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UNEP and the Executive Director in the News
Reuters: How to clean up the slums -- cook on garbage

By Barry Moody 

Thu Aug 30, 7:00 AM ET

NAIROBI (Reuters) - Entering Nairobi's fetid slums the senses are first assaulted by a gagging stench and the sight of garbage everywhere, some even hanging from trees or smoldering in acrid fires. 

The city government does not recognize the "informal settlements" where more than 60 percent of the population live, so no services are provided and no garbage collected.

The result is frighteningly unsanitary conditions.

Rubbish, "flying toilets" -- excrement in plastic bags -- and even aborted fetuses pile up in dumps along the muddy tracks or find their way into the rivers, where children play along the banks.

Garbage pollutes the air and seeps into ground water, or is picked over by pigs and other farm animals, its toxins entering the food chain and causing intestinal diseases.

Now a "community cooker" project in Africa's biggest slum, Kibera, offers a way not only of getting rid of garbage, but of creating work for unemployed youths, and providing hot water and cooking facilities.

The people developing the project, a Nairobi architectural practice, the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) and a Kenyan non-governmental organization, hope it can be a prototype for cookers all over Africa.

The cooker, dreamed up by Kenyan architect Jim Archer, has taken eight years to develop and is still overcoming design problems.

"My thinking was how do we get rid of the rubbish and ... how can we induce people to pick it up. Then I thought, well if we can convert it to heat on which people can cook..."

Industrial incinerators from Europe would cost $50 million. "This was way out of the realms of reality ... and it wouldn't give anything back," Archer said.

He set out to design and find financing for a simple, labor intensive device with a minimum of moving parts that would be easy to repair and require no imported technology.

Archer consulted engineering companies in Britain.

"They just couldn't understand simplicity. They could computer control it. They could mechanically handle the rubbish. But we want this to be labor intensive because there are so many people with no jobs."

FIREBOX FRANCIS

Then Archer found brass foundry worker Francis Gwehonah, nicknamed "Firebox" because of his remarkable self-taught skill at furnace building.

"It is a talent in me. I haven't gone through any kind of training," says Gwehonah.

First attempts to burn the rubbish produced choking smoke and soot that brought complaints from Kibera residents that the cooker caused more pollution than it eliminated.

By trial and error Gwehonah found that if he superheated a steel plate in the cooker he could ignite discarded sump oil, another pollutant. 

By vaporizing droplets of water to split off the oxygen and mixing it with the burning oil, he has pushed up the temperature to more than 600 degrees centigrade and is working to get it even higher to destroy all the toxins in the smoke. 

The scheme, run by a community group in Kibera's Laini Saba area, where 50,000 people live, has more benefits than burning garbage. 

Local youth workers who go door to door collecting rubbish -- for which they are paid a small fee by slum dwellers -- can exchange it for cooking time or hot washing water. 

John Githinji, from the 40-strong youth group that collects the rubbish, stoked the furnace with sweat pouring from his face. "People throw rubbish on the ground and it causes sickness," he grunted through the smoke. 

Water will also be boiled for drinking and eventually the cooker will be used for baking bread and cakes to sell. 

"The trash has started to help us a bit after the cooker came. There are less diseases like diarrhea and the environment has improved. ... I think burning the rubbish will bring good health to this community," said Patricia Ndunge as she fried onions on the cooker. 

About 60 percent of the slum rubbish can be burned if the temperature is high enough. Much of the rest can be sold to recycling companies. 

The project, funded by Archer and his business partner, UNEP and a local paints company, has cost around $150,000 to develop, but once the prototype is perfected, future cookers should cost less than $10,000. 

Kenya's big supermarket chain Nakumatt has pledged to fund at least 20 more slum cookers and Archer believes they can eventually be adapted to distil dirty water, fire pottery kilns and operate scrap metal foundries. 

"Most people dump in rivers and roadsides, on top of roofs, or on railway sidings. Finally there is somewhere we can take our waste, " said Celine Achieng of the Umande Trust NGO working in Kibera, where more than 800,000 people live. 

"This will solve a lot of problems. We are trying to change perceptions to persuade people not to take their waste to the river."
====================================================================
Other Environment News

AFP: Climate change: Washington talks will spur UN deal for 2009, says US 

Thu Aug 30, 12:16 PM ET

PARIS (AFP) - The top US negotiator on climate change said Thursday that talks among 16 major polluters in Washington next month could help unblock a global deal on tackling greenhouse gases under UN auspices by 2009. 

Green activists fret the US-led talks, taking place on September 27 and 28, will push President George W. Bush's voluntary approach for tackling global warming and stealthily strangle the approach of mandatory pollution cuts under the Kyoto Protocol.

But US Senior Negotiator Harlan Watson said the meeting sought only to get the major countries together to clarify how to achieve long-term reduction and would not subvert the UN process.

Whatever is achieved there will feed into the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) where negotiations are taking place for framing pollution cuts after the Kyoto Protocol expires in 2012, he promised.

"We hope to get at least a broad consensus within the major economies group, but once again, the Framework Convention itself is the place where any international agreement will be reached," Watson told reporters in Paris, where he arrived after attending a UNFCCC meeting in Vienna.

Watson said the United States hoped the UNFCCC would reach an agreement on a post-2012 plan of action by the end of 2009, at a conference in Copenhagen.

The Washington meeting will gather the Group of Eight (G8) industrialised countries, along with Australia, Brazil, China, India, Indonesia, South Korea, Mexico and South Africa.

Together, they account for around 90 percent of the world's emissions of greenhouse gases, and include economies that will account for the lion's share of the likely increase in this pollution over the next few decades.

"If we can't get this group of countries to come to some sort of agreement, why, it's hopeless, I think, [to envisage an agreement] within the larger body of countries, which involves 190 countries," Watson argued.

"We think this is a prerequisite to a larger agreement [under the UNFCCC], although of course there's no guarantee because the Convention process operates by consensus."

Watson downplayed, though, any hopes of an immediate breakthrough.

The first meeting in Washington will more likely achieve agreement on how to further proceed in this arena rather than forge any deal on specifics, he thought.

It will be followed by "five or six" similar meetings that hopefully will culminate into an agreement among this group by the end of 2008, he said.

The goals include identifying measures in such areas as the role of the private sector and how to encourage the introduction of new, cleaner technology.

US Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice will host the Washington talks.

The United States will be represented by senior officials from the departments of state, national security and energy and "hope for a similar level of participation" from other countries, said Watson.

The European Union (EU) and UN have also been invited.

Man-made greenhouse-gas emissions come overwhelmingly from the burning of oil, gas and coal, the mainstay of today's energy sources. 

This carbon-based pollution hangs in the atmosphere like an invisible shroud, trapping heat from the Sun. 

By gradually warming the atmosphere and sea, it is inflicting inexorable change to Earth's delicate climate system, scientists say. 

Although there is a near-universal consensus on the problem, fixing it is a matter of controversy because of the immediate cost of improving energy efficiency and switching to cleaner fuels. 

That factor looms large in the thinking of the world's two biggest polluters, the United States and China. The United States is dependent on oil for its economy, while China does not want to be burdened by costs that brake its rise out of poverty. 

Bush has rejected the Kyoto Protocol, citing its mandatory approach and the fact that only rich countries, and not fast-growing, big-polluting developing ones, have to make binding pledges on cutting their emissions.
AFP: India tribal chiefs name Al Gore for green award

Fri Aug 31
SHILLONG, India (AFP) - Three thousand Indian tribal chiefs in one of the world's wettest regions have invited ex-US vice president Al Gore to pick up an award for creating awareness about climate change. 

The prize will be presented on October 6 near Shillong, capital of northeastern Meghalaya state, at a ceremony expected to be attended by 300,000 people, organisers said.

Top Indian economists and green campaigners are also likely to be present.

"We were greatly inspired after watching Gore's Academy Award-winning documentary, 'An Inconvenient Truth', and decided to honour him for his concern about the dangers of climate change," federal lawmaker Robert Kharshiing told AFP.

"The award is to draw global attention to the serious problem of environmental changes facing the world today, including our own region that is located in the Himalayan belt," Kharshiing said.

There was no word from Gore's office on whether he would turn up to receive the honour, which includes a certificate, a citation, traditional gifts and a small amount of cash.

"We were told from Gore's office that he was humbled after hearing about the award," Kharshiing said.

Local leaders say that two tiny Meghalaya villages, some of the world's rainiest places, were already bearing the brunt of climate change and now receive scant rains.

AP: Public hearings held on smog standards

By DAISY NGUYEN, Associated Press Writer 

Thu Aug 30, 9:00 PM ET

LOS ANGELES - Activists and asthma patients urged federal environmental officials Thursday to go further in tightening smog standards to protect children and others from ailments caused by dirty air. 

The Environmental Protection Agency held its first public hearings in Los Angeles and Philadelphia on plans to reduce the permissible amount of the noxious gas formed when car exhaust, industrial emissions and gasoline vapors are cooked by heat and sunlight.

About 100 people from across California addressed an EPA panel in a Los Angeles hotel conference room, many pressing for tougher limits on ground-level ozone, the primary component in smog.

They argued that such a move would prevent asthma, bronchitis and other lung disease. Among other things, that would benefit the nation's economy by producing a healthy work force, they said.

"We as humans need three things to survive: food to eat, water to drink and clean air to breathe," said Raji Brar, a city councilwoman in the Central Valley community of Arvin, which the EPA says has the most polluted air in America.

"Our survivability is being compromised, and we deserve better," she said.

Business and industry groups are lobbying to keep the current limit, arguing that lowering it is unnecessary and would hurt manufacturers as they face global competition and higher energy prices.

"Any recommendation to revise the current ozone standard will provide uncertain benefits while burdening the nation's economy," Bryan Brendle, director of energy and resources policy for the National Association of Manufacturers, told an EPA panel in a Philadelphia hotel ballroom.

The EPA said in June that it would consider tighter standards for smog, which is measured by calculating the concentration of ozone molecules in the atmosphere over an eight-hour period. The current standard is 0.084 parts per million.

The EPA is proposing a reduction to between 0.070 and 0.075 parts per million. The agency's Clean Air Scientific Advisory Committee has suggested setting the limit even lower, between 0.060 and 0.070 parts per million.

The EPA is also soliciting comments on alternate standards, including keeping the current amount or going down to 0.060 parts per million.

Environmentalists want the EPA to set the level at 0.060, contending that tougher limits are needed to force heavily polluted cities to address the problem.

The most severe smog problems are seen in California, Texas, the Atlanta area, Philadelphia, and parts of the mid-Atlantic, Northeast and Upper Midwest.

In Philadelphia, Natalie McCloskey, of Delran, N.J., plopped two clear bags filled with medication on a table as she recounted the summertime stress of caring for her asthmatic children.

"Most families look forward to summer with a great sense of anticipation. Not our family," said the 33-year-old mother and American Lung Association volunteer. "Too many times we had to miss out on events because of an ozone alert. We need your help in what we have no control over, but you do: the air we breathe."

In California, Brar said, children are forced to stay inside on days when the smog level in Arvin exceeds the amount considered acceptable by the EPA.

"Having our children stay indoors when they should be out playing is simply unjust," she said.

Three other hearings will be held Sept. 5 in Chicago, Houston and Atlanta. 

The EPA plans to settle on a final standard by March 12. 

AP: Study predicts more severe U.S. storms

By SETH BORENSTEIN, AP Science Writer 

Thu Aug 30, 6:58 PM ET

WASHINGTON - As the world warms, the United States will face more severe thunderstorms with deadly lightning, damaging hail and the potential for tornadoes, a trailblazing study by NASA scientists suggests. 

While other research has warned of broad weather changes on a large scale, like more extreme hurricanes and droughts, the new study predicts even smaller events like thunderstorms will be more dangerous because of global warming.

The basic ingredients for whopper U.S. inland storms are likely to be more plentiful in a warmer, moister world, said lead author Tony Del Genio, a NASA research scientist.

And when that happens, watch out.

"The strongest thunderstorms, the strongest severe storms and tornadoes are likely to happen more often and be stronger," Del Genio said in an interview Thursday from his office at the Goddard Institute for Space Studies in New York. The paper he co-authored was published online this month in the journal Geophysical Research Letters.

Other scientists caution that this area of climate research is too difficult and new for this study to be definitive. But some upcoming studies also point in the same direction.

With a computer model, Del Genio explores an area that most climate scientists have avoided. Simple thunderstorms are too small for their massive models of the world's climate. So Del Genio looked at the forces that combine to make thunderstorms.

A unique combination of geography and weather patterns already makes the United States the world's hottest spot for tornadoes and severe storms in spring and summer. The large land mass that warms on hot days, the contours of the atmosphere's jet stream, the wind coming off the Rocky Mountains and warm moist air coming up from the Gulf of Mexico all combine.

Del Genio's computer model shows global warming will mean more strong updrafts, when the wind moves up and down instead of sideways.

"The consequences of stronger updrafts are more lightning and bigger hail," he said.

On a normal sunny day, updrafts are less than 1 mile per hour. In a big rainstorm that is not severe, it's about 2 mph. In a severe storm they could be 20 to 30 mph. The faster that updraft, the worse the storms.

The Southeast and Midwest lie in the path of most of the most dangerous of these storms.

However, the new study also forecasts danger for the Western United States. It predicts lightning will increase about 6 percent as the amount of carbon dioxide — the chief global warming gas — doubles.

Previous studies have shown that the West will get drier, making it a tinderbox for more wildfires. This study shows that there will be more matches in the form of lightning strikes to start those fires, Del Genio said.

One general benefit of global warming is decreased wind shear, which is the speed of side-to-side wind as the altitude rises, Del Genio said. That would moderate the effects of updrafts.

However, during certain times of the year and under the right conditions in the Midwest and Southeast, wind shear will increase. Combine wind shear and updrafts, and damaging winds result, the scientist said.

Other pending and recent research, especially from the National Oceanic Atmospheric Administration, point in the same general direction, said several scientists who weren't involved in Del Genio's study. But they said research in this area is so new that the NASA study is not the final word.

"It's certainly a plausible result," said Leo Donner, a climate modeling scientist at NOAA's Geophysical Fluid Dynamics Lab in Princeton, N.J. Donner earlier this year came out with a study predicting more heavy rain as temperatures rise. 

Harold Brooks, a top scientist at NOAA's severe storms laboratory in Norman, Okla., has soon-to-be-published studies finding results similar to the new NASA study, especially when it comes to hail. Some of the severe hail that should be increasing could be baseball-sized and come down at 100 mph, "falling like a major league fastball," he said. 

He said it's not possible to predict more tornadoes will result from climate change, however. 

Jerry Mahlman, who used to be NOAA's top climate model expert, said that a decade ago then-Vice President Al Gore asked if global warming could cause more tornadoes. Then as now, Mahlman said that's something that's just too detailed to derive from complex climate models. 

Mahlman, a scientist who has long warned about the dire consequences of global warming, cautions against going overboard on climate change links: "I'm beginning to suspect that global warming is dynamically much less sexy than people want it to be." 

AP: Puerto Rico fuel spill could harm reefs

Frid Aug 31

PONCE, Puerto Rico - Authorities were trying to determine the origin of a fuel spill that could threaten coral reefs off Puerto Rico, the government said Thursday. 

Javier Velez Arocho, secretary of the Department of Natural and Environmental Resources, said the slick is believed to be bunker oil, which is used to power older-model ships.

The size of the spill was not immediately clear, although Velez said after touring the area by helicopter that it covered about 3 miles.

Velez said it probably occurred in the Caribbean and then drifted toward Puerto Rico's southern coast, where it poses a risk to already-threatened reefs.

Investigators inspected three ships anchored in Guayanilla Bay and questioned their owners to try to discover the origin of the spill.

The U.S. Coast Guard is also investigating, Velez said.

Bloomberg: UN Seeks Measures to Combat Climate Change Crises 

By Jonathan Tirone and Mathew Carr

Aug. 30 (Bloomberg) -- Rising sea levels are likely to prompt mass migrations accompanied by conflicts and sanitary crises, requiring urgent planning to guarantee food and other essentials, a UN conference on climate change heard. 

Funds of $67 billion annually in 2030 ``may represent the lower bound of the amount actually required'' to help people in developing countries adapt to climate change, the United Nations said in a report to the meeting in Vienna. Money is needed to ensure access to food supplies, healthcare and infrastructure. 

``These issues are certainly going to be a factor,'' said the senior climate negotiator for the U.S. State Department, Harlan Watson, late yesterday. ``Climate change can exacerbate already underlying tensions.'' 

About 1,000 diplomats, scientists and business leaders from 150 countries are attending the Vienna Climate Change Talks organized by the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change. 

More than 1 billion hectares (2.5 billion acres) of land worldwide, equivalent to the size of Canada, has been damaged by human activity, according to an Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe report published in January. Rising sea levels, the spread of tropical diseases and frequent storms are likely to result from a warmer climate, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change said in April. 

The U.S. and U.K. militaries are taking note. 

Risk of War 

``Expanding populations around the world are already placing a strain on scarce resources,'' U.K. Air Chief Marshal Sir Jock Stirrup said in a June speech in London. ``Climate change will make this competition more acute and history is replete with cases of resource competition that have rapidly descended into armed conflict.'' 

Yvo de Boer, head of the UN Framework Convention, credited the U.K. with pushing climate change to the forefront of European Union policy considerations. The EU agreed in June to cut greenhouse gas emissions 50 percent, from 1990 levels, in the next four decades. 

