.

"Jamaica's refrigeration and air-conditioning industry, through the Jamaica Refrigeration and Ventilation Association (JARVA), has played a crucial role in sensitizing technicians to the need for the adoption of ozone friendly refrigeration practices," Mr. Rowe said.

The Permanent Secretary pointed out that JARVA was "an active member of the National Ozone Commission, the body which oversees the implementation of the Montreal Protocol in Jamaica".

In 1993, Jamaica acceded to the 'Montreal Protocol on Substances that Deplete the Ozone Layer', an international agreement designed to protect the ozone layer and by extension, the physical environment.

The Protocol stipulates that the production and consumption of compounds that deplete ozone in the stratosphere are to be gradually phased out by 2010, and Jamaica has served on the protocol's Implementation Committee as well as the committee's Multilateral Fund.

On a note of commendation, Chief Executive Officer of NEPA, Leary Myers said that, "one outstanding achievement by Jamaica is that as of January 1, 2006, CFCs were phased out. This achievement was four years ahead of the Montreal Protocol's 2010 phase-out date for CFCs". Mr. Myers said this accomplishment was afforded through Ministerial Orders and the 1999 Trade Act.

Since January 1, Jamaica has ceased to import products such as air condition units and refrigerators that use the chemical substance CFC as a cooling agent.

Meanwhile, the Permanent Secretary commended Jamaica's Ozone Unit, which in 2003 received an international award for outstanding stewardship during the period 2001-2002, for its continued drive to preserve the natural environment.

Today's meeting is part of a five-day workshop under the auspices of the Montreal Protocol, jointly organised by the Government of Jamaica, the United Nations Environment Programme's Regional Office for Latin America and the Caribbean (UNEP/ROLAC) and the Caribbean Maritime Institute. The workshop will conclude on September 1.

The workshop is intended to provide world class industry training for refrigeration technicians, and those attending tomorrow's meeting will be transported to the Caribbean Maritime Institute for practical sessions, led by experts from Venezuela, the United States and Canada.

According to the organising committee of the workshop, Jamaica was "ahead of the region in the phase-out of ozone depleting substances", and was selected by UNEP/ROLAC to host the workshop because of the lead role taken in the complete phase-out of CFCs.

Representatives from Jamaica, Barbados, Cuba, Haiti, Canada, Dominica, St. Kitts and Nevis, Trinidad and Tobago, Mexico, the United States, Suriname, Guyana, Antigua and Barbuda, St. Lucia, St. Vincent and the Grenadines and Venezuela participated in today's meeting.

http://www.ipsnews.net/news.asp?idnews=34518
BRAZIL: Teens Teach Parents New Family Farming Techniques

Roberto Villar Belmonte 



TRÊS PASSOS, Brazil, (IPS) - For centuries, farming methods have been passed down from parents to children. But an innovative rural education programme has broken with that tradition, and students are now bringing home new techniques to teach their parents in the Brazilian municipality of Três Passos. 

The award-winning programme helped raise local per capita gross domestic product (GDP) from 2,800 to 6,500 dollars between 1998 and 2004. 

"I always wanted to leave the countryside and find a job in the city, to live a better life," says Claudiana Inara Urnau, 18. That dream was shared by just about all of the sons and daughters of the small farmers in Três Passos, in the southern Brazilian state of Rio Grande do Sul, which is known for its dairy and pork production. 

But Claudiana's future began to change when high school teacher Zilá Maria Breitenbach, who taught math and history, was elected mayor in 1997 of this municipality located just 40 km from the Argentine border. One of the big challenges faced by the new mayor was to curb the exodus of youngsters to the towns and cities of southern Brazil. 

Disillusioned adolescents and young people, fed up with the lack of prospects in the countryside and encouraged by success stories of urban prosperity, began to leave their farms, which in Três Passos average 10 hectares in size. 

The exodus, which affected a large part of the 2,000 local small farms, gradually weakened agricultural activity in the municipality, which in the 1970s had been considered the pork capital of Brazil. 

The situation became so critical that rural retirement pensions were the main source of income for many of the local farm families. 

In her first year in office, Breitenbach -- who was reelected in 2001 -- began to organise discussions with representatives of the entire community of Três Passos about the main problems facing the countryside, which is the basis of the economy of this municipality of 24,000 people, 70 percent of whom live within the town limits. 

The result was the 1998 launch of the "Programa Semeando Educação e Saúde na Agricultura Familiar" (Sowing Education and Health in Family Agriculture Programme), which in December received the 2005 Brazilian Millennium Development Goal (MDG) prize, granted by the government in conjunction with the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). 

Between 1998 and 2006, 2,250 students took part in the Semeando Programme, taking classes on farm techniques at five rural schools. But not all of the farms have adopted the new model, which has revitalised family agriculture in the area, because some farmers have put up resistance. 

LEARNING FARM MANAGEMENT TECHNIQUES 

"We didn't have any idea what the programme was about," says Claudiana. "But after the classes, our milk production increased from 2,600 to nearly 4,000 litres (a year), when we divided up our land and began to rotate our 10 cows from pasture to pasture." 

Her life was not the only one that changed. 

"Now I'm much more motivated to study," says 15-year-old Patrícia Fernanda Schaab, a former student of one of the five rural schools in Três Passos. "I learned how to do new things on our farm. When I studied farming techniques in the classroom, like how to raise vegetables, I would go home and talk to my mother. My father wouldn't listen." 

"This year I asked Patrícia's 11-year-old brother Diego to find out in class how to grow tomatoes. I had never raised them before. I am learning along with my children," says Clair Schaab, 43. 

"They also have good ideas," Patrícia and Diego's father, Inácio Valdir Schaab, 44, now grudgingly admits. 

"The farm is a company," comments 17-year-old dairy farmer Diego Paetzold. "I learned that in the Semeando Programme. Money would come in, but no one really thought about how it should be administered. I want to stay on the farm, and to always continue learning. I have nothing to complain about. We used to produce 100 litres of milk, and now we're up to 360." 

"The students in our five rural schools now understand that they can make a living from the land, if they run their farms well," says former mayor Breitenbach. "Another achievement was to revive the farm fairs, which have improved integration in the community." 

"I talked to the young people who were sharing their new knowledge with their parents, and I was impressed with the results," says Alexandra do Lago Grazinoli, technical adviser to the presidency's national secretariat for coordinating social policy. She was on the panel that studied the projects that were shortlisted for the Brazil 2005 MDG award. 

THEORY AND HANDS-ON PRACTICE 

Fourteen-year-old Lair Silveira raises his hand during a class on dairy production at the Guia Lopes Municipal School, to ask agricultural technician Jair Locatelli: "Teacher, why should milk be boiled before we drink it?" 

Most of the 11 students in the course have dairy cows at home. 

The teacher says that milk can be drunk without boiling it first as long as certain hygiene measures are followed. He continues on to explain the chemical breakdown of milk, the steps that must be taken when milking a cow, and proper feed for dairy cows. 



The Semeando Programme provides classes on farming techniques to seventh and eighth-grade students in the five rural schools in Três Passos. However, the courses do not only focus on theory, but involve hands-on projects on the students' family farms, overseen by five technicians hired by the municipal government. 

The activities are designed and organised by three municipal secretariats: education, agriculture and health. While the classes are for seventh and eighth-grade students, the curriculums of other grades have also incorporated training in agricultural techniques. All students, in every area, benefit from the new approach. 

"Environmental questions impregnate all of our classes," explains high school teacher Katiane Schmeier, 26, who teaches history and geography. "Today, for example, we are going to study global warming and the increased intensity of hurricanes, a phenomenon that affected the coast of Rio Grande do Sul state for the first time in 2004." 

The courses have also been incorporated in a state secondary school in the area, where the graduates of municipal middle schools continue learning about farming techniques. And through an agreement with the State University of Rio Grande do Sul, a higher education course focusing on agribusiness will begin to be offered this year. 

BREAKING DOWN LOCAL RESISTANCE 

"One of the biggest difficulties was the resistance of the high school teachers, who were not prepared for the reality of rural life," says educator Lenir Buchner, coordinator of the Semeando Programme. "Our challenge was to develop the teaching materials.. Parents also resisted the changes. Even today we have farmers who refuse to accept the new ideas." 

"The special classes have helped farmers take advantage of other municipal programmes that provide incentives for dairy farming, fruit production (peaches, figs and grapes), pork farming, agribusiness and eucalyptus plantations," explains Mayor Carlos Alberto Canova. "This way they begin to see their land as a source of income." 

Last year, the diversification promoted by the municipal government helped Três Passos weather the worst drought suffered by Rio Grande do Sul in 60 years. The drought led to an 8.5 million ton fall in the state's production of soybeans, corn and beans, and economic losses of a magnitude never seen before, amounting to nearly 1.7 billion dollars. 

But despite the drought and the drop in soybean production, dairy output in Três Passos grew from 10 to 14 million litres a year from 2004 to 2005, increasing the revenues of small farmers by nearly 700,000 dollars. The municipal government estimated local GDP growth at nearly 10 percent between 2004 and 2005. 

The number of pigs in Três Passos has grown in the past eight years from less than 10,000 to more than 70,000. Sadia, a leading Brazilian food company, operates a pork export plant in the town, which caters especially to the Russian market, and has seen its output rise to 600,000 animals slaughtered per year. 

NEW CHALLENGES 

Mayor Canova is intent on maintaining and expanding the Semeando Programme. Despite the success of the rural education initiative, the number of students has been falling off. 

According to municipal government figures, 194 students were registered in the courses in 2001 and 177 in 2002. In 2003 the number dropped to 135, and although it recovered slightly to 149 in 2004, it fell again, to 132 and 111 in 2005 and 2006, respectively. 

But Jinete Vivian, a research adviser with the municipal Planning Secretariat, says the drop in students is not due to people moving to the cities, but to a regionwide decline in the birth rate in rural areas. Besides, she explains, in the early years of the programme, many students who had dropped out of school were drawn back by the success of the initiative. 

The reduction in the number of students has also been seen in seven primary schools, of first to fourth-graders, located in rural areas of Três Passos. Several have even been forced to close due to the lack of students, says local Education Secretary Evandro Luis Mohr. The students have been transferred to the Semeando Programme's five schools. 

Another problem is the lack of funds to finance the activities of the five agricultural technicians who are helping train the students. They travel to the farms, where the projects are carried out, by motorcycle, for which they receive just 50 litres of fuel a month and no funds for maintenance and repairs. 

Besides visiting the farms of the Semeando Programme's 111 students, of some of the students from the Roque Gonzalez State School, and of former students with whom they have stayed in contact, the technicians are also sought out by families who don't have children in the Programme's schools. 

While the Semeando Programme's organisers are seeking solutions to these problems, Claudiana Urnau no longer dreams about a job in the city. 

She now has other goals: to continue studying new farming techniques at the University of Rio Grande do Sul, and to get a licence to drive the family motorcycle, which she is already skilled at riding on the hills of her small farm. 

No one knows where she will be working in the future. Probably on her family's land. But wherever she ends up, after taking the Semeando Programme's classes, Urnau will say with pride: "My parents are family farmers from Três Passos."
____________________________________________________________________________
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SECURITY COUNCIL VOTES TO SET UP UN PEACEKEEPING FORCE IN DARFUR

The Security Council agreed today to deploy a United Nations peacekeeping

force of more than 17,000 troops in Sudan’s strife-torn Darfur region by

the end of the year to try to end the spiralling violence and displacement

there that has led senior UN officials to warn of an imminent humanitarian

catastrophe.

Twelve Council members voted in favour of a resolution to expand the

mandate of the existing UN Mission in Sudan (UNMIS) from southern Sudan to

cover Darfur as well. China, Russia and Qatar abstained in the vote.

Resolution 1706 “invites the consent” of the Sudanese Government to the

deployment, although Khartoum has said on several occasions that it is

opposed to any kind of UN force taking over the role of the African Union’s

(AU) current operation – known by the acronym AMIS – in Darfur.

Under the resolution, UNMIS will have up to 17,300 additional troops and as

many as 3,300 civilian police officers, and must take over AMIS’ duties by

no later than 31 December.