The IPCC on Feb. 2 said temperatures have risen by 0.76 degrees Celsius (1.37 Fahrenheit) since the 19th century, and will rise by another 1.1 to 6.4 degrees this century. Global warming is ``very likely'' caused by human activities, such as emissions of carbon dioxide from burning fossil fuels, according to the panel. 

The panel said 75 million to 250 million more people in Africa will be exposed to water shortages and rain-dependent agricultural yields could fall by 50 percent by 2020; the cost of adapting to changes brought on by global warming could be as much as 10 percent of economic output. 

`Persistent Conflict' 

U.S. security experts are gearing up for an era of ``persistent conflict,'' Army Chief of Staff George Casey told the National Press Club in Washington on Aug. 14. Climate change raises the risk, he said. 

``We live close to a very large number of countries that will be vulnerable to climate change as sea levels rise,'' said New Zealand's climate change ambassador, Adrian Macey, in an interview. ``Future population shifts caused by climate change need to be explored further.'' 

Developing countries like Indonesia, with 250 million people spread over hundreds of islands, would like to see discussions about population shifts brought into treaty negotiations, Deputy Environment Minister Masnellyarti Hilman said. 

``We're already experiencing the problems of eroding coastlines and flooding,'' Hilman said, noting that talks will continue when the UN's climate change panel meets in Bali in December. Formal negotiations are due then on a treaty to reduce greenhouse-gas emissions that will replace the Kyoto Protocol when it expires in 2012. The Vienna talks, which began Aug. 27, end tomorrow. 

BBC: 2007 'probably wettest UK summer'  

Homeowners and businesses are still recovering from the floods 

Torrential rain across the UK is likely to mean the summer of 2007 becomes the wettest since rainfall records began in 1914, Met Office figures suggest. 

Provisional tallies show a total of 358.5mm (14.114in) of rain fell on the UK, narrowly beating the previous 1956 record of 358.4mm (14.110in). 

However, more data has to be collected, which may push 2007 into second place. 

The weather has been attributed to an unusually southerly jet stream, which brought depressions across the country. 

'Very disappointing' 

Keith Groves, head of forecasting at the Met Office, said: "These figures confirm what most people have already been thinking - this summer has been very wet and very disappointing for most." 

The jet stream is a band of high-powered winds that determine weather systems across the UK. For much of the summer it was further south and stronger than in previous years. 

Heavy rain in June saw towns and cities across South of England and East Yorkshire struck by flooding. 

About 7,000 homes in Hull and more than 1,200 in Sheffield were affected. 

In July swathes of England and Wales were left inundated after intense rainfall led to rivers bursting their banks. 

 WETTEST UK SUMMERS 

2007 - 358.5mm*

1956 - 358.4mm

1985 - 342.7mm

1927 - 336.3mm

1931 - 327.0mm

* Provisional

Source: Met Office 

Seven people died when the River Severn burst its banks in Gloucestershire, and more than 350,000 people were left without running water after a treatment works was submerged. 

Flood damage 

In Hereford and Worcestershire, local authorities called in the RAF after thousands of motorists became stranded on the M5. 

The operation to airlift people from cars, boats and their homes was one of the RAF's biggest peace-time manoeuvres. 

The scale of the damage led to the government lodging an application for support under the European Union Solidarity Fund (EUSF) for coping with natural disasters. 

Flood Recovery Minister John Healey said the total cost of the flood damage was now estimated at £2.7bn. 

The Association of British Insurers has claimed the cost of the flooding may be as high £3bn. 

The Guardian: Climate warning raises long-term flood fears

Plans to protect Britain do not heed the risk of rising river levels caused by global warming, a study finds

Steven Morris and Alok Jha The Guardian Thursday August 30 2007 

Scientists have urged the government to consider the full impact of global warming when drawing up plans to protect Britain from flooding. A study from the Met Office's Hadley Centre predicts that river levels will rise higher than anticipated because existing computer models do not take into account the effects of climate change on plant life. 

In a warmer world, say scientists, less water will be drawn up by plants, causing greater flows into rivers like the Thames and the Severn, which burst their banks last month bringing chaos to large parts of England.

The study results, published today in the journal Nature, show that, if carbon dioxide emissions go unchecked, climate change and its effect on plants will have increased river flow by 13% in Europe over the course of 300 years.

"Current impact assessments will need to be reworked," said Richard Betts, the climate scientist who led the research. 

The study comes weeks after floods swept through several areas of the UK. Although the water has receded, thousands of people are homeless or living in the dirty shells of their houses.

"It's been terrible," said Mr Jasper, a 50-year-old decorator from Gloucester. "The insurance company has been hopeless. We've been living in horrible conditions while we wait for them to tell us what's happening. It's affecting my health and my partner is off work because of stress." Finally this week a surveyor gave him the go-ahead to start hacking away at his walls. "At this rate it will be next Christmas, never mind this, before we are right," Mr Jasper said. 

Next door is empty. It is the home of 89-year-old Gladys Davies, now living with her daughter, Eunice Mann. It is not clear when, or if, she will be able to move back in. Like many of the most vulnerable people caught in the floods she did not have insurance. "We haven't dared bring her back here. I don't think she could bear to see what's happened," said Mrs Mann. 

The death of one elderly woman in the street has already been blamed on the shock of returning to a wrecked house. 

Figures seen by the Guardian show the scale of the problem as Gloucestershire and Worcestershire try to recover from the biggest floods on record. Gloucestershire county council estimates it will have a bill of between £50m-£55m. Fixing up damaged roads, footpaths and bridges will cost £25m alone, an entire year's budget for the highways. Almost £3m will be spent on repairs to 53 schools in the area.

Private companies have also taken a hit from which many will not recover. The flooding directly affected 500 businesses and another 15,000 suffered after their water supply was turned off for a week. 

There have been visits by ministers to the county but the perception is that little money is coming through. So far, £2.5m has been made available for district councils to pay for recovery from the floods and £600,000 has been handed over for schools. But the council has yet to meet the Department for Transport over the massive highways bill, and fears some roads that were seriously damaged will stay shut for the foreseeable future. 

In Hull, where more than 7,000 homes were flooded and a man died in a storm drain, the council is also counting the cost of the rains, which could be as high as £200m. An interim report says the city's drainage system was overwhelmed by the water because its flood protection plans were based on such heavy rainfall arriving only one year in every 30. 

The study also highlighted problems arising from various bodies, including the Environment Agency, and councils and water companies, being responsible for different parts of the drainage system. That difficulty is likely to be replicated elsewhere. The report also urged the Environment Agency to find out whether its flood warning systems could be expanded to cover flash rainfall. 

The picture in Worcestershire is also bleak and there are fears that the county's flood bill could be in the region of £5m- £10m - a big chunk of the £15m it holds in its reserves. 

Tourism has taken a huge hit in Worcestershire with two sporting attractions, Worcester Racecourse and the New Road county cricket ground, out of action for the season. The breaking news on the cricket club's website yesterday was that grass had been seen at the site.

In the Malvern hills town of Upton upon Severn, which was cut off during the floods, riverside pubs are stricken and shopkeepers along the high street report poor business. "It has been a ghost town in these last weeks," said Kate Harding, landlady of Ye Olde Anchor Inn, who defiantly handed out glasses of pink champagne on the first Sunday of the floods.

The village of Sandhurst, which stands on the banks of the Severn in Gloucestershire, was one of the most isolated areas during the floods, accessible only by boat or aircraft. Now, however, life is beginning to return to normal.

At Abloads Court, a mainly 17th century farmhouse, three ponies were this week grazing in the paddock. They achieved worldwide fame after the Guardian pictured them living in the Sandhurst house during the floods. Their owner, Dawn Melvin said: "The horses loved the boot room. They spent five days in there. When we moved back into the house we left the door open so they could still get back in when they wanted." 

Her neighbours, Sandra Wickenden and Dave Munn, are living in a caravan in their own garden. Will they move out? "No, that's definitely not on the agenda," said Mr Munn. "If it floods, it floods. You have to accept it and get on. We're staying."

Manila Enquirer: Environment, infra projects to get $58M in funding 

By Michelle Remo

Last updated 03:55am (Mla time) 08/30/2007

The Philippines is to receive $57 million in financial assistance from the World Bank and another $1 million from the Japanese government to help fund environment- and infrastructure-related projects.

The World Bank is providing a $50-million loan to fund the National Program Support for Environment and Natural Resources Management.

The loan will provide budgetary support for the Department of Environment and Natural Resources (DENR) in carrying out its mandate to manage and protect the country’s natural resources and the environment.

“Much needs to be done to institute reforms in the DENR for it to efficiently and effectively protect, conserve, and manage the coastal, soil, water, mineral and biodiversity resources of the Philippines. This project comes at a very opportune time for the DENR,” said Environment and Natural Resources Secretary Jose Atienza.

Another $7 million from the World Bank will come in the form of a grant and will be used to fund programs related to the management of watershed and wetlands and implemented through coordination among local government units, the national government and people’s organizations.

The $1-million grant from the Japan Policy and Human Resources Development Fund will be used to fund preparatory work for the Cavite-Laguna North-South Expressway project, which will be implemented by the Department of Public Works and Highways.

The infrastructure project is aimed at easing traffic along Aguinaldo Highway and Coastal Road.

“This project will also help create an enabling environment for private sector participation (in the government’s efforts to boost the economy),” the World Bank said in a statement.

The project includes construction of a six-lane, 27.2-kilometer expressway to connect Bacoor and Dasmariñas towns in Cavite province and of a link between the Manila-Cavite Coastal Road to a proposed East-West Cavite-Laguna Expressway.

The Philippine government is holding talks with the World Bank on possible funding of the project’s implementation itself. Total project cost is estimated at $278 million (about P12.5 billion).

The Japanese government is the Philippines’ biggest source of official development assistance while the World Bank is the third-biggest following the Asian Development Bank.

As of December last year, the Philippines’ outstanding ODA liabilities stood at $9.5 billion. Of the amount, the Japan Bank for International Cooperation accounted for the biggest share of 49 percent or $4.7 billion. The ADB followed with 19 percent or $1.8 billion.

EPA: Planes de Medio Ambiente para el consumo de agua responsable

SANTANDER

El presidente de la Confederación Hidrográfica del Júcar, Juan José Moragues, el vicepresidente de Cruz Roja Española, Fernando del Rosario, y el director de la Fundación Ecología y Desarrollo (ECODES), Víctor Viñuales, presentaron ayer en Santander los proyectos de cooperación que llevan a cabo para fomentar un consumo responsable del agua en España y contribuir a que cinco millones de centroamericanos tengan también acceso a este bien.

Una de las iniciativas, en colaboración con la Cruz Roja, es la campaña 'Moviéndonos por el agua', cuyo objetivo fundamental mostrar a la sociedad su responsabilidad en la gestión del agua. Esta campaña, que arrancó el pasado mes de junio y finalizará en marzo, recorrerá más de 200 localidades de las comunidades autónomas con mayores problemas hídricos. La campaña, que hace mayor hincapié en las zonas turísticas, se encuentra estos días en Laredo.

Por otro lado, junto con la Fundación ECODES, los ministerios de Medio Ambiente y Exteriores impulsan la iniciativa 'Alianza por el agua', un proyecto solidario que pretende que «el cinco por ciento de la población ahorre un 5% del agua que consume y que contribuya a dar agua potable a más de cinco millones de centroamericanos».

Reuters: Food demand and climate straining soils

By Alister Doyle, Environment Correspondent 

Thu Aug 30, 3:12 PM ET

VIENNA (Reuters) - World food demand will surge this century with a leap in population, highlighting a need to protect soils under strain from climate change, experts said on Thursday. 

About 150 scientists and government experts will meet in Iceland from August 31-September 4 to try to work out how to safeguard soils from over-use and desertification when more food is needed and some farmers are shifting land to biofuels.

"Soil and vegetation are being lost at an alarming rate around the globe, which in turn has devastating effects on food production and accelerates climate change," Iceland's President Olafur Ragnar Grimsson said in a statement.

The planet will need to produce ever more food with the world population set to rise to nine billion by 2050 from 6.1 billion in 2000 and 1.7 billion in 1900.

"With a rising world population and biofuels, more land is needed," said Andres Arnalds, Icelandic head of the meeting's organizing committee.

He said that land degradation and desertification was a "silent crisis" -- according to some estimates, an area the size of Iceland loses it vegetation every year.

U.N. reports this year say that global warming will shift rainfall patterns and cause more frequent floods or droughts, adding to desertification that may mean more hunger for hundreds of millions of people in Africa and Asia.

VIKINGS

The experts will debate ways to improve soil productivity, use water more efficiently and safeguard plants and animals vital to renewing soils. Iceland is now virtually barren, for instance, but forests covered up to 40 percent of the island before Viking settlers arrived and felled trees for fuel.

"By protecting the soil we're addressing climate change, aiding biodiversity and improving livelihoods," said Zafaar Adeel, head of the U.N. University's Canadian-based International Network on Water, Environment and Health.

"We should be irrigating only the most productive soils, and then sparingly," said Andrew Campbell, Australia's first National Landcare Facilitator, of ways to confront the worst drought in Australia since at least the 17th century.

He also said that measures such as enforcing existing laws on land use or better food labeling could help. "If you buy a steak in a supermarket you can't tell if it's from a property that's overgrazed or one that's well managed," he said.

"It's not all doom and gloom. Many of the things we need to do are not radical," he said.
____________________________________________________________________________

ROAP Media Update
 31 August  2007
	
UNEP or UN in the news
· Channel News Asia : 100 trees planted in Kent Ridge Park to tackle global warming

· ABC Online : Burning garbage key to cleaner slums



General Environment News
· Malaya : HP launches tree planting with DENR

· Malaya : Consumers can do more for the environment

· The News – International : Turtles fight losing pollution battle 

· Viet Nam News : Rare orchid species newly found on Phu Quoc Island

· The Daily Star : Water: Life and death

· The Daily Star : Modhupur: The banana war

UNEP or UN in the news

Channel News Asia : 100 trees planted in Kent Ridge Park to tackle global warming

By Lynda Hong, Channel NewsAsia | Posted: 29 August 2007 2119 hrs 

SINGAPORE: A hundred trees were planted in Kent Ridge Park on Wednesday morning in a joint initiative by the South West Community Development Council, the National Parks Board (NParks), and corporate partner Bayer. 

In a small but significant step to tackle the global warming problem, about 40 National University Singapore (NUS) students, Bayer employees and other volunteers planted 100 trees along a 50-metre cycling trail. 

The day's activity was part of the 100,000 Native Plants @ South West Programme which the CDC and NParks initiated last year. 

Some 40,000 plants and trees have since taken root. 

Dr Amy Khor, Mayor of South West District, said: "This programme was actually (initiated) to bring back our green heritage by the planting of native plants, as well as to create a greener environment in the district in the next two years. If the programme continues to be very welcomed by the community, which I think it is, we will look to increasing the target." 

"I think it's very special in the sense that it allows youths to actually have something hands-on to do, something tangible that they can do for the environment," said Teo Shu Li, a 17-year-old junior college student. 

Pharmaceutical company Bayer also has good reasons for taking part. 

Marcus Yim, Senior Bayer Representative, South ASEAN, said: "Environment protection is always a very big part of requirements for all the corporate organisations around the world. It's very important to protect our environment as the future generations will also benefit from it." 

Its green cause was in support of the worldwide Billion Tree Campaign by the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). 

http://www.channelnewsasia.com/stories/singaporelocalnews/view/296760/1/.html 

…………………………………………

ABC Online : Burning garbage key to cleaner slums

Entering Nairobi's fetid slums the senses are first assaulted by a gagging stench and the sight of garbage everywhere, some even hanging from trees or smouldering in acrid fires.

The city government does not recognise the "informal settlements" where more than 60 per cent of the population live, so no services are provided and no garbage collected. 

The result is frighteningly insanitary conditions. 

Rubbish, "flying toilets" - excrement in plastic bags - and even aborted foetuses pile up in dumps along the muddy tracks or find their way into the rivers, where children play along the banks.

Garbage pollutes the air and seeps into ground water, or is picked over by pigs and other farm animals, its toxins entering the food chain and causing intestinal diseases.

Now a "community cooker" project in Africa's biggest slum, Kibera, offers a way not only of getting rid of garbage, but of creating work for unemployed youths, and providing hot water and cooking facilities.

The people developing the project, a Nairobi architectural practice, the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) and a Kenyan non-governmental organisation, hope it can be a prototype for cookers all over Africa.

The cooker, dreamed up by Kenyan architect Jim Archer, has taken eight years to develop and is still overcoming design problems.

"My thinking was how do we get rid of the rubbish and ... how can we induce people to pick it up. Then I thought, well if we can convert it to heat on which people can cook..." 

Industrial incinerators from Europe would cost $US50 million ($61 million). 

"This was way out of the realms of reality ... and it wouldn't give anything back," Mr Archer said.

He set out to design and find financing for a simple, labour intensive device with a minimum of moving parts that would be easy to repair and require no imported technology.

Mr Archer consulted engineering companies in Britain.

"They just couldn't understand simplicity. They could computer control it. They could mechanically handle the rubbish. But we want this to be labour intensive because there are so many people with no jobs."

Firebox Francis

Then Mr Archer found brass foundry worker Francis Gwehonah, nicknamed "Firebox" because of his remarkable self-taught skill at furnace building. 

"It is a talent in me. I haven't gone through any kind of training," says Mr Gwehonah. 

First attempts to burn the rubbish produced choking smoke and soot that brought complaints from Kibera residents that the cooker caused more pollution than it eliminated.