Before AMIS hands over to the expanded UNMIS, the UN has been authorized to

provide air, engineering, logistics, communications and other support to

AMIS.

After the vote in the Council, Ambassador John Bolton of the United States,

one of the sponsors of the resolution, said it was imperative to act now to

stop the violence, where scores of thousands of people have been killed and

2 million others forced to flee their homes since 2003.

“We cannot afford to delay,” he stressed, asserting that every day lost

only extended the genocide in the remote and impoverished region on Sudan’s

western flank.

Earlier this week Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs Jan

Egeland warned the Council that “a man-made catastrophe of an unprecedented

scale” looms within weeks unless the Council acts immediately.

Mr. Egeland said “we could see hundreds of thousands of deaths” if aid

operations – already at grave risk because of rising numbers of attacks

against individual workers, dramatically reduced access to those in need,

and massive funding shortfalls – collapse.

Ambassador Wang Guangya of China said that while his country concurred that

UN troops should take over the work of AMIS as soon as possible, the timing

of the vote and the fact that the resolution did not specify “with the

consent of” the Sudanese Government meant they had to abstain.

The resolution was adopted as Secretary-General Kofi Annan released a

letter he had sent to Sudanese President Omar al-Bashir endorsing the

creation of a UN force in Darfur and calling for continuing discussions

with Khartoum on this issue.

In the letter, Mr. Annan voiced concern that the Sudanese Government’s own

formal plan to restore stability to Darfur and protect civilians there does

not provide for the transition from an AU force to a UN operation.

He said only an impartial peacekeeping force like the proposed UNMIS

expansion would have the resources and capacity to effectively support the

implemention of the Darfur Peace Agreement (DPA), which was signed by the

Government and some of the region’s rebel groups in May.

Mr. Annan also expressed alarm over the recent deployment of large numbers

of Sudanese troops in Darfur, which Assistant Secretary-General for

Peacekeeping Operations Hédi Annabi told the Council earlier this month was

an apparent sign that the Government is determined to pursue a major

military offensive there soon.

In a separate development, UNMIS issued a statement today in Khartoum

deploring the murder of an aid worker with the International Committee of

the Red Cross (ICRC). The driver was killed following a hijacking in North

Darfur state. The man’s death brings to 12 the number of aid workers who

have been killed in Darfur this year – almost all of them in the past two

months.

UN Humanitarian Coordinator in Sudan Manuel da Silva said he was especially

concerned that aid workers are being attacked while they are attempting to

help people suffering in Darfur.

“The UN calls upon everyone in Darfur to recognize the neutrality of all

humanitarian staff, and the vital work that they are doing, and to ensure

their safety,” he said.

* * *

INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY MUST ACT QUICKLY TO HELP LEBANON REBUILD, ANNAN’S DEPUTY SAYS

Warning of a “race against time” to rebuild Lebanon after the recent

devastating month of conflict, the United Nations Deputy Secretary-General

today urged donors to provide funds for the task, as he repeated calls for

Israel to lift its air and sea blockade, saying it severely hinders relief

efforts.

Deputy Secretary-General Mark Malloch Brown made his remarks to donors at

an international aid conference for Lebanon in Sweden, at which Lebanese

Prime Minister Fouad Siniora appealed for assistance to help rebuild the

country after the 34 days of fighting that caused around $3.6 billion in

physical damage.

“Our challenge is now two-fold: to respond to Lebanon’s immediate needs,

and to get the Government-led recovery off to a determined start in the

weeks ahead, even as we prepare for an international conference on the

country’s longer-term needs,” Mr. Malloch Brown said.

“Yet it is the immediate recovery process that demands our most urgent

attention. We must act quickly to build on what the Lebanese people are

already doing to restore some normalcy to their lives after the conflict,”

he stressed, warning: “We remain in a race against time.”

Mr. Malloch Brown said these immediate needs include providing resources

and materials to repair houses, rehabilitate schools, reopen roads to

traffic as well as an “emergency environmental cleanup,” especially to

address the devastating oil spill threatening the coast.

He highlighted that the cessation of hostilities, which went into effect on

14 August, had allowed a strong and effective response that had now helped

stabilize the humanitarian situation, but warned that the continuing

Israeli air and sea blockade “severely hinders relief efforts.”

“Aid when there is a blockade is like putting someone on life support when

there is a foot on their wind pipe. We need an immediate end to the

blockade and a political solution to the underlying causes of the

conflict,” he said.

The Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), which last

week estimated that Lebanon suffered $3.6 billion in physical damage during

the conflict, said that it will launch a revised Flash Appeal at today’s

conference, expected to total around $96.5 million. UN Emergency Relief

Coordinator Jan Egeland is also expected to speak at the meeting.

Some 60 Governments and organizations are attending the one-day conference

in Stockholm, which has been arranged by the Swedish Government, and it

hopes to raise $500 million to assist in Lebanon’s reconstruction.

“The clear message of this conference is about showing solidarity with the

Government of Lebanon,” said Stephane Jaquemet, the UN High Commissioner

for Refugees (UNHCR) representative in Lebanon, who is attending the

conference. “The Government is in the driving seat.”

In the latest humanitarian developments on the ground in Lebanon,

assistance continues to get through to those most in need and today

municipal workers handed out food rations from the World Food Programme

(WFP) to vulnerable families in Beirut's southern suburbs, a UN spokesman

told reporters in New York.

The rations included packets of vegetable oil, lentils, canned vegetables

and high-energy biscuits, Stephane Dujarric said, adding that authorities

in all four municipalities in the south of the capital say they will hand

out WFP rations to more than 100,000 people over the coming weeks.

* * *

SECURITY COUNCIL RECEIVES UN WATCHDOG’S REPORT ON IRAN’S NUCLEAR ACTIVITIES

The International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) today sent a new report on

Iran to the United Nations Security Council, which has threatened sanctions

if the country does not suspend uranium enrichment and reprocessing

activities and take steps to assure the world that it is not developing

nuclear arms.