By trial and error Mr Gwehonah found that if he superheated a steel plate in the cooker he could ignite discarded sump oil, another pollutant.

By vaporising droplets of water to split off the oxygen and mixing it with the burning oil, he has pushed up the temperature to more than 600 degrees centigrade and is working to get it even higher to destroy all the toxins in the smoke.

The scheme, run by a community group in Kibera's Laini Saba area, where 50,000 people live, has more benefits than burning garbage. 

Local youth workers who go door to door collecting rubbish - for which they are paid a small fee by slum dwellers - can exchange it for cooking time or hot washing water. 

John Githinji, from the 40-strong youth group that collects the rubbish, stoked the furnace, sweat pouring from his face. 

"People throw rubbish on the ground and it causes sickness," he grunted through the smoke. 

Water will also be boiled for drinking and eventually the cooker will be used for baking bread and cakes to sell. 

"The trash has started to help us a bit after the cooker came. There are less diseases like diarrhoea and the environment has improved. ... I think burning the rubbish will bring good health to this community," said Patricia Ndunge as she fried onions on the cooker. 

About 60 per cent of the slum rubbish can be burned if the temperature is high enough. Much of the rest can be sold to recycling companies. 

The project, funded by Mr Archer and his business partner, UNEP and a local paints company, has cost around $US150,000 to develop, but once the prototype is perfected, future cookers should cost less than $US10,000.

Kenya's big supermarket chain Nakumatt has pledged to fund at least 20 more slum cookers and Mr Archer believes they can eventually be adapted to distil dirty water, fire pottery kilns and operate scrap metal foundries. 

"Most people dump in rivers and roadsides, on top of roofs, or on railway sidings. Finally there is somewhere we can take our waste," said Celine Achieng of the Umande Trust NGO working in Kibera, where more than 800,000 people live.

"This will solve a lot of problems. We are trying to change perceptions to persuade people not to take their waste to the river." 

http://www.abc.net.au/news/stories/2007/08/31/2020317.htm 

General Environment News

Malaya : HP launches tree planting with DENR

HP Philippines recently held its "Sagip" tree-planting activity in cooperation with the Department of Environment and Natural Resources (DENR) at the Mts. Palay-Palay and Mataas na Gulod National Park in Ternate, Cavite.

Noted for its indigenous and rare species of flora and fauna, the Mts. Palay-Palay and Mataas na Gulod National Park is protected under the National Integrated Protected Areas (NIPAS) law and covers three mountain peaks.

Since 2005, HP Philippines has been coordinating closely with the DENR to increase awareness of environmental issues among HP employees as well as to develop a series of best practices aimed at reducing environmental impact. These initiatives are in line with HP’s commitment to global citizenship, with concerted worldwide efforts to help reduce environmental impact, raise standards in HP’s global supply chain, and invest in communities to help people learn, work and thrive.

"HP believes that with global reach comes global responsibility. We conduct our business with uncompromising integrity and strives to live up to all of its commitments to its customers, partners and employees and shareholders," said Carla Pasion, Real Estate and Workplace Solutions (REWS), HP Philippines. "We take our role to heart by being an economic, intellectual, and social asset to the communities in which we do business and of which we are a part."

HP Philippines also held several other company-wide initiatives in celebration of World Earth Day, including a seminar on global warming and other environmental issues hosted by a representative from the World Wildlife Fund (WWF). HP has a long-term global partnership with WWF to establish projects aimed at addressing the causes and consequences of climate change.

http://www.malaya.com.ph/aug31/envi3.htm 

.........................................

Malaya : Consumers can do more for the environment

THE current onslaught of rains are teaching Filipinos one thing about solid waste management: it’s not being done enough. Floodwaters now rise where they used to be nonexistent. While it would be easy to pinpoint responsibility to garbage collectors, LGUs, and manufacturers, there are options, too, that every day consumers can take advantage of to stem the tide of garbage. The question is, are we doing our part?

In 2000, Republic Act No. 9003, otherwise known as the Ecological Solid Waste Management Act was put into effect. Under it, regulatory bodies that deal with solid waste management on the national, provincial, and municipal levels were created. Notably, RA 9003 also required garbage to be segregated at the source, including households, institutions, and commercial establishments. 

Rewards and incentives are provided to encourage the public to take effective action in solid waste management. Since then, there have been some efforts to make every regular consumer an environmental advocate. However, these initially did not gain the widespread acceptance every one hoped. 

But last June, a reusable grocery tote called the GreenBag was launched by corporate giants SM Supermarket and Hypermarket and Unilever Philippines. The GreenBag encourages the stores’ millions of customers to do their part in reducing waste. To date, almost 200,000 GreenBags have been given to shoppers, and according to SM, the vast majority of those who have it are avidly reusing it. SM even went as far as rewarding their SM Advantage Club members with extra points every time they opt to use the GreenBag instead of the usual plastic bag upon checking out of its supermarkets and hypermarkets. There is also a blog consumers can visit (www.green-bagblog.blogspot.com). These two companies have inculcated a "green" shopping habit among so many at such a strategic time and venue. Which household, indeed, does not go to the supermarket at least once a week?

The program has already inspired other big local chains to implement something similar. Department stores and book shops have already followed suit, helping truly spread environment consciousness among the general public. With SM’s and Unilever’s GreenBag, concerned consumers have the power to make a difference and help make excessive flooding, as well as other disadvantages of overflowing garbage, things of the past.

In a recent survey by the EcoWaste Coalition and Greenpeace, it was discovered that more than half of the junk found in Manila Bay is composed of plastic bags, which release pollutants into our waters, air, and soil, clog our canals, and poison animals. Each household reusing at least one GreenBag for every week in two years can cut the need for regular sized plastic bags by as much 200 pieces. When multiplied by millions of Filipino shoppers, the projected 2010 figure of 29,000 tons of generated daily waste may not happen at all. Hopefully, before the year ends, other members of the retail sector will similarly address the country’s solid waste management problems as well. The popularity of local reusable shopping bags were a long time coming, especially since it has been nearly seven years since RA 9003 was implemented. But it is an encouraging movement. With such support from the corporate sector, and through places that people frequent, how indeed can we not do our part?

http://www.malaya.com.ph/aug31/envi5.htm
……………………………..

The News – International : Turtles fight losing pollution battle 

Wednesday, August 29, 2007 - PRAMUKA ISLAND, Indonesia: On an island just a stone’s throw from Jakarta, turtle conservationist Salim starts his day by scrubbing moss from the carapaces of his tiny charges. 

Here they are safe, but soon they will fight for their lives in the increasingly polluted ocean lapping nearby. 

“Not even my family can be bothered to do this,” he sighs as he puts another squirming reptile back into its blue plastic tub, where it will stay until it is deemed strong enough to be set free. For two decades, Salim has been working to protect the critically endangered hawksbill turtles found around the Thousand Islands, an archipelago of white-beached isles scattered 45 kilometres north of Jakarta. 

The wiry, moustachioed 57-year-old has seen the waters surrounding the islands slowly become more poisoned as run-off from the teeming Indonesian capital, home to 12 million people, expands ever further from Java’s shores. 

A large portion of the Thousand Islands, or Kepulauan Seribu, was declared a national park in 1986 so in theory the flora and fauna here is protected. But in practice, nothing can stop the invasion of the muck. 

A 2005 Indonesian study declared Jakarta Bay, which abuts the park, a “dying ecosystem”. Organic and heavy metals are well above safe limits, though the most recent tests officials provide are dated from 1995. These found dangerous PCBs (polychlorinated biphenyls) at a level of 1,320 parts per billion — well above the safe limit then of 0.03 parts per billion. 

The hawksbill, one of the world’s seven marine turtle species — six of which are found in Indonesia — used to be so prevalent here it was named the official mascot of the islands. National park head Sumarto says 20 years ago, the turtles laid eggs on almost all of the islands here. Divers spotted turtles four out of every five forays underwater. 

By the 1990s, they were found on only 13 of the 110 islands. While the turtles should instinctively return to where they were born, they are repelled by the pollution and forced to seek out different places to nest. 

Today eggs are laid on just three to five of the northernmost islands — the ones furthest away from Jakarta’s pollution. 

“Now you would be very lucky if you were to meet them during a dive at all,” says Sumarto. 

The turtles lay a total of around 14,000 eggs a year here, though only about one in 1,000 makes it to adulthood, the average for all marine turtles. The government estimates that about 40 per cent of Jakartans dump their domestic garbage directly into the rivers that criss-cross the mega city. The refuse ends up in Jakarta Bay and oozes towards the islands. 

Besides polluting the waters, the debris itself poses a direct threat. Some turtles mistake plastic bags for jelly fish and try to eat them, or get entangled in them and eventually starve to death. 

On top of this, for the past three years oil slicks from an exploration area north of the islands have repeatedly washed back around the turtles’ nesting grounds. 

Salim, who was one of the national park’s earlier employees and has won an environment award from the president for his work, points out one turtle with a carapace so deformed that it is convex rather than the normal concave. 

“We found three young turtles like this, but only this one survived. We had never found anything like this before,” he says. That was 1993, when alarm bells were starting to ring. But things have only got worse.

http://www.thenews.com.pk/daily_detail.asp?id=70123 

…………………………………………

Viet Nam News : Rare orchid species newly found on Phu Quoc Island

(29-08-2007) - KIEN GIANG — More species of rare orchids, including one never before found in Viet Nam, have been found by biologists working for Wildlife At Risk (WAR) on Phu Quoc Island.

Malaxis calophylla (Ai lan la dep) and Aphyllorchis montana (Am lan nui) were both found in July during WAR’s latest botanical survey.

Malaxis calophylla, which has been found and recorded for the first time in Viet Nam, is a rare species, while Aphyllorchis montana is, according to experts, classified as "data-deficient".

Only one single specimen of each plant was recorded and both species urgently require protection, according to WAR.

Ly Tho, WAR’s consultant biologist, is confident that Phu Quoc will reveal other botanical secrets after more intensive and widespread surveys are organised as part of WAR’s long-term conservation programme on the island.

Comprehensive animal and plant surveys have yet to be conducted in many parts of the national park and on some of Phu Quoc’s smaller offshore islands.

The WAR-sponsored surveys on Phu Quoc Island are an integral part of a larger conservation programme begun in early 2007, in collaboration with Phu Quoc National Park, which aims to protect the island’s rich natural resources, a vital part of Viet Nam’s biodiversity.

During an earlier survey in May this year, a rare species of "slipper" orchid, Paphiopedilum callosum, was recorded in Phu Quoc National Park, another first for the island.

Of the three rare orchids recorded in Phu Quoc since May, one is a new record for Viet Nam, one is heavily exploited in other parts of the country, and all three are threatened species.

"The recent discoveries demonstrate Phu Quoc National Park’s ecological value and underline the importance of protecting the island’s flora and fauna from uncontrolled or poorly managed development," according to a WAR press release.

"It is hoped that the presence of these and other animal and plant rarities will generate additional support for the park authorities in the management and protection of the forest and the valuable natural resources that it harbours."

http://vietnamnews.vnagency.com.vn/showarticle.php?num=01ENV290807 
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The Daily Star : Water: Life and death

Md. Asadullah Khan

To us, water is the most precious substance, the substance from which all life upon the earth has sprung and continues to depend. If we have no clean, drinkable water, we are doomed. This is exactly what has happened in the country of late. With flood water inundating almost one third of the country affecting the lives of about 20 million people and surface water getting seriously contaminated by sewage flow from open outlets, the country now faces an environmental disaster that threatens public health in the flood affected areas. As flood water recedes from different parts of the country, the incidence of diarrhoea and even cholera has shot up to an astounding number. With about one thousand patients getting admitted to the Icddrb hospital at Dhaka almost on a daily basis, the issue of drinking water pollution has featured most prominently.

While explaining the cause of such huge number of cases, doctors at the Icddrb hospital pointed their fingers at the WASA water supplies being contaminated severely which the WASA authorities have consistently denied. Undeniably true, earlier studies indicated that the country's rivers were among the most polluted and contained ten times as many bacteria from human waste as waterways in any other country. Now with the sewage flow from open outlets containing human excreta compounding the water pollution crisis, the lives and livelihoods of millions are at risk and the nightmare has only just begun.

In the backdrop of the crisis now mounting up with abundance of water because of the flood, Dhaka and its periphery on the other hand routinely lives through water cuts from January to June every year. Rural Bangladesh, yet to be acquainted with the tap water culture is worse off as ground water levels have plunged in most of the districts. 

Like so many of the earth's bounty, water is unevenly distributed. Water covers 75 percent of the Earth's surface -- 97.5 percent of that is salty and only 2.5 percent is fresh water. Icecaps and glaciers hold 74 percent of the world's freshwater, almost all the rest is in deep groundwater aquifers, or locked in soils as moisture or permafrost. Only 0.3 percent of the world's freshwater is found in rivers and lakes. Less than 1 percent of the world's surface or below- ground freshwater is accessible for human use. At the dawn of the new millennium, more than one billion people do not have access to safe drinking water, and 3.4 million die each year from water related diseases. 

Within the next 20 years, half the world's population could have trouble finding enough fresh water for drinking and irrigation. Currently over 80 countries, representing 40 percent of the world's people are subject to serious water shortages. Conditions may get worse as in the next few years as populations grow and as global warming disrupts rainfall patterns. Part of Asia faces the greatest threat. Over 90 percent of the region's population is experiencing severe water stress, with water consumption exceeding 10 percent of renewable freshwater resources. In Bangladesh and adjoining areas, people living without access to adequate water and sanitation are the poorest and most vulnerable. The problem is particularly severe in remote rural areas and rapidly growing urban areas. As much as 90 percent of waste water in developing countries like ours is discharged into rivers and streams. Water-borne diseases are responsible for 80 percent of illnesses and deaths in the developing world, killing a child every eight second. 

It is comforting to learn that per capita residential use in Europe runs as high as about 200 litres. This is not surprising in view of the fact that European commission made water protection and sustainable management one of the priorities of its environmental and research goals. In contrast, Bangladesh situation, especially the situation in big cities like Dhaka, Narayanganj, Chittagong, Khulna and Rajshahi in respect of water hazard and contamination is appalling. Factories in these big cities and also the city dwellers happily discharge harmful chemicals and toxic wastes into rivers while growing need for food induces farmers to use agrochemicals, insecticides and pesticides that further pollute the river water. Mentionably, ground water is the main source of supply through Deep Tube Well (DTW) either in the cities or for irrigation in rural areas. But the yearly recharge of the aquifer is less than the abstraction. Growing dependence on ground water for these needs is lowering the water table, making arsenic contamination the most pervasive health hazard the country has been experiencing now.

Rivers in developed countries because of increased awareness and education of the citizenry have become much cleaner over the last two decades. On the other hand rivers in the poorest developing countries, by contrast have shown marked falls in levels of dissolved oxygen¾a key indicator of increased pollution by sewage. 

The first signs of population boom and water stress were visible in the 1980s, but the water management board at that time focused on the immediate -- tapping groundwater resources in the whole country. Expectedly, the pressure on ground water has shown up. And as basins and rivers dry up, it also threatens the country's food security, because most of our freshwater is used to grow food. While the daily drinking water needs of every person is approximately four litres, between 2000 and 5000 litres of water are needed to produce an individual's food requirements. More importantly, agriculture accounts for over 80 percent of world water consumption. It is estimated that between 14 and 17 percent more water will be needed for irrigation by 2030 to feed the world's growing population. 

With the level of groundwater dropping at an annual rate of nearly 15 feet as WASA sources say, supply of water would be extremely scarce within a few years. Experts argue that over-extraction, lack of retention points for recharging groundwater, pollution in the waterways adjacent to the cities and towns, and a natural impermeable clay layer have combined to further push the level down to an unreachable depth of the earth's crust. Water is being mined and pumps are being sunk three to six feet deeper every year. 

Dhaka WASA supplies roughly 120 crore litres from its deep tube-wells against its daily requirement of 160 litres while its surface water treatment plants at Lalbagh and Godnail provides less than five crore litres. It is now trying to strike a balance between surface and underground water at least in the city. But that idea seems to be building castles in the air because Dhaka city is increasingly becoming “built up” with rapid depletion of open spaces, wetlands, canals and rivers and an annual growth of about eight lakh people leaving no space for the ground water to be recharged. With about 97 percent of the city's water supply coming from underground source, there is an imperative need to use surface water to have that balance. Because once a break is applied to extraction, groundwater would automatically get recharged. But how can that be achieved? 

With water of the Buriganga and the Shitalakhya being polluted at an alarming rate, experts are not sure if it could be treated at any of the plants. The Hon'ble Adviser in charge of the Ministry of LGED has been telling in meetings and seminars that efforts are underway to bring water from the river Jamuna to meet Dhaka city's water gap. Sensible citizenry feel that the cash starved Dhaka WASA can ill-afford the cost of such an endeavour. Shockingly, conservation has not figured in the government's scheme of things either during the past regime or even now when the government is run by a band of dedicated people with no political motive or agenda. 

Leaving aside the Buriganga and the Shitalakhya that now symbolise little life, water in the Gulshan-Baridhara and Uttara lakes is now a receptacle of human wastes, raw sewage and toxic industrial effluents from various industrial units. According to a study conducted by the DoE in the recent past, these lakes' water carries a bacteria count of 1200 in place 200 or less that is considered to be a tolerable count in water bodies. Uttara Lake, once a vast transparent water body stretching from one end of sector no.3 to sector no.11 at least 5 km. in length and 400 m wide is now a stagnant pool of polluted water because of indiscriminate dumping of household garbage, wastes and raw sewage from the bustling residential buildings all around. Its width and length have shrunk with construction going apace and people coming in to settle. 

Known to be the barometer of the ecological health of a city, water bodies, other than being sources of surface water, determine its climate. As experts explain, they help control humidity and temperature levels, recharge aquifers and also act as instruments of rainwater harvesting. With a little initiative, commitment and imagination these lakes could be formed into a hydrological chain and during monsoon, surplus water from the upstream lake could be flowed into the next lake.

The process of cleaning and recharging may undoubtedly be a long drawn one. The first step is to identify the sources and entry points of sewage discharge into the lakes and waterbodies and divert it to suitable place for safe disposal. It is worth mentioning here that under Indian government's National lake conservation project, the LDA (Lake Development Authority) has cleaned up in just about a year12 odd lakes. One of Bangalore's biggest lakes -- the 50 hectare Ulsoor -- was drained out and sewage lines were blocked. With funds from the donor agencies other than the government itself, Bangalore Water Supply and Sewerage Board started laying pipes leading to the treatment plant. Now catch-water drains have to be built to collect water run-off. That done, water has to be purified using hydrophyllic plants that absorb dissolved pollutants and toxins. 

What happened in Bangalore was that in 1995 a sudden rise in the death of freshwater fish in lakes like Sankey and Lalbagh sounded an alarm and the government then took comprehensive plan for restoration of such lakes. Unhappily in our country mass death of fish in the Baridhara-Gulshan lake in 2002 and also in recent time could not sensitise much the administration that other than being an aesthetic and ecological utility the lakes could be a vast source of poor man's protein. 

Like the one that our neighbouring country had taken up, the present caretaker government that has brought about many reforms in different sectors, may now be considering the modalities of raising external and internal funds on the lines of the World Bank aided programme for integrated countrywide tank and lake development for irrigation, ecological balance and aesthetic quality of the cities and countryside. Such development work can fruitfully be done when governmental efforts combine with individual civic initiatives. 

Md. Asadullah Khan is a former teacher of physics and Controller of Examinations, BUET.

http://www.thedailystar.net/story.php?nid=1954 
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The Daily Star : Modhupur: The banana war

After a pause of few months, the Forest Department has resumed its war against banana in Modhupur. T

The war against "illegal" banana plantation in the Modhupur sal forest has been resumed from August 1, 2007. Throughout August, the Forest Department (FD), with support of the security personnel, has engaged hundreds of non-local labourers everyday in chopping down the banana gardens and planting acacia. 

The Forest Department (FD) carried out the first round of its war against banana on 13, 14, 15 and 22 February, and 7 March. After 7 March, the government gave time to the banana cultivators and advised them to voluntarily stop banana plantation on the forestland after the harvest of their standing crops. 

In a meeting on 9 March, the forest and environment adviser Dr. C.S. Karim, formed a 12-member committee (two chairmen of two union councils in forest area were later co-opted to the committee) including the Garos and sought suggestions from the committee as regards eco-park, protection of sal forest, land use practices, etc. 

On the day of the first meeting of the committee, on 18 March, the alleged killing of Chalesh Ritchil took place. Four meetings of the committee took place ever since. However, none of the members from among the Garos and NGOs got minutes or report of any meeting. 

A high official in the Forest Department (FD) said on 17 August, "Illegal banana gardens are being cut again and plantation is being carried out on land where illegal banana gardens were cut months ago. Such land amounts to 3,600 acres. Our target of chopping banana plantation this year will be fulfilled by the end of August." 

"In our current raid against banana plantation the main targets are the Bengalis who have engaged the Garos in illegal cultivation on the forestland. We will not spare any marauder on the forestland," warned the FD official. "We want the Adivasis to participate in forestry programmes and stay protected. A Garo household participating in the forestry will get one ha of land and share benefits from plantation. We are yet to work out the details of the participation mechanism. We will consider the suggestions from the committee and experts in this regard."

In the war against banana, the Garos find themselves in an inept condition. In the recent years, they have been indeed got heavily engaged in banana plantation that brings them quick and handsome cash. However, the top players behind the banana cultivation are the Bengali traders who brought the idea of banana cultivation on a massive scale. They also provided cash. The Garos in most of the forest villages in Modhupur even replaced their age-old gardens of pineapple, jackfruits, lemon, etc. with banana. Now they find that hope for big and quick cash banana further complicates their land questions. 

With typical vegetation disappearing with the invasion of banana, the Garos are in real difficult situation in establishing their traditional rights over the high land. They normally have title deeds for the low land (baid) but in most cases, they do not have title deeds for the highland they have been occupying from time immemorial. These highlands with native vegetation were gradually declared as protected or reserved at different times after the abolition of the Zamindari system. 

The Garo representatives on the committee to resolve the problem in the Modhupur sal forest say they were surprised when the raid against banana resumed on 1 August. As the days passed by the intensity of raid increased and the number of hired labourers raised. 

To give an idea how the daily raid against banana takes place let us see the picture of one day. On 17 August, approximately 500 labourers, with dao (homemade chopper) and spade in hands swooped on banana gardens in Atashbari-Nayanpur area. The security personnel were present on the spot. Present on the spot were also officials of the Forest Department and administration. Few hundred Garos, most of them women, assembled and helplessly appealed to the government officials to spare the banana gardens. Their appeal was ignored and the banana plants in the area were felled. 

On the same day, a similar group of hired laborers was reportedly engaged in another part of the forest to clear banana gardens. The top cats behind the banana plantation, the Bengali traders who make heavy investment in banana, remained largely unseen. 

The government officials were telling the Garos that they were recovering forestland and planting trees with the consent of their leaders on the committee. However, one Garo leader on the committee refuted the claim. "The FD has not followed our decisions about planting trees in place of banana gardens," said the leader. He complained that he has not received any reports of any of the meetings although he has asked for it repeatedly. "We agreed to plant trees ourselves; not the way it is being done now". He also complained that no village demarcation or survey was conducted. 

A high official in the FD says it is because of dearth of saplings of local species that acacia is being planted. He claims some local species have also been planted. "From next year we will plant more local species," says the FD official. 

Bringing back the forest: A tough task

Ideally, the forest of native species, especially sal, must be established after the termination of banana plants. Why? Because the exotic species -- acacia and eucalyptus (planting of this alien was stopped after the first rotation) -- in particular planted under “social forestry” in Modhupur have proven to be politically and ecologically mistaken. The “social forestry” itself has been blamed to be a sugarcoat for plantation. 

The Garos who are seemingly innocent victims of commercial banana plantation, now find that after chopping down of banana plants acacia is being planted. The environmentalists are also very unhappy. Although some FD officials would call acacia a “soldier tree” meaning it can survive tough climate condition, this alien is perhaps good for fuelwood but cannot be a replacement for the native sal or other local species. The ADB and World Bank that funded massive-scale plantation of this alien species have withdrawn from the forestry sector altogether leaving the Forest Department and other stakeholders on a hotspot, very difficult to manage. 

Therefore, while the government officials keep telling the Garos that they are out there to protect them and bring back the native vegetation, the first people of the forest who have the knowledge of traditional forest management see no direction and become even more worried. 

The participation of the Garos in afforestation proposed by the FD is also not welcome by the Garos. They have the bitter experience of woodlot and agroforestry that have rapidly eaten up the native forests. Almost the same model the FD talks about brings no better option for them. 

Invasion by banana

Many see the massive-scale banana plantation on the forestland as a multiplier effect of manmade "forests" among other things. The idea of this so-called manmade forest sugarcoated as “social forestry” came along the loans from the concessional window of the Asian Development Bank. In Modhupur monoculture plantation of primarily exotic acacia and eucalypts took place under two ADB funded projects -- Thana Afforestation and Nursery Development Project (TANDP) and Forestry Sector Project (FSP). TANDP with two major components -- woodlot and agroforestry -- started in 1989 and ended in 1995. When monoculture started with the ADB loan, the local people were appalled to see that the native sal coppices were indiscriminately cut to prepare grounds for the manmade forests. 

Ten years later people found most of the plantation stolen or officially harvested. The land became vacant, perfect ground for invasion by banana and papaya plantation. Pineapple was already there. Outsiders invaded the forestland for large-scale banana and papaya plantation. They lured the Garos even to convert their home gardens into banana gardens. This process started largely due to ADB's investment strategies in the forestry sector, it is generally believed. 

After the first rotation of plantation, the government awaited another loan from ADB for the Forestry Sector Project (FSP). The project that was supposed to start in 1997 was much delayed. In the meantime, ADB made Bangladesh Government to amend the Forest Act of 1927 in favor "social forestry" that is essentially plantation. The delay caused the forestland to remain vacant for a longer period. The banana, papaya and pineapple cultivators took control of the forestland and spoiled it thoroughly in a short period. The allegation that the corrupt FD officials turned out to be accomplices for extra cash is not unfounded. 

For the last few years, the Modhpur Salbon (sal forest) has gained an infamous image as Modhupur Kalabon (banana forest). According to a top FD source, the sal patches in the Modhupur survive only on 6,000 acres today (2007). According to the DFO of Tangail [in 2004] who is now hiding with corruption charges, out of 46,000 acres in Tangail part of the Modhupur sal forests 25,000 acres had gone into illegal possession and the FD controlled only 9,000 acres by 2004. 

How come such massive-scale grabbing of the forestland occurred? Why did the FD [that now takes advantage of the state of emergency in recovering the forestland] stay passive? These questions need to be seriously addressed in understanding what have gone wrong in Modhupur. 

The FD has apparently targeted 3,600 acres of forestland for recovery and plantation this year. What about the bigger chunks of the forestland illegally grabbed? There are many evidences how the forestland given out for plantation has been abused by the banana and papaya cultivators. There are indeed many papaya gardens illegally established on the forestland. In the war against banana, papaya plantations also illegally established on the forestland, remain unattended for now. 

However, a top FD official says that they will deal with the illegal papaya plantation at a later stage.

What really need to be done?

A look over the protected parts of the Modhupur National Park from the two towers recently built in Dokholoa and Lohoria gives us a ray of hope. The monsoon greenery of the native vegetation is absolute. This is what we want gradually expanded in other parts within the forest boundaries. For that, here are some suggestions to ponder. 

Thorough inventories:

Inventories as regards exactly how much of the Modhupur sal forest is left today and how much of the forestland has been illegally occupied can provide handles for right direction in saving native patches and expanding them. It is not just the banana, an inventory of papaya and pineapple gardens need to be done. A complete list of the marauders on the forestland should be made public, Then the crusade against them will become transparent and effective with public support. Different stakeholders, environmentalists, and experts should participate in inventory exercise without fear. 

Caution about choice of exotic species: One harsh reality about forests is that man can plant trees, but cannot create a native forest. In the Modhupur sal forest area, native vegetation had been cleared for planting exotic ones such as rubber, acacia and eucalyptus. External resources played an important role in it. While eucalyptus plantation was stopped after the first rotation of plantation, acacia continued in the second rotation that started around 2002. The invasive acacia remains to be a dominant species in plantation to date. For the sake of creating some forests, which is difficult indeed, local species -- sal and others -- must be preferred. In plantation efforts, seeds of local species must be fully utilised from the next season. The forest professionals including those in the Forest Department say, 'complex' or mixed plantation must be preferred to 'simple' or monoculture plantation. 

Protection of Adivasis:

The Garos and the Koch are the original inhabitants of the Modhupur forest. Their traditional rights over highland need to be recognised. What the authority says overtly about their protection and that of the forest, must be materialised concretely. The Adivasi communities cannot survive without state protection. If they are protected, the forests are better managed.  

http://www.thedailystar.net/story.php?nid=1957 
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Zimbabwe: Zim Loses 400 000ha of Forest to Illegal Fellers

The Herald (Harare): Zimbabwe is losing between 300 000 and 400 000 hectares of forest annually due to illegal tree felling in peri-urban and farming areas, highlighting the need for intensified environmental conservation campaigns. Intermittent power outages, increasing population and general lack of monitoring have resulted in a 100 percent increase in deforestation from between 150 000 hectares and 200 000 hectares two years ago, a situation that has also been blamed on general lack of effective monitoring. To combat this wanton destruction, the Forestry Company of Zimbabwe has embarked on a nationwide blitz that has led to the arrest of many firewood vendors and the confiscation of tonnes of firewood. In an interview yesterday, FCZ acting operations manager Mr Abednigo Marufu said as the vanguard of Zimbabwe's array of natural forests, his company was disturbed by the rate of deforestation. http://allafrica.com/stories/200708300080.html
Namibia: Rangeland Management

The Namibian (Windhoek):Dynamics in rangeland management in Namibia will be the topic at the 11th Namibia Rangeland Forum at the beginning of next month. Five case studies from different situations in communal and commercial agriculture in Namibia will be presented at the gathering, to be held from September 4 to 5 at Greiters Conference Centre outside Windhoek. An in-depth, interactive lecture will demonstrate the actual understanding of grass and grazing and the connectedness of water, soil, plants, animals and people. The forum was made possible by a sponsorship from Agribank, GTZ and W&V National Wholesale. http://allafrica.com/stories/200708300630.html
Nigeria: AEPD Nabs Imposter

Daily Trust (Abuja): The Abuja Environmental Protection Board (AEPB) Tuesday caught a fraudster at Wuse market who paraded himself as a taskforce officer of the board. Sunday Egbunu, 30 of Kado Estate was alleged to have been extorting money from traders at the market, with a threat to arrest the traders if they refuse to part with money. City News learnt from officials of the board and the investigating police officer (IPO), PC Stephen that luck ran out of Egbunu after defrauding two traders and in the process of defrauding the third person. One of the victims of the fraud, Abdullaziz Mohammed who sells belt said "men of the AEPB task force ceased my goods on Friday and some one introduced Egbunu to me that he is a task force officer and can help me recover my goods." http://allafrica.com/stories/200708300788.html
Uganda: Nema Cracks Whip On Wetland Encroachers

The Monitor (Kampala): Despite the many years of poor cultivation methods that have caused environmental degradation in Kigezi, there is hope that the area, once referred to as the Switzerland of Africa, will regain its glory. But this can only come to pass if the plans the National Environment Management Authority (Nema) has for the sub-region come to pass. The Nema Executive Director, Dr Henry Aryamanya Mugisha recently ordered the residents of Muko and Kashambya sub-counties in Kabale District not to cultivate 30 metres from wetlands. This, he argued, was to allow the water channels in the Nyamuriro swamp and Kashambya wetlands regain their original status. "We shall not compromise the law just because the people claim they earn their livelihood by destroying the environment. We shall force them out; after all they are not frogs or crocodiles," Dr Mugisha said. "We only encourage eco-friendly activities in wetlands such as bee keeping and fish farming among others." http://allafrica.com/stories/200708301104.html
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First nations find Ottawa's UN position unconvincing

By Jonathan Manthorpe

The Vancouver Sun

Unless the government in Ottawa has an unexpected change of heart, Canada is going to be in the uncharacteristic position of leading the opposition to a human rights declaration at the United Nations next month.

At question is the proposed Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, which is due to be voted on in the UN's General Assembly on Sept. 13 after a discussion and drafting process that started more than 20 years ago in 1985.

The previous Liberal government gave full support to the process, but the government of Stephen Harper reversed that policy and voted against the draft declaration at the UN Human Rights Council last year.

Since then Canadian diplomats, on instructions from Ottawa, have become among the most vocal lobbyists against the declaration along with other major opponents Russia, the United States, New Zealand and Australia.

The government's position is that the wording of the declaration is too vague and that some of the 46 provisions might be interpreted in ways that are at odds with Canadian law and the Charter of Rights.

Grand Chief Edward John, who has carried the declaration file of the Assembly of First Nations for five years, doesn't find these arguments at all convincing.

"I think this is a partisan position rather than a legal one," he said in an interview. "I think they were just trying to find grounds, any grounds, not to support the declaration."

In an 11-page document the department of Indian and Northern Affairs has spelled out six areas where it believes the declaration could cause problems.

The declaration could be used to support claims to land that has already been ceded by treaty. It might disturb attempts to balance the rights of native peoples and other Canadians in land claims settlements.

It could be interpreted as giving aboriginal peoples a veto over some military activities within Canada, and on aspects of economic development. There is an implication, the criticism says, that indigenous people have a particular right to conserve and protect the environment, a concept that is not recognized in international law.

The declaration is silent on the matter of the financing of aboriginal self-government, the document chides, and it fails to clearly state that federal and provincial laws are paramount on issues of national importance.

John said he does not find any of the government's objections substantial or convincing, not least because the declaration is not a legally binding treaty or convention.

"All it attempts to do is set standards for the relationship between governments and indigenous peoples as opposed to legal obligations," he said.

Depending on how one defines indigenous peoples -- and there is no generally accepted easy definition -- there are up to 570 million people who fall into this category. The declaration seeks to encourage governments to support the survival of these cultures and especially not to contribute to their destruction.

John acknowledged he hopes the declaration and its attempts to encourage a level playing field in the relationship between aboriginal peoples and governments might affect the view of Canadian courts. But, he said, the record of Canadian governments either failing to implement court decisions or doing so only churlishly doesn't suggest that would prompt swift political change.

John's checklist of how the 192 member states of the UN will vote next month suggests it could succeed or fail by a narrow margin. He has 57 countries opposed and 81 in favour with 54 undecided.