In announcing that the report went to the 15-member body, the Vienna-based

UN nuclear watchdog said its circulation is restricted “and unless the IAEA

Board of Governors and Security Council decide otherwise, the Agency cannot

authorize its release to the public.”

In a 31 July resolution, the Council said Iran had not taken required steps

to assure the world it is not developing nuclear arms, demanded a

suspension of the country’s nuclear enrichment and reprocessing activities,

and threatened sanctions for non-compliance.

The IAEA was requested to report on whether Iran had complied with the

resolution within a month. In previous reports, the Agency has been unable

to verify that Iran’s nuclear programme was peaceful, though it had not

seen any diversion of material to nuclear weapons or other explosive

devices.

Secretary-General Kofi Annan, who is currently on a diplomatic tour of the

Middle East, is likely to stop in Iran, according to his spokesman.

Earlier this month, Mr. Annan appealed to Tehran to respond positively to

an offer made by China, France, Germany, the Russian Federation, the United

Kingdom and the United States, with the support of the European Union's

High Representative.

The so-called “EU-3 plus 3” proposals, which were endorsed by the Council

in its July resolution, envisage a long-term comprehensive arrangement

which would allow for the development of relations with Iran based on

mutual respect and the establishment of international confidence in the

exclusively peaceful nature of Iran’s nuclear programme.

“Iran's reply will, I trust, be positive and that this will be the

foundation for a final, negotiated settlement,” the Secretary-General said

in an appeal to the country’s Government on 20 August.

* * *

ANNAN SAYS ISRAELI BLOCKADE OF LEBANON MUST NOT BE A ‘COLLECTIVE

PUNISHMENT’

Warning that Israel’s continued blockade of Lebanon risks being seen as

“collective punishment” of the Lebanese people, United Nations

Secretary-General Kofi Annan today renewed calls for it to be lifted as he

met with officials in Jordan on the latest leg of his regional tour of the

Middle East.

“I think it is important that that is lifted and not be seen as collective

punishment of the Lebanese people, and Israel itself has said it has no

quarrel with the Lebanese people… But in any event, I think that the

blockade cannot be sustained for long,” Mr. Annan said at a joint press

conference with Jordanian Foreign Minister Abdul Ilah Khatib.

The Secretary-General also criticized Israel’s use of cluster bombs during

the 34-day conflict with Hizbollah, many of which still lie unexploded over

large areas of the Lebanese countryside. However, after his meetings in

Lebanon and Israel this week, Mr. Annan said he remains confident a lasting

agreement can be put in place.

“I think those kinds of weapons should not be used in civilian and

populated areas and we are working very hard through our mine-action unit

to de-mine as quickly as possible. I ask the Israeli authorities to give us

maps and indications of where these bombs were dropped.”

“And of course even though we have gone through a very difficult period, I

still believe we have an opportunity or a chance to turn the tragic events

of recent weeks into something more constructive and turn a page and

establish a normal reasonable relationship between Lebanon and Israel.”

After his discussions with the Foreign Minister, Mr. Annan also met His

Majesty King Abdullah bin Hussein, who he also briefed on the recent

conflict and the need to shore up resolution 1701 that brought the

cessation of hostilities on 14 August.

“I expect, and I did make this clear to the Israeli authorities, that when

the international forces have reached 5,000 and are deploying to the south

with the Lebanese that it’s time for them to withdraw and withdraw

completely from southern Lebanon,” he told reporters.

“This would be a truly international force. Of course, Europe has provided

a large number of forces and they… are the backbone of the force. But we

will be bringing in troops from other regions. There will be Islamic troops

on the ground Indonesia, Malaysia, Turkey has also offered… So we will have

an international force with troops coming in from both western and Islamic

countries.”

From Jordan, Mr. Annan flew to Damascus, where he briefed Syrian Foreign

Minister Walid Al-Muallem on his latest discussions over the ending of the

conflict in Lebanon and stressed Syria’s role in ensuring the full

implementation of Security Council resolution 1701. The Secretary-General

is scheduled to meet President Bashar al-Assad tomorrow. He also met UN

staff working in Syria earlier today.

* * *

ANNUAL UN ECONOMIC REPORT WARNS ABOUT DANGERS OF GLOBAL TRADE IMBALANCES

Although a major global economic crisis is unlikely, significant trade

imbalances are posing a threat to long-term world economic health, a new

United Nations report warns.

The UN Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), in its annual report

released today, characterizes the global economy as one of “relatively fast

growth in developing countries, driven by strong global demand originating

mainly in the United States and amplified by the rapid expansion of the

large Chinese economy.”

The report finds little evidence of a looming major financial crisis,

comparable to the Asian or Latin American crises of 10 years ago.

It notes that many developing countries are now less vulnerable to big

shocks because they have stabilized their exchange rates at low levels and

are running sizeable current-account surpluses and accumulating large

amounts of dollar reserves.

That approach poses a problem, however, because it “can only function as

long as there is at least one country in the global economy that accepts

running the corresponding trade deficit,” the report says.

That country, the US, has become overburdened in its role as “global engine

for growth.” UNCTAD economists fear that, at some point, American demand

will no longer be able to act as a bulwark against worldwide deflation and

recession.

They add that other key industrial countries have not only failed to play

their part, but have actually added to the US’ burden by running up huge

surpluses of their own.

They say countries like Japan and Germany must increase their domestic

demand to prevent a sharp devaluation of the American dollar that could

send shocks reverberating throughout the developing world.

The report notes that China’s surging domestic demand and imports have

played a positive and vital role in spreading and sustaining global growth.

To prevent that process from being derailed, its currency, the renminbi,

should not be revalued too quickly.

UNCTAD economists say that redressing global imbalances requires a

responsible multilateral effort rather than pressure on the developing

world.

“A well-coordinated international macroeconomic approach would considerably

enhance the chances of poorer countries being able to preserve and continue

recent improvements in their growth performances,” the report notes.

* * *

SIERRA LEONE FACES REAL THREATS TO STABILITY DESPITE SOLID PROGRESS – ANNAN

Despite significant progress, Sierra Leone faces numerous threats to its

stability as it continues on the path to recovery from the disastrous and

brutal civil war that engulfed the country in the 1990s, according to a new

report from Secretary-General Kofi Annan.

In a report to the Security Council issued today, the Secretary-General,

who visited the country in early July, said he remained “reasonably

optimistic” about prospects for long-term peace and economic recovery from

the 10-year conflict, which began in 1991 and left thousands dead and many

more with amputated limbs.

Mr. Annan noted that the transfer in June of former Liberian President

Charles Taylor to The Hague to face war crime charges removed a major

source of potential instability in Sierra Leone. He expressed concern,

however, about several other factors.

“Currently, the most serious potential threats to the country’s stability

emanate from domestic challenges, including the need to improve the general

standard of living of the population, stimulate economic progress, step up

anti-corruption efforts and address the issue of high unemployment,

particularly of the youth,” he said.

The Secretary-General also expressed concern about the country’s political

situation, as preparations get underway for elections to be held next July.

“There are also worrisome signs of growing intolerance among various

political party leaders and their supporters, which portend acrimonious and

potentially violent campaigns in the period leading up to the 2007

elections,” he said.

Mr. Annan noted that some parties and their supporters are reported to have

declared certain areas “off limits” to opponents and that the Government

had issued a directive requiring political parties to obtain permission

from the police before holding meetings.

The Secretary-General said he plans to dispatch an electoral needs

assessment mission to the country to meet with its Government and determine

what type of assistance the UN, which currently has an Integrated Office in

Sierre Leone (UNIOSIL), can provide. He also appealed to Member States to

close the gap of $8 to $9 million in funding needed for the elections.

* * *

ECUADOR: UN FOOD AGENCY TO PROVIDE ASSISTANCE TO VICTIMS OF TUNGURAHUA VOLCANO

The United Nations World Food Programme (WFP) announced today that it will

distribute rations among 25,000 people that were evacuated in the Andean

region after the Tungurahua volcano erupted earlier this month affecting

more than 100,000 people affected in six provinces of Ecuador.

Tungurahua volcano, located 135 kilometres southeast of the capital Quito,

in central Ecuador, began erupting on 16 August with explosions producing

abundant massive clouds of ash, steam and gas, as well as abundant lava and

pyroclastic flows, according to the UN Office for the Coordination of

Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA).

Ash clouds moved to surrounding areas in a radius of 550 km, causing

extensive environmental damage, killing five people, causing severe burns

to 50 people and other injuries to a further 40, WFP said.

“The food assistance provided by WFP will allow people to use their

remaining resources to help them rehabilitate their lives and rebuild their

communities,” the agency’s Ecuador Representative, Helmut Rauch, said of

the displaced people living in the volcano area, who are among the poorest

in the country.

On 18 August, the Government of Ecuador called for international assistance

to meet the immediate needs of the affected population and preliminary

assessments have determined that there are satisfactory conditions in

public shelters, where more than 100,000 people affected have sought

refuge. The continuing humanitarian need is for dust masks, goggles, jerry

cans, emergency medical kits, tents, blankets, and especially clean

drinking water, food, kitchen sets and hygiene kits, OCHA said.

Since 20 August, the seismic activity has been decreasing, while the threat

of further activity remains high and the volcano is being continually

monitored by the National Geophysical Institute.

An assessment carried out by the Government and the United Nations

estimated that 25,000 people who were evacuated to temporary shelters or

went to stay with relatives or friends need further food assistance

following the loss of houses, crops and livestock, after depletion of

rations provided by the Government.

A total of 282 metric tons of food will be distributed to the victims in

the temporary shelters and in affected villages in the provinces of

Tungurahua, Chimborazo and Bolivar over the next three months, in close

collaboration with the Civil Defence, Red Cross, the Ministry of Social

Welfare, the Ministry of Agriculture and international non-governmental

organizations (NGOs), WFP said.

The UN International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (ISDR) has been

helping Ecuador to prepare for potential mudflows that could be triggered

by high accumulations of ash and other materials on the volcano’s slopes.

Additionally, the ISDR has been requested to provide support for the

modelling of potential mudflows that can be triggered by high accumulations

of ash and other volcanic materials on the volcano’s slopes. According to

ISDR, this type of study has been undertaken with great success for the

Pichincha volcano, also in Ecuador, and is used to identify high-risk areas

and support early warning and relief operations.

* * *

WITH MOST PAKISTAN QUAKE SURVIVORS NOW HOME, UN HANDS TASKS TO LOCAL AUTHORITIES

Now that hundreds of thousands of survivors of last October’s deadly

earthquake in Pakistan have returned home from temporary camps, the UN High

Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) today closed the offices in the region,

handing over full responsibility for managing remaining relief camps to

local authorities on schedule.

“This was part of an overall framework for the transition of camp

management responsibilities,” said Kilian Kleinschmidt, UNHCR's senior

emergency coordinator. “From the outset, we had made it clear that our

involvement would be until the end of the winter and that we would phase

out as of September 1, 2006 in a responsible, transparent and professional

manner.”

The offices were located in Mansehra in North West Frontier Province and in

Muzaffarabad, capital of Pakistan-administered Kashmir. UNHCR will continue

to provide advice to local authorities until the end of the year.

Since March, more than 140,000 quake survivors have left relief camps for

home. About 36,000 people remain in 44 camps. In the months leading up to

the handover, UNHCR upgraded services in the remaining camps and made

provisions to ensure that basic services would continue.

While the refugee agency normally does not get involved in natural

disasters, the enormous scale of the quake, as well as the December 2004

Indian Ocean tsunami, represented exceptional cases.

The 8 October earthquake in the mountainous Kashmir region left more than

70,000 people dead and millions homeless. Immediately after the quake,

UNHCR rushed thousands of tonnes of supplies from its emergency relief

stockpiles to survivors.

At the height of the emergency operation, UNHCR had some 150 staff in

Pakistan. It supported the local government in running 170 temporary relief

camps and coordinated with UN agencies and non-governmental organisations

to ensure basic services in the camps.

“You can measure the success of our activities by what was averted. There

were no epidemics in the camps and few casualties over the course of

winter,” Mr. Kleinschmidt observed.