It is interesting that among the 57 countries opposed are 49 African states. The basis for this objection is that all Africans are indigenous peoples and that the right to self-determination of peoples set out in the declaration could lead to the shattering of African countries, almost all of which are made up of several ethnic or tribal groups forced into unnatural national collectives during the colonial era.

The African anxieties do not appear to be well-founded because the declaration says quite clearly in Article 4 that aboriginal communities' right to self-determination concerns "matters relating to their internal and local affairs." But in Africa ethnic rivalries are easily inflamed and it is understandable that leaders would oppose anything that can be used to justify separatist movements.

http://www.canada.com/vancouversun/columnists/story.html?id=7418e7b6-74db-4364-800d-75682c37c435
Germany's Merkel urges U.S. to support climate deal

By Sophie Hardach

Reuters

The United States must support a global deal to cut carbon dioxide emissions and combat climate change as time is running out in the fight against global warming, German Chancellor Angela Merkel said on Thursday.

In a speech during her first visit to Japan as chancellor, Merkel said both developing and industrialized economies need to agree on specific targets for the reduction of carbon dioxide emissions.

"I think America will cooperate -- America must cooperate. If we can't find a regulatory regime that is accepted by the USA, then China and India will never agree to reduction targets," she told participants of a conference organized by the Nikkei daily.

Many developing countries are worried that strict environmental regulations will hamper economic growth. They demand that industrialized nations, the chief polluters, bear the brunt of emission cuts.

Merkel suggested that as a compromise, developing countries should be allowed to increase their emissions per capita while industrialized national cut theirs, until both sides reach the same level.

Japan is hosting the next G8 summit in Hokkaido in 2008. Negotiators are aiming to hammer out a new climate pact by 2009, succeeding the Kyoto Protocol on climate change, which Merkel helped draw up as Germany's environment minister in 1997.

Merkel said detailed targets needed to be set soon if the world wants to slow global warming.

"The question is, how do we distribute (reduction targets) in the world? I don't believe that it's enough to just agree that everyone will do their best. I don't believe that would yield an impressive result," she said.

About 1,000 delegates from 158 nations are currently meeting in Vienna to discuss global warming. The United States' chief climate negotiator in Vienna on Wednesday praised developing countries for their efforts to curb greenhouse gases, a marked shift from the U.S.' usual call for big emitters such as China and India to do more to cut carbon dioxide emissions.

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2007/08/30/AR2007083000391.html
U.S. Will Contribute to World Carbon Emissions Cuts  

By Mathew Carr and Jonathan Tirone

Associated Press

Aug. 29 (Bloomberg) -- The U.S., the biggest emitter of gases blamed for global warming, said it will contribute to the next round of emissions cuts, a first step to setting limits since rejecting the Kyoto Protocol six years ago. 

``We will also come through with what we believe will be our contribution'' to limits that will be set during talks through next year, Harlan Watson, the senior climate negotiator for the U.S. Department of State, said today at a media conference in Vienna. He didn't say by how much the U.S. would curb its emissions. 

The 1997 Kyoto Protocol sets limits for reducing emissions through 2012 by an average of 5 percent from 1990 levels. The European Union and 36 industrialized nations were bound by those targets. The treaty doesn't assign targets to developing nations such as China and India, and the U.S. also rejected the accord in 2001. The next round starts after 2012. 

``The acknowledgement that they will make cuts is new,'' said Angela Leford Anderson, the climate spokeswoman for the National Environment Trust, a Washington-based lobby group. ``I heard a very different tone from Mr. Watson,'' compared with the previous U.S. stance, she said in an interview in Vienna, where the United Nations is holding climate talks this week. 

U.S. President George W. Bush rejected the 1997 UN protocol, citing costs to the U.S. economy of mandatory caps and China's exclusion from them. In May, Bush called for a new round of global talks to set goals. Negotiators from the world's biggest economies will attend those talks in Washington next month. 

`Tremendous' Cuts Needed 

Preserving the climate is ``is going to require tremendous cuts, well beyond 50 percent in a number of countries, not just in developed countries, but in developing countries,'' Watson said. China may overtake the U.S. as the biggest emitter as early as next year, according to the International Energy Agency. 

Leford Anderson wants the U.S. to make a binding agreement to reduce its emissions to 1990 levels by 2020. Under emissions trading, nations can either cut emissions or buy credits from projects in developing nations to counter any output that goes over target. 

``To be more credible, the U.S. needs to set quantitative objectives,'' Colette Lewiner, the global leader of energy, utilities and chemicals for management consultants Cap Gemini, said today from Paris. ``Unless that, it's nice words.'' 

The European Commission, the regulatory arm of the 27-nation European Union, wants developed nations to cut their greenhouse gases by 30 percent by 2020 compared with 1990 levels and to half of 1990 levels by 2050. 

Per-Person Emissions 

The commission is pressing developed nations to curb emissions in a bid to prevent temperatures from rising more than 2 degrees Celsius. Under one commission proposal, developing nations would be allowed to emit more as their economies grow, peaking around 2020, according to a Jan. 10 statement. 

Watson said yesterday some of the world's developing nations make a good case for being allowed to increase their emissions. China and India say they should be allowed to increase emissions to produce the energy needed to stoke economic growth, and that ``is a very compelling argument,'' he said. Today, he said developing countries already were making a contribution. 

The U.S. emitted 19.7 metric tons of carbon dioxide per person from energy in 2004, compared with 3.7 metric tons for China. The U.S. hasn't before so publicly acknowledged the contribution to climate stability of low emissions in developing nations, Leford Anderson said. 

Global warming is ``very likely'' caused by humans, and world temperatures and sea-levels will rise by the end of the century, the UN said in February in its most comprehensive report yet on climate change. 

http://www.bloomberg.com/apps/news?pid=20601091&sid=a_.UM8zxAlKU&refer=india

Audit finds problems with wetlands construction policy

Associated Press

A new audit says New Hampshire's process for approving construction in wetlands has the potential for favoritism or abuse of power. 

The audit says there is no written policy for expedited applications for altering terrain or wetlands, opening the door to problems.

"The public deserves to know why and when the Department of Environmental Services provides expedited service for terrain alteration and wetlands permit applications," the auditors wrote. "Lacking such openness on how applications are handled and decisions are made, DES officials may give an appearance of favoritism or abuse of power."

The study also found that in 2005 and 2006, then-Environmental Services Commissioner Michael Nolin personally sought and gave expedited permits 17 times, which amounted to 11 percent of permits that were bumped to the head of the line.

The report was especially critical of a permit for the Laconia Municipal Airport that did not require compensation for 26 percent of wetlands filled in for the project. Nolin told the auditors he deleted many conditions from the first permit granted for the project so it did not lose a federal grant.

Current DES Commissioner Thomas Burack said he's spearheaded a new policy on expedited permits and rule changes.

Exeter Republican Rep. Lee Quandt had been instrumental in pursuing the performance audit after receiving written complaints about expedited permits from department staff on the Seacoast.

"I'm not surprised that these problems have been uncovered. What I would like to know, and the audit apparently doesn't address it, is how much money has the state lost by making these sweetheart deals with developers," Quandt said.

Information from: The Telegraph, http://www.nashuatelegraph.com

GM to pay $75K for missing cleanup deadline in Sioux City, Iowa

Associated Press 

General Motors Corp. has agreed to pay a $75,000 fine for failing to meet deadlines for cleaning up contaminated properly formerly owned by the automaker in Sioux City. 

Iowa Attorney General Tom Miller said in a statement Wednesday that a consent decree signed by Woodbury County District Court Judge Gary Wenell resolves a lawsuit that was filed by his office.

The lawsuit alleged that GM failed to meet several deadlines it had agreed to with the Iowa Department of Natural Resources to clean up soil and groundwater contamination at the property near Interstate 29 in Sioux City.

General Motors no longer owns the site, but the company is obligated under state and federal laws to conduct the long-term cleanup of soil and groundwater contaminants at the site and to prevent contaminated underground water from migrating from the site.

The agreement also prohibited any further violations by the company.

The fine will be used for future environmental protection efforts, such as waste volume reduction and emergency response.

Court documents said GM bought the land in 1980 from Zenith Corp., which had assembled transistor radios there. Zenith had underground storage tanks and used solvents, lacquer thinner and various volatile organic compounds. GM tested and assembled fuel injection auto components at the site until 1993, when environmental assessments were made in anticipation of GM's sale of the property.

Testing has shown that groundwater contamination was found migrating from the site at levels of potential concern to human health, the lawsuit said.

Tucson wildlife center looks to grow

By Tim Ellis 

Associated Press 

Business is brisk at the Tucson Wildlife Center, and it's going to get busier as this area's human population continues to grow.

That's why the center's volunteer staff members are working on a fundraising drive to expand the facility on Tucson's far east side and build southern Arizona's first animal hospital for wildlife.

"The need is getting greater all the time," said Lisa Bates, a certified wildlife rehabilitator who founded the center in 1998. 

Vern Alexander, the center's development director, said the expansion project is needed to help care for an increasing number of animals that are injured, orphaned or otherwise displaced by the Tucson area's ever-expanding population.

"We're not anti-development we're realists," he said. "We know it's going to get busier here."

Bates, the center's director and president, and 68 volunteers care for up to 80 animals at a time at the center. That's an average of 350 animals per year at the cluster of small outbuildings on 5.5 acres in the rolling foothills of the Rincon Mountains.

The center's staff gets an average of 25 calls per day 15 a day during the slower winter season from people asking for help with fuzzy or feathered critters found on the side of the road, on a hiking trail or in a backyard.

The staff wants people to know they can call for help or advice, Alexander said.

"We're trying to educate the public, to let people know if they have an injured animal, we're here," he said. "There's no charge for us to pick up the animal."

The center works with larger mammals and birds, and refers people to others for reptiles and other wildlife.

The animals brought to the center often are injured, or young and orphaned, and they must be nursed back to health or maturity before being released back into the wild.

Staffers are careful to minimize the animals' exposure to humans by, for example, screening the cages and pens and keeping conversation to a minimum, Bates said.

Allowing wildlife to "habituate" to humans become accustomed to being around people or dependent on them for food would reduce their chances of readapting to the wild, she said.

Alexander said that's also why the staff doesn't publicize the exact location of the facility.

"We don't hide it, but we don't promote it," he said.

The staff doesn't want people coming out to see the animals, Alexander said.

"They're not pets, and it's not a zoo; it's not a museum," he said. "We don't give tours. We're a wildlife-rehabilitation center, and we try to keep the animals wild."

But the staff tries to accommodate requests such as one from residents of a neighborhood where a peregrine falcon recently was rescued.

"We told the people in the neighborhood where she was found that we'll let them know when we release her," he said. "They really wanted to see that."

Ruby, one of two resident bobcats, was named last year after an attempt to reintroduce her to the wild failed.

She was allowed to remain at the center to become one of the education animals used during outreach presentations to let people know about the center.

Bates hopes Ruby also will serve as a surrogate mother for a bobcat kitten brought into the center recently.

Bates said she uses a couple of older male and female javelinas as surrogate parents. She intends to introduce three little piglets recently brought in from the Mammoth-Oracle area to the pair when the juveniles are ready.

The center gets more calls about injured or orphaned javelinas than any other animal, Bates said.

The center fields those calls in the office a 10-by-10-foot structure that some call the Tuff Shed. It has sufficed for several years, but like the rest of the facilities at the wildlife center, it's badly in need of an upgrade.

A small but well-equipped lab is tucked into one corner of the structure, where five area veterinarians volunteer time to treat animals. It's crowded inside the building for both animals and humans, Alexander said.

"We're so cramped here," he said. "We're always tripping over each other while we're trying to get everything done."

Information from: Arizona Daily Star, http://www.azstarnet.com

Alaska global warming trip pairs evangelicals, scientists

By Dan Joling

Associated Press 

Standing at a federal visitors center that once offered views of a spectacular glacier, global warming's odd bedfellows got a firsthand look at the effects of climate change on America's northernmost state.

Evangelical Christians and prominent scientists on a weeklong trip in Alaska are seeing the effect of warming on glaciers, forests and people and continuing their call for changes that could blunt its devastating effects over the rest of the century.

They acknowledge they do not agree on the origins of life. But whether it is called nature or creation, they agree that life on Earth is at risk from warming caused by humans. 

"The days of wondering what's happening, or whether there are alternatives to explain where we are with natural cycles or other mysterious factors, are past," James McCarthy, president-elect of the American Association for the Advancement of Science and a Harvard oceanography professor, said Wednesday.

"The planet itself is in peril. That is clear," said the Rev. Richard Cizik, vice president of governmental affairs for the National Association of Evangelicals.

The expedition of professors and pastors grew out of a retreat last year. Scientists said they had low expectations for the meeting but quickly found common ground.

"Here were two of the most influential communities in the country, who could have enormous influence on protecting the creation, life on Earth, who were barely speaking to each other about some of these issues," said Eric Chivian, director of Harvard University's Center for Health and the Global Environment.

For evangelicals, it was a departure from issues prominent in recent political campaigns such as marriage sanctity and fetal rights. Leith Anderson, president of the National Association of Evangelicals, said action on global warming stems from a concern for people not only when they are conceived but after they are born.

"The simplest definition of evangelicals is that we are those who have a commitment to Jesus Christ as savior and lord and we take the Bible seriously and believe it," he said. "Those commitments and beliefs call us to stewardship of God's creation and the protection of human life. So our theology has actually been in place for 2000 years. We're connecting to 21st century science now."

The two sides agreed on an "urgent call to action" letter that said human behavior and had put the environment at risk. Among the signers were Edward O. Wilson, a two-time Pulitzer prize-winning scientist and author, and James Hansen, a prominent NASA climatologist.

On Wednesday, 10 scientists and evangelicals toured the National Forest Service's Begich Boggs Visitors Center, constructed about 50 miles (80 kilometers) south of Anchorage in 1986. Federal officials hoped it would offer protected views of Portage Glacier until 2020. But like other rivers of ice affected by warming, Portage Glacier has retreated.

Today, the multimillion-dollar visitors center has exhibits on the glacier but its blue ice 3.5 miles (5.6 kilometers) away can be seen only in floes that drift by.

The group will tour the Kenai Peninsula, where more than 3 million acres (1.2 million hectares) of spruce forests have been devastated by destructive beetles once kept under control by colder winters. The group spent two days in Shishmaref, an Inupiat Eskimo village slowly eroding into the Chukchi Sea because shore ice no longer protects it from fierce winter storms.

Bishop Harry Jackson, Jr., senior pastor of Hope Christian Church in Washington, D.C., called himself the closest thing to a global warming skeptic before the trip.

"Only from this perspective: How urgent is this issue? I think most thinking evangelicals are not saying there is absolutely no problem. But the issue of priority and urgency is an issue," he said.

Seeing how the Chukchi Sea is eating away at an Inupiat Eskimo village made global warming real to him.

"That perspective you don't get on the East Coast, or places where some of us come from, that this is more than just some philosophical discussion that a bunch of scientists are having or perhaps an agenda by folks we might not agree with in terms of our fundamental believes of faith."

Chivian said he hopes the public's imagination will be captured by two such diverse groups coming together.

"I think that has enormous power in convincing people of the urgency of addressing issues like climate change and loss of biodiversity," he said.

On the Net:

National Association of Evangelicals: http://www.nae.net/

Harvard Center for Health and the Global Environment: http://chge.med.harvard.edu
Why the American West is out front on curbing greenhouse gases

By Brad Knickerbocker

Christian Science Monitor

Even without Baghdad-like summer temperatures in Phoenix and other desert environs, heat has always been a major issue across the American West. For one thing, it relates directly to three of the classical earthly elements: water, air, and, of course, fire. That is, air quality and pollution, water-loaded snowpacks and glaciers, and wildfires made worse by hot weather patterns.

So it's not surprising that climate change is seen by many citizens and officials out West as a big deal - so big that Western states and cities have been at the forefront of tackling global warming. Last week, six Western governors and two Canadian provincial leaders "pledged & to enforce a tough regional cap on greenhouse gas emissions," the Los Angeles Times reported."Under the Western Climate Initiative, the leaders agreed to slash emissions of carbon dioxide and other climate-warming pollutants to 15% below 2005 levels in their states and provinces in the next 13 years.... Overall, the region would cut emissions by 350-million metric tons over that time period." 

Those signing on are Arizona, California, New Mexico, Oregon, Washington, and Utah, plus British Columbia and Manitoba. According to the San Francisco Chronicle, the goal is roughly the same as taking 75.6 million cars off the road, making it "North America's most comprehensive and overarching regional program because it could affect every business sector, as well as consumers' daily lives, such as what type of fuel motorists pump into their vehicles...."

Still, said Linda Adams, secretary of the California Environmental Protection Agency: "We know that California alone cannot defeat global warming. It's a global problem that requires a global solution."

One goal of the Western pact is to pressure Congress and the Bush administration into passing laws that would regulate emissions of heat-trapping greenhouse gases.

While environmentalists lauded the effort, they point to its weaknesses. For example, Reuters reports:"The Western pact does not include Alberta, the Canadian province that is home to oil and natural gas fields, including the tar sands, whose development is extremely carbon-intensive. It also excludes Nevada, California's neighbor which lacks emissions targets and has sought to lure Golden State businesses with tax benefits and other incentives."

The states plan to meet the reductions by using more renewable-energy sources, regulating emissions from motor vehicles, and improving the efficiency of appliances and other electrical equipment. There are other goals as well, Bloomberg reports."The plan lays groundwork for a European-style system across the region that will limit emissions and allow businesses to buy or sell pollution credits if they exceed, or fall short, of their goals. The states want to link up to other systems, such as the northeast's Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative, and to Europe's trading plan."