* * *

UN MOURNS LEBANON FORCE STAFF MEMBER KILLED DURING ISRAEL-HIZBOLLAH CONFLICT

The United Nations today held a solemn ceremony in Cyprus to mourn

Augustine Bielonwu, a civilian staff member of the UN Interim Force for

Lebanon (UNIFIL) who died last month during an Israeli rocket attack in

Tyre.

“His unexpected and tragic passing has shocked us all and filled our hearts

with sorrow,” UN Under-Secretary-General for Peacekeeping Operations

Jean-Marie Guéhenno told the gathering held at Columba’s Church in Nicosia.

Mr. Guéhenno paid tribute to the fallen staff member, who joined the UN in

1989 and served in Naquora, Rawalpindi, Kabul, Teheran and Laayoune.

“Augustine was a paragon of courage, industry and unselfish devotion to

duty. Those who knew him admired and respected him. He was gentlemanly,

scholarly and kindly. He was an international civil servant in the very

best sense of the term, and one who verily and truly exemplified the spirit

of the United Nations.”

Mr. Bielonwu, who is survived by six children, was killed on 17 July during

the fighting between Israel and Hizbollah when an Israeli rocket hit the

building where he lived in Tyre. Four military observers from the UN Truce

Supervision Organization (UNTSO) deployed in southern Lebanon also died

during this conflict.

Since its establishment in 1978, 258 UNIFIL staff members have died while

in service with the mission.

* * *

IN STEP FORWARD, KOSOVO GOVERNMENT TAKES OVER MINORITY TRANSPORTATION FROM UN

In a step forward towards fulfilling international goals for Kosovo, which

the United Nations has administered since 1999, the world body has turned

over responsibility for transportation services for minorities to the local

Government.

Patricia Waring of the UN Interim Administration Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK)

and the province’s Minister of Transport and Communications, Qemajl Ahmeti,

today signed an agreement governing the transfer of UNMIK’s competency to

provide humanitarian transportation for the minorities in Kosovo to the

Ministry.

Ms. Waring voiced confidence that the Kosovo Government “will fulfil all

its political, administrative and financial commitments to ensure the

freedom of movement to all of Kosovo’s communities.”

She added that the transfer would not change or disrupt existing services.

Since 2001 UNMIK has been operating the “Freedom of Movement Train” from

Leposavic to Skopje and a humanitarian bus service for minority communities

throughout Kosovo.

For the past four months, representatives from Kosovo, the UN and the

Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) have been

working to ensure the freedom of movement for all of Kosovo’s communities

including their direct participation in any decision to change humanitarian

transportation services.

Ms. Waring stressed that in signing the agreement, the Provisional

Institutions of Self-Government in Kosovo are fulfilling one of the

priorities for implementing the so-called Standards, a set of eight targets

that include building democratic institutions, enforcing minority rights,

creating a functioning economy and setting up an impartial legal system.

The Standards framework is considered key to achieving progress on the

issue of the status of the ethnically divided Serbian province.

* * *

UN REPORT WARNS ASIAN GOVERNMENTS TO PREPARE FOR FINANCIAL DOWNTURN

The United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific

(UNESCAP) today warned the region’s governments to reduce exposure to the

impact of a sudden or unexpected market downturn, urging a mood of

protection and preparation rather than the celebratory atmosphere of

current prosperity.

Asian countries have to stay alert despite the lull in financial markets

recently, says UNESCAP in a new report, The Calm Before the Storm? Managing

the Risks of an Asia-Pacific Financial Downturn. “There are a number of new

emerging risks which may lead to more stormy weather ahead,” the report

warns, citing possible interest rates hikes in developed countries, oil

price shocks, housing market overheating, and investor overreaction and

contagion.

The region evokes bitter memories of the Asian financial crisis in 1997 but

notes that countries of the region “are now in a stronger position to

handle turbulence.” Governments have improved economic policies, depend

less on portfolio flows, and have bigger foreign reserves and better

banking sectors.

The report cautions that “as Asian economies are becoming more integrated

into the global economy, they also face a higher risk from the constantly

shifting global environment.” It calls for governments to focus on

controlling inflation and debt, improving banking regulations, and

monitoring complex financial products.

“Countries in the Asia-Pacific region must improve regional cooperation to

lessen the impact of financial market volatility,” the report says,

recommending strengthening existing regional cooperation schemes by making

more funds available against disruptive capital movements, ramping up

regional surveillance of country policies and extending these schemes to

more countries.

The United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific

(UNESCAP) today warned the region’s governments to reduce exposure to the

impact of a sudden or unexpected market downturn, urging a mood of

protection and preparation rather than the celebratory atmosphere of

current prosperity.

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

Good afternoon.

**Security Council
The Security Council met this morning and adopted a resolution on Sudan.  The vote was 12 in favour with 3 abstentions.

The resolution decides to expand the UN mission mandate to Darfur and invites the consent of the Sudanese Government for the deployment for the deployment of that mission.  It calls for the strengthening of the UN force to Darfur by up to 17,300 military personnel and by an appropriate civilian component including some 3,300 civilian police.

Today is the 31st, the last day of the month, so it is the last day of the Security Council presidency under Ghana.  Starting tomorrow, Greece assumes the presidency of the Council for the month of September.  Ambassador Vassilakis of Greece will brief you on Tuesday, 1 p.m., in this room, on the programme of work under his presidency.

** Sudan
In a letter to the President of Sudan, the Secretary-General has noted his deep concern that the Government’s Plan for the Restoration of Stability and Protection of Civilians in Darfur fails to provide for the envisaged transition from the African Union to a UN operation in Darfur.

In that letter, which is being shared with the Security Council members, the Secretary-General stresses that the United Nations remains convinced that the deployment of a UN peacekeeping operation would be the most appropriate approach to achieving lasting and sustainable peace in Darfur.  He goes on to say that only such an impartial peacekeeping force, with adequate resources and capacity, can effectively support the implementation of the Darfur Peace Agreement.

The Secretary-General says he looks forward to continuing consultations with the Sudanese Government with a view to reaching a successful and expeditious conclusion on this important matter.  He also expresses his serious concern over the deployment of a large number of Sudanese troops to Darfur.