The Western states' effort is bipartisan, with governors of both parties joining up. This is especially true in California, the most populous state, where Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger (R) has taken the lead and Attorney General Jerry Brown (D) has gone after urban sprawl as a chief culprit in global warming.

Last week, Attorney General Brown and San Bernardino County "settled a lawsuit over the negative effects of runaway growth on greenhouse gas emissions, an accord that could have implications for cities and counties throughout the state," the San Jose Mercury News reported."The settlement calls for San Bernardino County to account for the effects its land-use decisions will have on the emissions blamed for global warming. The county, which stretches from the Los Angeles County line to California's eastern border, is the largest by geographic size in the lower 48 states and has seen rampant growth.... It is expected to add 1 million residents by 2030, for a total population of 3 million.... The settlement requires the county to ... devise strategies to reduce carbon dioxide and other heat-trapping gases...."

The Democrat-majority Congress may be more inclined than the White House to take the kinds of steps to reduce greenhouse-gas emissions that the Western governors seek. President Bush has invited world leaders to a conference on energy security and climate change to be held in Washington next month.

But last week a federal judge sided with environmentalists who sued the administration for failing to issue two scientific reports on global warming, USA Today reported."U.S. District Court Judge Saundra Armstrong ruled ... that the Bush administration had violated a 1990 law when it failed to meet deadlines for an updated U.S. climate change research plan and impact assessment. Armstrong set a March 1 deadline for the administration to issue the research plan, which is meant to guide federal research on climate change. Federal law calls for an updated plan every three years, she said. The last one was issued in 2003."

Meanwhile, according to the Pew Center on Global Climate Change, "Across the country, states and regions are adopting policies to address climate change.""These actions include increasing renewable energy generation, selling agricultural carbon sequestration credits, and encouraging energy efficiency. Such policies reduce vulnerability to energy price spikes, promote state economic development, and improve local air quality."

Massachusetts, Rhode Island, and Maryland have joined the Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative in the Northeast this year, bringing to 10 the states involved. The states have agreed to implement the first mandatory US cap-and-trade program for carbon dioxide, the Pew Center reports.

Ozone obligation; The EPA should follow its own scientific panel's recommendation and tighten air-quality rules.

Los Angeles Times 

That stuff you're breathing could be killing you.

Most Angelenos refer to the brown haze blanketing the city as smog, but more technically it's a noxious mix of particulate matter and gases, the prime ingredient being ozone. Most of our ozone comes from cars, trucks and other vehicles, but it's also produced by smokestacks, wet paint and other sources. It makes asthma worse and might even cause it; ozone also irritates the lungs and can kill those with respiratory problems, especially children and the elderly. 

The federal government strengthened its ozone standard in 1997, but a decade of research has shown that the rules still aren't strict enough. So the Environmental Protection Agency has proposed tightening them, and will hold a daylong public hearing on the issue today in Los Angeles.

EPA rules allow a concentration of 84 parts per billion of ozone in the air. The agency has recommended changing it to 70 to 75 parts per billion. That's a disappointment, given that the EPA's own Clean Air Scientific Advisory Committee, after reviewing the available research on ozone, unanimously ruled that the existing standard doesn't protect public health and urged lowering it to between 60 and 70 parts per billion. And bowing to complaints from industry, the EPA also has given itself a way to avoid doing anything at all: Among the options to be discussed today will be leaving the standard as it is.

California is home to eight of the 10 counties with the highest concentration of ozone in the United States, according to the American Lung Assn. (L.A. is No. 4 on the list, with San Bernardino County having the dubious honor of being No. 1.) The state already has an ozone standard of 70 parts per billion, but the rule has no regulatory teeth. The EPA can order counties to submit plans for how they'll reach compliance and cut off federal funds if they fail to do so.

The EPA under the Bush administration has long been trying to shrug off its obligation to regulate ozone, and the proposed standard was developed only after the agency was successfully sued by the American Lung Assn. If it fails to crack down, it clearly will be violating its legal responsibility to protect public health.

Critics attack Spitzer over biofuel veto

By Jennifer Smith 

Newsday (New York)

Air pollution can come from smokestacks or the tailpipes of cars and trucks. But much of the smog and soot that plagues local air quality comes from a less obvious source: the sulfur-laden fuel oil that heats more than 1.5 million homes across Long Island and New York City. 

That's one reason Carol Schulz of Glen Head switched last year from regular home heating oil to a biodiesel blend with soy oil.

"I have asthma ... so I want to be sure my air is clean," Schulz said.

The tax credit didn't hurt, either.

Under a 2006 state law intended to improve air quality and encourage use of alternative fuels, homeowners got a 1-cent-per-gallon tax credit for each percent of biodiesel mixed into the standard fuel. The average local homeowner uses about 1,000 gallons of heating oil a year, said Dennis Traina, of Tragar Oil in Wantagh. For Schulz, this meant a 5-cent-per-gallon credit on her yearly home heating oil costs.

But not next year.

Earlier this month, Gov. Eliot Spitzer vetoed a bill that would have extended the tax credit, saying the measure needed to be part of the annual budget process. The bill, which passed the legislature earlier this year, also included a $500 rebate for homeowners who installed more efficient heating systems.

The veto angered the bill's Republican sponsor, Sen. Carl Marcellino of Syosset, who held a news conference yesterday on Schulz's front lawn to protest the "clean air" tax credit's early demise.

"It was an existing program that was working," said Marcellino, flanked by Schulz and Sen. Kemp Hannon (R-Garden City). About $13 million in home heating system rebates were issued in 2006, and about $500,000 in biodiesel tax credits, Marcellino's office said.

Marcellino and Hannon criticized Spitzer for pulling the plug, saying it would chill the nascent biofuel industry. "If every home in New York would have shifted to the 5 percent fuel used by Carol in her home, we could have saved 60 million gallons of fuel," Marcellino said yesterday.

Spitzer spokesman Jeffrey Gordon said the governor vetoed the bill because "the budget was finalized. ... This bill added spending and there was no funding for it." Gordon defended the governor's environmental record, pointing to his plan to lower electricity consumption by 15 percent by 2015 and noting that Spitzer is working to reduce regional greenhouse gas emissions.

Michael Seilback, director of public policy for the American Lung Association of New York state, said he was hopeful that the measure would be incorporated into next year's budget.

"People don't understand that the fuel that is being provided to them is very dirty," Seilback said.

With sulfur concentrations of 2,000 to 5,000 parts per million, home heating oil when burned makes up the second-largest source of sulfur dioxide emissions in the state, the association said.

Curbing Pollution; Clean air, quickly

The Philadelphia Inquirer

It was a report card that any savvy third grader would feed to his dog, rather than suffer the consequences of presenting it to his parents.

In this case, the American Lung Association awarded the five-county Philadelphia region an F for ozone pollution in the group's 2007 "State of the Air" report. "Needs Improvement" doesn't even begin to cover it. 

That's why it is all the more significant that the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency is due in Philadelphia today to hold one of only five hearings scheduled across the country on reducing the ozone levels that produce smog pollution.

The environmental agency couldn't have made it any easier for this region to deliver a clear and simple message on smog to Washington regulators.

That message must be: Give us more fresh air, and make it quick.

This week and next, EPA officials are making the rounds to Philadelphia, Los Angeles, Chicago, Atlanta and Houston as part of their deliberations on setting new air-quality standards. 

The agency needs to tighten up substantially on the current ozone limits, which were set a decade ago. But environmental groups are right to question whether EPA is poised to do enough to help regions such as ours improve air quality even more than what has been accomplished. 

In just a decade, scientists' better understanding of the impact of smog has shown that the 1997 standards no longer protect Americans from the harmful effects of ground-level ozone.

This is especially true for children and teens at risk for asthma, the elderly, and others.

Last year, the EPA's expert advisers in the scientific community suggested that permitted ozone limits should be ratcheted down by at least around 12 percent, and as much as 25 percent.

The Bush administration has staked out a less ambitious clean-air agenda. EPA proposes toughening the ozone standards by only about half as much as its scientific advisers suggest, and could even leave the current outdated standards in place.

Any asthma sufferers would want EPA to go with the toughest limits on air pollution. For a region with failing grades on ozone pollution, that's clearly the best course.

No question, it could boost industry and consumer costs to limit the power-plant and auto emissions that trigger much of the nation's smog.

But EPA should be acting in the interest of the public health, even if automakers and others in industry lobby for going slower.

It's not like Philadelphians can hold their breath while waiting for stronger measures to combat smog.

The EPA public hearing runs from 9 a.m. to 9 p.m. at the Radisson Plaza-Warwick Hotel, 17th and Locust Streets. 

New park to reduce water runoff  

By Andrea Iglar

Pittsburgh Post-Gazette (Pennsylvania)

Let's say it rains. And rains. Then rains some more, like the recent round of thunderstorms. Where does all the water go?

When nature is left to its own devices, the ground absorbs rainwater, filters it and returns it to aquifers and streams. But in many developed areas, it spills into creeks and basements, and contributes to flooding and water pollution.

The nonprofit organization 3 Rivers Wet Weather Inc., of Pittsburgh, recently awarded North Fayette $232,000 to build park facilities with materials to reduce runoff and direct water into the ground. 

The grant will help foot the bill for permeable sports fields and fitness trails planned for next spring in the $2 million, 34-acre township park under development next to Donaldson Elementary School.

"We're still going to build what we planned to build; we're just going to build it in a slightly different way, to make it better able to drain," township Manager Bob Grimm said.

About 6,000 feet of fitness trails will be made of pervious pavement that lets rain seep into the ground.

To make soils more porous, compost will be added to the sites planned for two soccer/football fields and an amphitheater. The sports fields are planned for spring 2009.

Parking lots will have water detention areas and drains, and a couple of buildings will use rain barrels to collect water and automatically draw it into an underground filtration system.

Mr. Grimm said the storm water management techniques in the park would increase building costs by about $10,000 -- an amount covered by the grant.

"The goal of the best practices is to have water absorb into the ground where it falls, without running too far," Mr. Grimm said.

"Given the hills and valleys we have in the township," he said, "the more water that can be absorbed into the ground on the site, the less problem that we are going to have of water running off development onto somebody else's property."

Ultimately, the goal is cleaner water for everyone, said John Schombert, executive director of 3 Rivers Wet Weather.

In 1998, the Allegheny County Sanitary Authority and Allegheny County Health Department jointly created 3 Rivers Wet Weather to help municipalities limit sewage overflows and comply with the federal Clean Water Act.

Excessive storm-water runoff, leaky pipes, combined storm/sanitary sewers and other factors can overload sanitary sewers and contribute to raw sewage and dirty water overflowing into waterways, thus jeopardizing the safety of drinking, swimming and fishing waters.

Mr. Schombert said the park would serve as a model of workable storm water controls, as described in the Pennsylvania Storm Water Best Management Practices Manual of 2006.

"We don't have a lot of examples around here to show people," Mr. Schombert said. "[But in North Fayette] we can have a number of different technologies to show in one place."

Signs will be erected to describe the storm-water controls, and developers, engineers and government officials will be able to tour the park.

Mr. Grimm said the township would learn from the storm water management practices, too.

"We actually want to see how they work before we impose regulations on somebody else," Mr. Grimm said. "[When we eventually] start changing our storm water regulations over to incorporate these best practices, we can point to our own facility and say, this is what we're doing, come on up and look."

It's hot, so Spare the Air again today

By Rachel Gordon

San Francisco Chronicle 

Dominick Tracy, with his 4-year-old son in tow, boarded an AC Transit bus during the end of the morning commute Tuesday for a ride across the bay into San Francisco. It was the first leg of what he hoped would be a daylong adventure taking public transit all around the Bay Area - spurred by the draw to ride for free.

"We're contemplating circumnavigating the bay," said Tracy, a 40-year-old Berkeley resident who works at the California College of the Arts. "Maybe a cable car, a ferry, a train."

Tracy and others will get another opportunity for free rides today, the second Spare the Air day called this year. Free rides are a centerpiece of the program, which aims to get people on transit and out of their smog-producing cars. 

Hot weather makes smog worse. And it was hot Wednesday. State power grid operators said there was a critical need to conserve energy and called a Stage One alert when power reserves dropped to around 7 percent. Heat advisories were in effect from the Central Valley to Los Angeles.

Only one Bay Area city came close to record-breaking heat: Gilroy tied its record of 101 degrees. Some Bay Area cities reached the 90s. San Francisco reached 77 degrees on Wednesday, far from the record of 96 set in 1968, said Diana Henderson, a forecaster with the National Weather Service.

Nevertheless, the warm weather is expected to stick around, and so is the smog. Temperatures are expected to be just a few degrees cooler today, according to the National Weather Service.

So once again, people can board regional transit systems today without paying. Free rides are offered until 1 p.m. on trains operated by BART, Caltrain and the Altamont Commuter Express and on the ferries. Rides will be free all day on Bay Area buses and light-rail.

The program, which has a budget of $7.5 million this year to reimburse operators for money lost at the fare box, has several purposes: to lower unhealthy emissions and to demonstrate to the public that there are viable transit options.

"It shows people how they can get around without a car," said Terry Lee, the Spare the Air project manager for the Metropolitan Transportation Commission, which provides the bulk of funding for the program. Such knowledge can come in handy, she said, for times like this weekend, when the Bay Bridge will be closed to traffic starting Friday night for construction.

It is too soon to tell how successful Spare the Air was Wednesday, as most transit agencies are still tallying the numbers.

The California Department of Transportation, however, reported a slight increase - 0.8 percent - in traffic crossing the Bay Bridge into San Francisco on Wednesday morning compared to Tuesday morning, said Lauren Wonder, a Caltrans spokeswoman.

Yet commute patterns, whether tracking car trips or transit boardings, have a lot of factors feeding into them - among them the day of the week, construction projects, the season, whether school is in session, the addition of special events and the weather.

Golden Gate ferries running between San Francisco and Sausalito and San Francisco and Larkspur saw a big jump in riders during the morning commute. For example, the combined ridership on the Sausalito to San Francisco runs was 330 on Aug. 22; it jumped to 748 on Wednesday, a week later. The morning runs from San Francisco to Larkspur carried 149 people on Aug. 22 and 534 on Wednesday. The Vallejo Ferry system also reported higher ridership Wednesday morning.

Officials know that not everyone who rode the ferries was regular commuters who decided to give up driving. The warm weather drew a fair number of pleasure travelers, too. That's one reason the ferry and train operators pushed to change the Spare the Air protocol from previous years and now stop offering the fare-free rides after 1 p.m. Rowdy teens and the infrequent riders caused overcrowding and other problems, drawing the ire of the regulars.

Some of that grumbling could be heard Wednesday, especially on BART between 8 and 9 a.m., the crunch of the morning commute.

BART added extra cars to the trains - and Golden Gate Ferry added an extra run - but in the end, not everyone ended up pleased.

"The trains were packed," groused Lindsey Gold, a 24-year-old theater instructor who boarded at Rockridge Station in Oakland for what she described as an unpleasant trip to San Francisco's Mission District. "It's great if people want to get out of their cars and take transit, but couldn't they do it when we're not all trying to get to work?"

For Muni, BART, SamTrans, Caltrain and several other systems that The Chronicle checked out firsthand or heard about from readers, the assessments were mixed, depending on the time of day - the very-early-morning commutes, for instance, were quieter than the later ones - and the routes. Evening commutes in most cases seemed about as busy as normal.

"It didn't seem too crowded this morning, and it seems to be the same this afternoon," said Peter Grayson, who commutes daily on BART from the East Bay. Grayson said he thinks the one-way free ride discouraged people.

"My wife was going to come meet me for lunch but decided not to because it was only free one way," he said.

Pedro Armas, who was driving a SamTrans express route from San Mateo to San Francisco, guessed that he only had a handful of additional riders on his morning runs.

But Lynn Coulter said her Muni streetcar ride from the West Portal tunnel to the Financial District was packed.

"I don't know if more people were riding because it was free or whether it was just another one of Muni's usual problems," said the 37-year-old records clerk.

He's the Sand-a Claus for many coastal towns; Lobbyist secures federal money to repair beaches

By Ken Dilanian

USA Today

Summer beachgoers may not know Howard Marlowe, but they surely have enjoyed the fruits of his labor.

Marlowe runs a Washington lobbying firm whose niche is securing congressional funding for so-called beach-nourishment projects: federal efforts to dredge sand and dump it along the shore.

For local officials whose beaches have washed away, Marlowe is the man to see. 

White House budget writers have been trying to get the federal government out of the business of widening beaches for more than a decade, arguing that the projects should be funded locally, but Marlowe and his allies in Congress keep beating them. His thriving business illustrates how difficult it is to wean Congress off pet projects, or "earmarks," for constituents, even in times of big budget deficits.

Lobbying records show his firm collected $1.5 million in fees last year from 42 clients, most of them beach communities up and down both coasts. Avalon, N.J., retains Marlowe, as does Fort Myers, Fla., and San Clemente, Calif.

These days, the 64-year-old Brooklyn native is awaiting the fate of a $21 billion water resources bill that includes four earmarks worth $193 million for his beach clients. The House has already passed the bill, which is now before the Senate. Although it contains highly sought-after flood protection projects, its price tag has led President Bush to threaten to veto it.

Growing staff

After launching his business in 1984, Marlowe won his first earmark in the early 1990s to rebuild the beach in Venice, Fla., which remains a client. He now commands a staff of 13, having expanded beyond beaches to ports and bridges.

One reason for his success is that beach-widening projects are undertaken by the Army Corps of Engineers. The corps is more a creature of Congress than nearly any other federal agency because its budget is built solely on projects picked by lawmakers. So, short of vetoing spending bills, presidents don't have much say about beach renourishment.

Among members of Congress, beaches are popular. Thus, the corps may spend as much as $80million on 48 beach-nourishment projects next year, according to Marlowe's tally of appropriations bills, even though many flood-protection projects, including the New Orleans levees, are not as strong as some experts think they should be.

In May, Republican Sen. Tom Coburn of Oklahoma tried to insert language in the water bill requiring that substandard levees around Sacramento be improved before any money was spent to widen the beach at Imperial Beach, a small town south of San Diego that hosts an annual sand-castle contest.

His amendment lost, 77 to 12.

Marlowe, who got his start in Washington as an aide to an Indiana senator and later a consultant to the AFL-CIO, says the case for beach spending is strong.

"One, beaches provide public safety and property protection. Two, they provide recreation for millions of Americans. Three, they provide environmental benefits in terms of habitat for turtles, birds and other little critters," he says. "And, obviously, they produce a heck of a lot of tax money for Uncle Sam."

He was referring to studies suggesting that beach recreation generates millions in economic activity and tax revenue. He also noted that state and local governments are required to pick up 35% of the costs of most beach projects.

Beaches wash away

Government spending watchdogs argue beach replenishment benefits affluent owners of beachfront property. They say the new sand eventually washes away, requiring more federal help.

"If I and my neighbors thought we could get the Department of Transportation to repave our driveways, we might do it, but that doesn't make it right," said Ron Utt of the Heritage Foundation, a conservative think tank. "Somewhere along the line the government has to show restraint."

Marlowe, however, bypasses these objections with inside knowledge of how the congressional appropriations process works.

Also, said Steven Stockton, the corps' deputy director of civil works, Marlowe "serves as kind of a translator" of corps policy. "He can explain to his clients the things that we can and can't do."

A past president of the American League of Lobbyists, Marlowe says he has never engaged in the sorts of activities that have gotten some lobbyists in trouble -- the mega-fundraising, the lavish trips for lawmakers. He personally made $16,800 in political contributions in 2005 and 2006 -- not much by lobbyist standards.

Any influence he has, Marlowe says, comes from local politicians he represents and his firm's record.

He used that influence recently on a project in Solana Beach, Calif., after he learned that local corps officials were leaning against a beach-nourishment project for that town because the dredging would threaten offshore reef habitats.

Stockton confirmed that Marlowe  had his clients secure letters from Democratic California Sen. Dianne Feinstein to corps officials urging that the project go forward. When the corps study is released, Marlowe predicts, it will support the Solana Beach project.

"The study was flawed and needed to be reworked," he said, "and now it is being reworked." 

PM wants to join opponents of mandatory emission goals; Harper heading to APEC meeting in Australia to actively involve Canada in the workings of AP-6

By Tonda Maccharles

The Toronto Star

Prime Minister Stephen Harper heads to an international meeting of 21 Asia-Pacific leaders next week in Sydney, Australia, with a view to joining another club.

Harper wants Canada to formally join the six-country Asia-Pacific Partnership made up of Australia, China, India, Japan, South Korea and the United States - countries that advocate voluntary measures and technological solutions instead of mandatory emissions targets to stop climate change. 

It's called the AP-6, a group founded last year by the host of this year's Asia-Pacific Economic Co-operation summit, Australian Prime Minister John Howard, a personal friend of Harper's and a kindred political spirit of his Conservative government.

A Canadian government official, who was briefing reporters yesterday about the coming summit, said climate change and energy security are at the top of the agenda. Harper is expected to deliver a keynote address on climate change to a business summit in advance of the leaders' meetings.

Harper will also seek to actively involve Canada in the workings of the AP-6 as a way to engage large greenhouse gas emitters like China, Russia and the United States on the question of how to move through the next phase of international negotiations on climate change, the official said.

"We continue to have a strong interest in joining AP-6 and we hope very much that we have a signal from the existing members about the possibility of us joining. It would be an excellent opportunity for us to work with Asia-Pacific countries on some important and shared interests," said the official.

While Canadian officials have mused before about the benefits of being part of an organization like the AP-6, it was the first clear indication that Harper is actively seeking an invitation to join in.

Graham Saul, executive director of Climate Action Network Canada, said yesterday any move to join AP-6 would be a bad signal.

"It signifies that the Harper administration is moving closer to the Bush administration on climate policy rather than signalling a commitment to specific, meaningful emissions reductions under the Kyoto Protocol," Saul said.

The federal government says Canada cannot meet its target under the international Kyoto Protocol, which requires a reduction in greenhouse gas emissions by 2012 to 6 per cent below 1990 levels, because it would be disastrous for the economy. Harper has nonetheless bowed to political pressure in Canada and introduced measures that he says will meet longer-term targets by 2050.

But Saul says it's important to watch whom Canada chooses as its friends in the effort.

"When you look at the way industrialized countries have aligned themselves around climate change, there's been a damaging movement on the part of Canada away from meaningful commitments at an international level towards the Bush administration's line on voluntary standards.

"If Canada were to join the AP-6 it could be interpreted that that is yet further indication of Canada moving in that direction."

Other issues Harper and the APEC leaders will address include stalled World Trade Organization talks, consumer product safety concerns and more liberalized regional trade. As well, issues of global security will likely come up.
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UN weapons inspectors say archived vials from Iraq pose no immediate threat 

30 August - United Nations weapons inspectors in Iraq archiving their headquarters in New York have discovered vials that may contain a potentially deadly chemical removed from an Iraqi facility 11 years ago, but they said today that the containers are properly secured and pose no immediate threat to the public. 

The UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC) said the relevant packages were being handed over to United States authorities for removal and destruction, and a spokesperson for the UN said an investigation would soon begin into how the hazardous materials came to be in the Commission’s headquarters. 

Last Friday, UNMOVIC staff discovered two small plastic packages with metal and glass containers – ranging in size from small vials to tubes the length of a pen – holding unknown liquid substances, UN spokesperson Marie Okabe told reporters. 

The find was made during the process of archiving UNMOVIC’s offices in New York, near the UN Headquarters building, as the Commission winds down after the Security Council terminated its mandate in June. 

Ms. Okabe said an initial probe revealed that the packages were recovered in 1996 from Al Muthanna, a former Iraqi chemical weapons facility, by inspectors with the UN Special Commission (UNSCOM), the predecessor of UNMOVIC. 

Yesterday, however, the relevant inspection report was found, and it contained an inventory of items recovered that shows one of the items may contain phosgene suspended in oil – an old-generation chemical warfare agent. 

Phosgene is a chemical weapon that was used widely in World War I, and in both its gaseous and liquid forms can be potentially life-threatening, causing the lungs to collapse and damaging the eyes, nose, throat and skin. It is also an industrial chemical that can be used in the production of plastics. 

The inventory also indicated that the other package contains nuclear magnetic resonance (NMR) reference standards in sealed glass tubes. These standards are used to calibrate chemical analytical equipment. 

Such items would normally be transported directly to laboratories for analysis and not to UNMOVIC or UNSCOM headquarters, and the Commission said it is unaware of how the materials came to be in New York. 

UNMOVIC chemical weapons experts sealed the packages and placed them in a safe that was then isolated in a secured room at the headquarters. They also tested the environment surrounding the packages and found no concentration of toxic vapours in the air. 

The Commission has stated that it believes the packages are properly secured and the materials pose no immediate risk or danger to the public, while a subsequent sweep of the entire office revealed no further potentially dangerous materials. 

UNMOVIC was established by the Security Council in December 1999 to replace UNSCOM and continue the work – begun in 1991 in the aftermath of the war that followed the invasion of Kuwait – of verifying Iraq’s compliance with its obligations to be rid of weapons of mass destruction, whether chemical, biological or long-range missiles. It was also tasked with ensuring that Iraq did not reacquire these weapons. 

Ban Ki-moon ‘encouraged’ by recent progress in Middle East conflict 

30 August - Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon said today he was encouraged by recent international efforts to return Palestinians and Israelis to the path of negotiations, but warned the leaders of both sides still face internal obstacles that may prevent any serious momentum towards peace. 

In a message to the opening of the two-day UN International Conference of Civil Society in Support of Israeli-Palestinian Peace taking place in Brussels, Mr. Ban said several recent initiatives “all have the potential to result in a significant breakthrough” in the long-running conflict. 

He cited the Arab Peace Initiative, former British Prime Minister Tony Blair’s recent appointment of the Representatives of the Middle East diplomatic Quartet and United States President George W. Bush’s decision to convene a major meeting on the issue in November. 

“Amidst this activity, I particularly welcome the decision by [Israeli] Prime Minister [Ehud] Olmert and [Palestinian] President [Mahmoud] Abbas to meet regularly to discuss a range of issues,” Mr. Ban said in his message, which was delivered by Angela Kane, Assistant Secretary-General for Political Affairs. 

“I hope that the internal challenges each faces will not deter them from moving forward with discussions on the political horizon.” 

Mr. Ban stressed that a settlement of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict remains “one of the foremost priorities of the United Nations. The continued occupation of the Palestinian territory prolongs hardship and injustice for millions of Palestinians, yet it has also failed to ensure the security of Israeli civilians.” 

Both sides need to demonstrate renewed commitment to a two-State solution, he said, calling on Israel to stop settlement activity and construction of the barrier and to ease restrictions of Palestinian movements, and urging Palestinians to make every effort to end the violence of militants and to make more progress on building robust institutions. 

The Secretary-General said the UN’s efforts to bring peace “would prove close to impossible without the active participation and support of innumerable civil society groups and individuals in Israel, in the occupied Palestinian territory, and around the world” who provide humanitarian relief and help to build bridges between the Israeli and Palestinian peoples. 

But he also warned that any political progress “cannot obscure the dire humanitarian situation on the ground,” with the conditions in the Gaza Strip particularly acute because of the closure of border crossings. 

Top UN envoy congratulates Somalis on conclusion of reconciliation debate 

 30 August - The top United Nations envoy to Somalia today lauded the success of the national reconciliation summit, which ended today, but cautioned that much work remains to foster better internal relations in the war-ravaged country. 

“For me, today’s ceremony is of particular significance,” the Secretary-General’s Special Envoy for Special Somalia François Lonsény Fall told participants at the National Reconciliation Congress in the capital 

Representative Francois Lonsény Mogadishu. “It heralds the successful conclusion of a Somali-driven and owned reconciliation process 

Fall within the country.” 

He warned that while the end of the Congress “marks yet another milestone in the quest for peace and reconciliation process in Somalia, it does not however signify the end of the reconciliation process” as the East African nation must overcome many hurdles, including engaging all opposition groups in a dialogue. 

“Dealing with these challenges will require political will, commitment and perseverance by all parties concerned, as well as concerted international assistance and support by Somalia’s friends and development partners,” he said. 

The envoy, who led a delegation of the International Advisory Committee (IAC), recommended that the Transitional Federal Government (TFG) receive support to extend its authority and bolster respect for human rights throughout Somalia, which has had no functioning government since Muhammad Siad Barre’s regime was toppled in 1991. 

He called for the strengthening of AMISOM, the African Union-led mission in Somalia, which he said is a “prerequisite for improving stability and for providing the space for the political process, including the dialogue between the TFG and the opposition groups, to move forward.” 

Regarding terrorism, Mr. Fall said it is crucial to decouple the issue from that of settling the Somali political crisis to allow the reconciliation process to move forward. “The best way to fight terrorism in this country is to pursue open dialogue and genuine reconciliation among all parties in Somalia,” he said. 

The reconciliation congress kicked off on 14 July but was followed by a series of deadly attacks targeting locations where the conference, which was suspended for several days, took place. The attacks have wounded and killed innocent bystanders, including children, and prompted scores of others to flee. 

Hostilities in the country flared up last year, culminating in the expulsion from Mogadishu in December of Islamist groups by the TFG, backed by Ethiopian troops. According to UN figures, 340,000 people, or roughly one-third of Mogadishu’s population, have fled the city because of ongoing hostilities since February. 

UN nuclear watchdog chief circulates latest report on Iran 

30 August - The head of the United Nations International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) has circulated his latest report on the nuclear programme of Iran to the agency’s Board of Governors. 

The report covers the developments since the last report of IAEA Director-General Mohamed ElBaradei, which was issued in May, UN spokesperson Marie Okabe told reporters. 

The 35-member Board will now consider the report at its next meeting, scheduled to begin at IAEA headquarters in Vienna on 10 September. 

In his last report, Mr. ElBaradei voiced concern over the situation with Iran, which he said needed to do more to dispel the fears of the international community regarding the country’s nuclear programme. 

Last December, the Security Council adopted a resolution banning trade with Iran in all items, materials, equipment, goods and technology which could contribute to the country's enrichment-related, reprocessing or heavy water-related activities, or to the development of nuclear weapon delivery systems. It tightened the measures in March, banning arms sales and expanding the freeze on assets. 

Earlier this week, however, the IAEA published on its website, at the request of Iran, the text of a joint work plan which states that Iran has addressed the agency’s questions about its past plutonium programme and both parties now consider that matter resolved. 

Papua New Guinea: UN agencies alarmed by reports that HIV sufferers are buried alive 

30 August - The United Nations human rights chief and the world body’s HIV/AIDS agency today issued a joint statement voicing alarm at reports that people liv ing with HIV have been buried alive in the Southern Highlands region of Papua New Guinea.  

The Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) and the Joint UN Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS) backed the announcement that the Government of Papua New Guinea will investigate the reported crimes, and called on authorities to take “appropriate legal action” against any 

perpetrators. 

“Worldwide, UNAIDS and OHCHR condemn acts of violence, stigma and discrimination against people living with HIV and are fully committed to supporting governments to protect their people from such human rights violations,” according to the statement, issued in Port Moresby, the capital of Papua New Guinea. 

The two agencies said they also welcomed the Government’s efforts to widen access to HIV services in rural areas, such as around Tari in the province of Southern Highlands. 

“Widespread ignorance about HIV in isolated rural communities increases the risk of HIV infection and can fuel acts of violence, stigma and discrimination against people living with HIV,” the agencies added. 

The latest update on the disease by UNAIDS and the UN World Health Organization (WHO), released last December, described the AIDS epidemic as “serious and growing” in Papua New Guinea. 

About 57,000 people over the age of 15 are estimated to be living with HIV, which gives the country an adult national prevalence rate of 1.8 per cent, and at least 2,000 new infections have been reported every year since 2002, by far the worst figures in all of Oceania.  

The report said the data could worsen soon as Papua New Guinea has many risk factors, including high rates of concurrent sexual partnerships, sexually transmitted infections, ‘transactional sex’ and acts of sexual and physical violence against women, comparatively early sexual initiation and low rates of condom use. 

UN group sounds alarm on rising number of disappearances on International Day 

30 August - Marking the International Day of the Disappeared, a United Nations working group voiced concern over the increasing number of enforced disappearances worldwide and reaffirmed its solidarity with victims and human rights defenders working on their behalf. 

The Geneva-based UN Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary Disappearances noted in a statement that “in view of the continuous nature of this offense, victims of enforced disappearances whose fate or whereabouts remain unknown should not only be commemorated once a year. Rather, every day is a day of the disappeared.” 

Reminding States of their obligations under the Declaration on the Protection of all Persons from Enforced Disappearance which was adopted in 1992, the Group called for effective investigations to be conducted for all disappearance cases. 

The Group, comprising five independent experts, said it was particularly troubled by amnesty laws or other measures which result in impunity and are contrary to the Declaration. 

“States should refrain from making or enacting amnesty laws that would exempt the perpetrators of enforced disappearance from criminal proceedings and sanctions,” it said. 

Underreporting of cases in some ar eas is also problematic, the Group pointed out, as non-governmental organizations (NGOs) are not present, organized or have the resources needed to deal with disappearances. 

The Group called on the international community to provide ongoing support for the creation of associations of families and NGOs tackling the issue. 

Established in 1980, the Working Group is mandated to assist the relatives of disappeared persons by ascertaining their fate and whereabouts, as well as to act as a conduit between the families and Governments concerned. 

In the statement, it reiterated its commitment to promptly take up allegations received from family members or NGOs regarding difficulties encountered in implementing the Declaration. 

The Group also welcomed the adoption of the International Convention to Protect all Persons from Enforced Disappearances, calling it a “significant step forward.” It urged all States to ratify the new instrument, which will help to prevent future disappearances. 

Microcredit helps hard-pressed Palestinians survive, UN official says 

30 August - With Palestinians going through “one of the most dramatic and difficult periods of their troubled history,” microcredit can play a vital role for survival and recovery in the occupied territory, a senior United Nations official said today. 

“Palestinian small businesses and micro-enterprises face formidable challenges as they operate in a state of economic and financial siege that is limiting their capacity for normal development and growth, with markets severed from customary trading partners,” said Filippo Grandi, Deputy Commissioner-General of the UN Filippo Grandi Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA), which cares for millions of Palestinian refugees. 

“Much has been said – and rightly so – about restrictions imposed upon the movement of people and goods in and around the West Bank and Gaza,” he noted at a signing ceremony in Vienna for a $4.5 million contribution by the OPEC Fund for International Development (OFID) to UNRWA, referring to Israel's closure of crossings. 

“By continuing to support micro-enterprises in difficult political and economic times, UNRWA is making a commitment toward survival, recovery and transition,” he added. 