And, as I said, that letter was shared with the Security Council.

The UN Mission in Sudan (UNMIS) has condemned the death of another humanitarian worker in Darfur.  The latest death -– this time of a staff member of the International Committee for the Red Cross, who disappeared during a hijacking incident in north Darfur –- brings the number of aid workers killed in the region this year to 12, almost all in the last two months.

The Mission is calling on everyone in Darfur to recognize the neutrality of all humanitarian staff, and the vital work that they are doing, and to ensure their safety.

And we have a press release on that upstairs.

**Secretary-General in Middle East
The Secretary-General was in Jordan this morning, where he met with King Abdullah II as well as the Foreign Minister of Jordan.

In discussions with the King, the Secretary-General briefed him on his trip and raised a number of issues including the situation in the Occupied Palestinian Territory and the implementation of resolution 1701.

He spoke to reporters before leaving Jordan and we are waiting for a transcript of that encounter.

The Secretary-General is now in Damascus, where he is meeting with the UN country team there, before a meeting with the Foreign Minister of Syria this evening.  Tomorrow he is scheduled to meet with President Bashar al-Assad of Syria.

** Lebanon
The UN Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL) reports that the Lebanese Army is now deploying in the general area of Bastra and in areas in south-eastern Lebanon, which were yesterday vacated by the Israeli Army.  UN peacekeepers had earlier patrolled these areas to confirm the Israeli withdrawal, in accordance with the terms of the cessation of hostilities.

UN forces also report that its Chinese demining team has disabled and disposed of some 250 items of unexploded ordnance, while the UN Mine Action Coordination Centre has carried out controlled demolition of over 300 items of unexploded ordnance.

UN peacekeepers also distributed some 40,000 litres of water and provided medical assistance to villagers in south Lebanon.

Also, on the humanitarian issue in Lebanon: municipal workers today handed out food rations from the World Food Programme (WFP) to vulnerable families in Beirut.  Today’s rations included packets of vegetable oil, lentils, canned vegetables and high-energy biscuits.

Earlier this week, those in need were given traditional Lebanese bread, baked locally with WFP wheat flour.  WFP was specifically targeting families who could no longer bake their own bread, due to unliveable apartments, or electricity and water cuts.

Authorities in all four municipalities in south Beirut say they will hand out WFP rations to more than 100,000 people over the coming weeks.

**Deputy Secretary-General
The Deputy Secretary-General Mark Malloch Brown addressed the International Conference on Lebanon in Stockholm earlier today.

He said the challenge for the international community is two-fold: to respond to Lebanon’s immediate needs, and to get the Government-led recovery effort off to a determined start in the weeks ahead –- even as preparations begin for an international conference on the country’s longer-term needs.

He noted that despite a continuing Israeli air and sea blockade, urgently needed supplies are reaching those in need.  But, he also called for an immediate end to that blockade and for a political solution to the underlying causes of the conflict.

His statement is available to you upstairs.

**Memorial for Fallen UNIFIL Staff in Cyprus
The UN Peacekeeping Force in Cyprus (UNFICYP) says today that Under-Secretary for Peacekeeping Operations Jean-Marie Guéhenno today attended a memorial service for Augustine Bielonwu, a civilian staff member of the UN Mission in southern Lebanon who was killed on 17 July in fighting between Israel and Hizbollah.  That happened when an Israeli rocket hit the building where he lived in Tyre.  Four other UNIFIL staff members, as you know, also died during that month’s conflict.

In his eulogy, Mr. Guéhenno praised Bielonwu’s service to the UN and recalled the dangers faced by UN peacekeeping personnel in pursuing their mandate.  The DPKO [Department of Peacekeeping Operations] notes that Bielonwu is among 258 UNIFIL staff members who have died in the line of duty since the inception of the Force in Lebanon.

** Sierra Leone
Available today is the Secretary-General’s report on Sierra Leone.  In it, he says that there has been a significant improvement in the country’s economic performance over the past few years.  However, this improvement is at risk of being upset by growing intolerance among political party leaders and their supporters ahead of general election in July 2007.

The Secretary-General also reports that the security situation, meanwhile, remains stable but fragile, in the wake of the transfer of former Liberian President Charles Taylor to The Hague, where he is to face war crime charges.

**Timor-Leste
The UN Mission in Timor-Leste says that, along with its international counterparts, it has set up a task force to help apprehend the 57 prisoners who escaped from the prison east of Dili yesterday.

UN police are taking the lead role in the coordination of the task force, which will ensure the security of the population while pursuing the escapees.  Military backup, if necessary, will be provided by the Joint Task Force in Timor-Leste.

** Afghanistan
Antonio Maria Costa, head of the UN Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), will give a preview of his Office’s 2006 Afghan Opium Poppy Survey at a press conference this Saturday in Kabul.  Also attending will be the Afghan President, Hamid Karzai.

According to UNODC, poppy cultivation in Afghanistan will show an increase in 2006 after a fall in 2005.

** Ecuador
The World Food Programme is planning to distribute food rations to some 25,000 people in Ecuador, following the volcanic eruption in that country two weeks ago.

We have a press release with more information on that upstairs.

**United Nations Conference on Trade, Development
The United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) today launched its Trade and Development Report 2006, entitled Global Partnership and National Policies for Development.  And that is to be available upstairs.

**Joseph Stephanides
A question was asked yesterday or two days ago about the status of Joseph Stephanides and his appointment with the UN Mission in Ethiopia and Eritrea.

I can confirm that Mr. Stephanides was appointed as head of the UN Mission’s office in Addis Ababa.  The appointment is at the D-2 level and was effective as of August 15th.  And that is the answer to that question.

**Wallenberg Family Trust
Also, Matthew asked a question about Nane Annan, the Secretary-General’s wife, and whether or not she is a recipient of dividends from the Wallenberg Family Trust, following the purchase of Compass.

The answer is a categorical no.  She is in no way a beneficiary financially, or in any other way, of that entity.

And on that note, I will take your questions.

**Questions and Answers
Question:  As this morning’s Security Council resolution on Sudan can only be enforced with the consent of the Sudanese Government, what can the Secretary-General do to persuade the Sudanese Government to accept the resolution and accept the UN force?

Spokesman:  I think part of that answer is what I read out earlier from the letter he sent out to the Council.  He will continue his dialogue, which has been going on for quite a while, with the Sudanese authorities at different levels, and try to get some movement on that issue.  But, we also expect Member States -– not only members of the Security Council but also other African countries and Arab countries who have an influence with Sudan -– to pursue that same line.

Question:  The Eritrean Government announced today that it had arrested some UN staff, accusing them of smuggling young people out of the country.  Do you have any details on how many might have been arrested and is there any comment on this action?

Spokesman:  My understanding is that there has been one arrest.  That is all I know off the top of my head, but I will try to get something right after the briefing.  We are obviously trying to get some explanation from the Eritrean authorities, and as soon as this briefing is over, I’ll see if I can get you something more.

Question:  Did Terje Roed-Larsen join the Secretary-General on his trip to Damascus?

Spokesman:  Yes, he did.

Question:  Yesterday, Egeland spoke on the last three days of cluster bombings.  What was the source of that?

Spokesman:  The source of the information is from the Mine Action Coordination Centre of Southern Lebanon, which is run by the UN Mine Action Service in coordination with an NGO called the Mine Advisory Group.  They were the source of that information.

Question:  And is that a UN body or is that…

Spokesman:  The Mine Action Coordination Centre is run by the UN Mine Action Service, which is part of DPKO.

Question:  How do they know that the majority of the cluster bombs…

Spokesman:  The information they had was first-hand observations from their staff that remained in the area, and from information gathered from hospitals.

Question:  One last question about the person that was eulogized by Guéhenno.  I know he might not have been the target, but who shot that rocket that killed the UNIFIL guy?

Spokesman:  The information we have is that it was an Israeli rocket into the building.  This was a building that collapsed in Tyre, if I am not mistaken.  That staff member was the only UN victim, but there were a number of other victims in the building.

Question:  First, thanks for answering earlier questions.  Yesterday you told me that if a UN employee received a housing subsidy from a Government, that the UN did not consider that a gift or remuneration in violation of UN rules.  The Ambassador of Ghana, currently the Security Council President, told me he thinks that is improper.  I have also been told that there is a response from the Secretariat that is being re-drafted.  When are the names of individuals receiving such subsidies going to be disclosed?  What is the status?

Spokesman:  As I said, this issue is being looked at through the financial disclosure forms, and those are being reviewed by the Ethics Office.  I’ll see if I can get you anything more.

Question:  Since the financial disclosure forms are only for D-1 and above, if somebody below the D-1 level receives such a subsidy, whom do they disclose it to?

Spokesman:  They are meant to disclose it to the Office of Human Resources.

Question:  I just wondered whether the UN Secretary-General has any position on reports that Mr. Tharoor was getting help from Mittal, the steel billionaire, in his campaign for Secretary-General.  Is there any possible issue arising from that?

Spokesman:  Mr. Tharoor is on leave through September to conduct his activities.  We will not comment on the race to succeed the Secretary-General.

Question:  Are there any questions raised about the fact that Newsweek cited him in an article/interview as Under-Secretary-General?

Spokesman:  He currently holds that post, but he is on leave, and he is not conducting any UN business while he is on leave.

Question:  Right, but that seems like…

Spokesman:  That is a question to address to him or to the editors of Newsweek.

Question:  So, it is not a management issue for the UN, it is up to his say-so and decision, right?

Spokesman:  Well, he currently holds the post for Under-Secretary-General for Public Information and Communication.  That is a fact.  He is currently on leave and not conducting any UN business.  So, it is really up to him and up to Newsweek to see which is the best way to describe him.

Question:  Several questions.  Firstly, do you have any timetable on the arrival of the German naval component so as to replace the Israeli navy blockade?  Do I understand from your comments here today, that the blockade can and is regularly being penetrated by prior arrangements for shipments of certain categories of humanitarian aid?  Also, with regard to East Timor, do we know who these 57 people who escaped were?  Were they people who were participants in the recent conflict?

Spokesman:  Yes, they were.

On the German navy, no I don’t have an update.  We are going to see through the weekend quite a heavy deployment of troops in Naqoura.  We expect about 1,000 Italians; some advance French elements will be deploying over the next few days; we already have some advance Spanish troops on the ground; so, that is progressing very well.

As for humanitarian goods: humanitarian goods and some passenger traffic is currently being allowed in.

Question:  Can you specify, is Mr. Tharoor on annual or on special leave?  Those are two different kinds of leaves.

Spokesman:  Yes, there are two kinds of leaves.  It is one or the other and I will double check.

Question:  Regarding Somalia, who in the UN is going to speak to the involvement of either Ethiopia or Eritrea in Somalia?  I have asked your staff about this and it is kind of hard to get an answer.  I was told today that the sanctions monitoring group was going to brief the Council shortly.  When is that?

Spokesman:  I can find out for you.

Question:  Who has assumed the responsibility of Under-Secretary-General for Information in the absence of Mr. Tharoor?

Spokesman:  There is an Officer-in-Charge, who is currently Raymond Sommereyns.  Always, when the senior officer is absent, there is an Officer-in-Charge in every Department.

Question:  On the nuclear issue in Iran, the deadline is coming up in a few hours.  The Foreign Minister of France, Philippe Douste-Blazy, is pursuing discussions with Iran.  Does the Secretary-General hold any last-minute hope for a positive solution?

Spokesman:  The Secretary-General is eternally optimistic and always hopes for a positive outcome.  The Security Council just received the IAEA [International Atomic Energy Agency] report and they will study it.  We will not make any comment at this point.

Question:  Just to clarify on the leave issue.  This is a very confusing situation, because I am not sure how often UN staff are given special leave to go run their personal political campaigns and what the staff rules say about that.  Is Mr. Tharoor receiving any payment from the UN covering this period?

Spokesman:  That will be part of my answer to Matthew and to you in terms of exactly on what kind of leave he is on.

[Later it was announced that Mr. Tharoor was on accumulated annual leave until the end of September.]

Thank you very much.

* *** *
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