Mr. Grandi said the unique partnership between OFID and UNRWA through the PalFund had created a resource of hope that PalFund clients can draw on to secure their businesses, sustain their lives and invest in the education and health of their families. 

OFID's earlier contribution of $2.5 million enabled UNRWA to finance over 2,600 loans to Palestinian micro-enterprises. As clients repaid these loans, UNRWA was able to finance a further 6,600 loans worth $7.5 million. Thus, over the past three years the PalFund financed over 9,200 micro-enterprise loans valued at just under $10 million, almost a quarter of which were to women micro-entrepreneurs. 

The latest contribution will extend the PalFund to almost $7 million, making OFID the largest single sponsor of UNRWA's microfinance activities – activities that have financed a portfolio of 118,500 loans worth $126 million to Palestinian micro-enterprises over the past 15 years. 

“In these difficult times, Palestinians – and the Palestine refugees whom UNRWA continues to serve – need above all concrete signs to rebuild hope and confidence. These signs are crucial for the much-threatened stability and prosperity of the Middle East,” Mr. Grandi said. 

The contribution will help “combat the dangerous symptoms of economic despair and loss of dignity, by providing crucial resources that Palestinian households and businesses can use to build a better future,” he added. 

Meanwhile, the UN Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) released its annual report on its assistance to the Palestinian people, showing that the Palestinian economy’s recent slide has led to such a focus on emergency needs that concerns for the overall economic viability of the territory have had to be put on hold. 

The report states that alternate trade routes and more predictable public revenues are necessary to revive the Palestinian economy in the face of closures and restrictions at its border crossings, especially in the Gaza Strip. 

It says Palestinian trade could be exported through port facilities in Jordan and Egypt as a way of helping to “break the territory’s isolation and reduce dependence on Israeli port facilities,” according to a press release accompanying the report. 

A cost-benefit analysis by UNCTAD indicates that these alternate routes and facilities provide services that are competitive in time, quality and cost to those of Israel. 

The report stresses that it is most important to shift the debate from security issues to ensuring there is a secure flow of trade across the region. 

Bangladesh: UN seeks confirmation on conviction of human rights expert 

30 August - A United Nations expert on the independence of judges and lawyers today voiced concern regarding the trial proceedings of Sigma Huda, a fellow Special Rapporteur who was sentenced to three years in prison by a Bangladeshi court. 

Leandro Despouy said that the sentence was handed down by the Special Anti Corruption Court of Bangladesh for aiding and abetting extortion found to have been committed by the husband of Ms. Huda, the UN independent expert on trafficking in persons, especially women and children. 

However, Mr. Despouy has “received information indicating that the right to legal representation and the independence of the court were severely affected during her trial.” 

He added that Ms. Huda’s attorneys – who had no opportunity to confer with their client in prison – felt pressured, having only met with her at the end of hearings. The lawyers also had difficulties accessing case files and other important information, “thus compromising their ability to ensure an adequate defence,” he said. 

“The atmosphere during the trial was reportedly intimidating, with military and police presence both outside and inside the courtroom, and access of the public and the media to the courtroom was considerably restricted.” 

Mr. Despouy said that these alleged irregularities violate the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), which Bangladesh has ratified, and also called on the country’s authorities to respect Ms. Huda’s right to a fair and public trial during any appeals process. 

UN High Commissioner for Human Rights Louise Arbour today said that her Office is seeking clarification about the situation surrounding Ms. Huda’s conviction and possible appeal. 

OHCHR is requesting it receive confirmation directly from the South-East Asian nation’s Government, the UN presence in the capital Dhaka and Ms. Huda’s relatives. 

The High Commissioner noted that in a statement last month, Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon, after requesting and receiving information from Bangladesh on the nature of the charges brought against Ms. Huda and their linkages to her functions as Special Rapporteur, concluded that she is not being tried on charges related to her work as a UN independent expert. 

UNICEF rushing emergency aid to cholera victims in northern Iraq 

30 August - The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) is providing life-saving assistance to thousands of victims of a cholera outbreak in northern Iraq, as local authorities and their partners try to limit the spread of the infectious and often fatal water-borne disease. 

Yesterday the World Health Organization (WHO), which is leading the UN response to the outbreak, reported that Sulemaniyah governorate experienced close to 5,000 cases since 10 August, with 10 deaths reported and 51 confirmed cases in Kirkuk. Two hospitals in the stricken governorate also reported treating 2,000 diarrhoea cases. 

To help area hospitals treat the overwhelming number of victims, UNICEF has delivered medical supplies including 15,000 sachets of oral rehydration salts, which are critical to prevent death from the dehydration caused by severe diarrhoea. 

In addition, 4,000 safe water kits are being delivered today to families in Sulemaniyah, where significant numbers of displaced people are also at risk. 

UNICEF’s team is also helping to run a comprehensive monitoring and community awareness programme to better detect cases and help families stay away from contaminated water, the likely source of the outbreak. 

The agency is appealing to families in the affected areas to ensure that children are kept away from areas contaminated with raw sewage, always wash their hands with soap and only drink water that has been purified or boiled. 

Serious problems with water quality and sewage treatment are being blamed for the outbreak. Local reports indicate that only 30 per cent of the population in Sulemaniyah has an adequate water supply. 

If the epidemic spreads, there will be an urgent need for additional support including delivery of additional oral rehydration salts, water purification tablets, short-term water tankering and hygiene promotion campaigns. 

More than 10,000 people receive UN food rations in wake of Hurricane Dean 

30 August - The United Nations World Food Programme (WFP) is providing emergency daily rations to more than 10,000 people in Jamaica and Belize as they try to rebuild their lives in the wake of Hurricane Dean’s deadly and destructive sweep through the region earlier this month. 

For the next two weeks, some 5,500 Jamaicans will receive a 450-kilocalorie ration each day of high-energy biscuits, while another 5,000 people in Belize will receive a daily ration for the next two months consisting of pulses, vegetable oil and the biscuits. 

WFP said it is paying for the rations, which are expected to cost about $256,000, from its Immediate Response Account, a special revolving fund it can draw on in the immediate aftermath of emergencies when contributions from donors have not yet arrived. 

Carlo Scaramella, who is managing WFP’s response to the hurricane in Belize, said the rations represent “a key first step” for people whose livelihoods have been destroyed or drastically reduced by the hurricane damage. 

“While Hurricane Dean may have vanished from the front pages of the newspapers, the reality of its destructive power remains for thousands of very poor people who must begin to put their lives back together,” Mr. Scaramella said. 

Media reports estimate that at least 40 people were killed across the Caribbean and Central America as Hurricane Dean crossed the region earlier this month, leaving a trail of damage to key infrastructure. 

WFP said in a press release issued today from Panama City that it was able to respond quickly to the disaster because of preparations it took before the storm ensure that supplies could flow swiftly from its storage centres in El Salvador and Barbados to those affected. 

The Programme’s Deputy Regional Director Gordana Jerger said the speed of the response will prove even more critical in the years ahead, “given that the region faces a future of weather-related disasters whose intensity and number may well increase.” 

Nepal: UN envoy appeals for end to violence ahead of November polls 

30 August - The top United Nations envoy to Nepal today called for a halt to violence and threats of communal attacks to ensure a “good climate” for the Constituent Assembly elections scheduled for later this year in the Himalayan nation. 

“It is very clear that in some districts at the moment the security climate is not conducive for a Constituent Assembly election unless action is taken soon,” the Secretary-General’s Special Special Representative Ian Representative Ian Martin said at a press briefing in Biratnagar, the eastern regional headquarters of Martin the UN Mission in Nepal (UNMIN). 

Mr. Martin, who is the head of UNMIN and Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon’s Special Representative for Nepal, was on a tour of the region to assess the situation ahead of the polls, which were to have been held in mid-June but were postponed to 22 November due to technical problems and then the onset of the monsoon season. During the course of the visit, he was briefed on preparations for the elections, including security arrangements. 

He said it is a “crucial time in the history of Nepal,” where a decade-long armed conflict that killed some 13,000 people came to a formal end when the Government and the Maoists signed a peace accord late last year. 

To create a conducive climate for the elections, Mr. Martin stressed the need for a successful outcome to dialogue with marginalized groups, stating that “it is not going to be possible in the future for groups that have been marginalized in the past to continue to be marginalized.” 

“Whether they be Madhesis, or women, or Janajatis, Tharus, Dalits, Limbu – marginalisation will change through the restructuring of the State,” he stated, adding “but that requires a Constituent Assembly election in a good climate.” 

Creating a conducive atmosphere for the elections will also require the beginning of election activity at the local level by political parties; dialogue among civil society and political parties to create a context of public security; and then appropriate action by the security forces, Mr. Martin said. 

Asked if insecurity would lead to the holding of the election in two stages, Mr. Martin said it was the intention of the Election Commission to hold the election simultaneously in all districts. “I think it would be very undesirable that the election be held in two stages unless that became absolutely essential.” 

UN refugee agency helps new wave of Colombians fleeing to Ecuador  

30 August - The United Nations refugee agency is working with its partners to help more than 1,500 Colombians who have fled an outbreak of violence in their home areas and sought safety in Ecuador over the past week – the latest influx in a years-long exodus that has sent some 250,000 Colombians fleeing to their southern neighbour. 

The UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) has mobilized resources on both sides of the fled to San Lorenzo border to address the crisis, with a team visiting the Colombian coastal town of Tumaco over the weekend to try and learn more about the current flight. 

They found a combination of factors pushing people to leave, including fear of violence erupting between the armed forces and irregular armed groups in a country which has seen some 3 million people uprooted by more than 40 years of fighting between the Government, leftist rebels, right-wing paramilitaries and criminal gangs. 

People also indicated they feared that a state campaign to eradicate illegal coca crops could affect them adversely. 

UN-backed carbon trading plan to cut greenhouse emissions moves closer to fruition 

30 August - Initial reviews indicate that countries will meet criteria to implement an essential tool in efforts to reduce global warming gases with a trading mechanism that allows States which cut emissions below treaty targets to sell their surplus allowances to others who overshoot the mark, the United Nations body overseeing the project reported today. 

International teams coordinated by the secretariat of the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) have finished reviews of reports from Austria, Japan and Switzerland on their preparations to work under the Kyoto Protocol, confirming that the Governments have put in place systems for calculating their emissions and tracking the results of their emissions trading. The trading system is set to begin in 2008. 

“Kyoto requires that countries prove that they can track progress towards their emission targets and these reviews show that Governments are passing the test,” UNFCCC Executive Secretary Yvo de Boer said. “Austria, Japan and Switzerland are just the first reviews to be finished and we are expecting another 30 or so before the end of the year.” 

The 1997 Protocol requires 36 industrialized countries to cut greenhouse gas emissions below country-specific levels, amounting overall to reductions of at least 5 per cent below 1990 levels between 2008 and 2012. It allows industrialized countries to meet their targets by trading emission allowances on a newly-created carbon market. 

Some 175 countries have ratified the treaty, which entered into force in February 2005, but the United States, the world’s biggest emitter of greenhouse gases, has not. 

International review teams have now visited 32 countries and examined their initial reports in detail, a process involving more than 200 Government-nominated experts. UNFCCC has set up the International Transaction Log (ITL), allowing industrialized countries that have signed up to the Kyoto Protocol to link their national registries to the central hub of a settlement system delivering traded allowances from sellers to buyers. 

“The ITL is the international community’s safeguard that registries accurately track their allowances and work within the rules agreed for the Kyoto Protocol,” Mr. de Boer said. “Not a single allowance may ever be lost and none may be conjured out of thin air.” 

Today’s announcement comes as Governments meet in Austria for the “Vienna Climate 

Change Talks” to discuss more ambitious targets for the period after the Kyoto Protocol expires in 2012. The review process has so far confirmed around 6.5 billion emission allowances under Kyoto, out of the approximately 56 billion tons expected for all industrialized countries together. 

“With such quantities of emission allowances in the Kyoto system, recording their whereabouts at all times is crucial to the integrity of the Protocol,” Mr. de Boer said. 

UNESCO chief denounces killing of another Somali journalist 

30 August - Condemning the murder of a radio journalist in Somalia, the head of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) today called for urgent measures to halt attacks on media professionals in the country. 

Director-General Koïchiro Matsuura said that “Abdulkadir Mahad Moallim Kaskey and all too many of his colleagues in Somalia have become targets for those opposed to open democratic debate.” 

Calling for urgent action to bring an end to attacks on Somali media workers, he added that “guns must not be allowed to take the place of information, reasoning and persuasion.” 

According to the International Federation of Journalists (IFJ), Mr. Kaskey, the regional correspondent of Radio Banadir in the south-western province of Gedo, died after unknown gunmen opened fire on the minibus he was riding in the village of El Ilan. 

His murder is the most recent in a spate of attacks against the media, bringing to seven the number of journalists killed this year in a country that has had no functioning central government since the regime of Muhammad Siad Barre was toppled in 1991. 

Earlier this month, HornAfrik Radio journalist Mahad Ahmed Elmi was gunned down by four unknown men. Ali Iman Sharmarke, founder and chairman of HornAfrik, was killed in his car by a remotely detonated mine as he returned from his colleague’s funeral. Reuters News Agency Reporter Sahal Abdulle was also injured in the blast. 

UN highlights growing role of international policing as global meeting opens in Australia 

30 August - Highlighting the unprecedented global demand for United Nations peacekeepers in general and police officers in particular, the new UN Police (UNPOL) chief today stressed the importance of Member States and international policing organizations co-operating ever more closely with the world body to face the challenges of Darfur and other missions worldwide. 

Police Adviser Andrew Hughes, the first Australian UNPOL chief, made his remarks at the start of a (L-R) UN Police Adviser Hughes, Keelty andtwo-day meeting of the International Policing Advisory Council (IPAC) in Canberra, the Australian Kroeker capital. The Council is an ad hoc advisory group of policing and law enforcement experts brought together by the UN Department of Peacekeeping Operations’ (DPKO) Police Division to help improve global policing. 

“The demand for UN Police officers is growing worldwide. This is especially true with the mission authorized for Darfur, which will require the largest single UN Police contingent ever with more than 6,400 police officers out of a total of over 30,000 personnel. Developing the national police capacity there will be a massive task and the UN needs full co-operation from all Member States for the mission to be successful,” said Mr. Hughes at the opening press conference. 

“This IPAC meeting brings together the world’s top policing experts and we’re looking to tap into this wealth of global expertise over the next two days to assist in further developing international policing strategy. But this is not just an academic exercise because we want to hammer out what works in practice in the field and how we move on in terms of international cooperation to build on past successes.” 

The meeting is being run in co-operation with the Australian Federal Police and along with Mr. Hughes, it will also be chaired by his predecessor as UNPOL chief Mark Kroeker. Key IPAC participants will also include high-level academics and police chiefs from Australia, El Salvador, Indonesia, Nigeria, Norway, Sweden, Turkey, the United Kingdom and Interpol. 

“IPAC comes at a critical time because of the urgent need in particular for UN Police officers in Darfur and the necessity to ensure that these officers have sufficient pre-deployment training to deal with the very difficult conditions they’ll face. We need Member States and all police services behind us for this,” said Mr. Kroeker. 

Australian Federal Police Commissioner Mick Keelty said the challenges faced in dealing with increasingly complex conflicts in the 21st century made stronger international policing co-operation essential. 

“Australia has always supported UN peacekeeping missions worldwide and policing is an essential and growing part of these operations. We welcome all IPAC participants to Canberra and believe that the contribution of the senior police, law enforcement and human security experts at the meeting will provide valuable insight and direction to the discussions,” Commissioner Keelty said.
DAILY PRESS BRIEFING BY THE OFFICE OF THE SPOKESPERSON FOR THE SECRETARY-GENERAL

30 August, 2007
The following is a near-verbatim transcript of today’s noon briefing by Maria Okabe, Deputy Spokesperson for the Secretary-General.

Good afternoon.  I’m sorry I’m a little late.  I was trying to get the latest information on a story that is just breaking.  It is from UNMOVIC.

**UNMOVIC
In the course of its winding down activity over the past weeks the United Nations Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC) discovered what was yesterday identified as gram quantities of certain liquid substances including phosgene (COCl2) suspended in oil whose present state is unknown but which could be potentially hazardous.  It was immediately secured by UNMOVIC experts.  The office area was screened using UNMOVIC´s chemical weapons detection equipment and no toxic vapours were found.  There is no immediate risk or danger.  UNMOVIC staff is still working on the premises.

The Chief of Staff contacted the host country and informed them of the situation and sought their assistance in having the material safely recovered and disposed of.  We have been informed that the FBI is on its way to the premises for this purpose.  The material, unknown liquid substances, was contained in metal and glass containers ranging in size from small vials to tubes the length of a pen in one of the sealed plastic bags.  The only information we have of the contents of that bag is from an inventory of a 1996 inspection, which indicates that one of the items may contain phosgene, an old-generation chemical warfare agent.  In the other sealed package are reference standards sealed in glass tubes.  The standards are used to calibrate chemical analytical equipment.

The Secretary-General, has also informed the Security Council of this in a letter that has just gone to Security Council members.  We have here Ewen Buchanan, the Spokesperson, as you all know, from UNMOVIC, and [Brian Mullady, officer-in-charge of UNMOVIC].  If they can join us up here, they are here to take your questions on this matter as I think everybody is probably most interested in this item.  The rest of the briefing, I do have an update but I think for the purposes of today, we will make these notes available for you upstairs.

Question:  Do you have any appointment announcements?

Deputy Spokesperson:  No, we do not.  I think I would have let you know that but I have no appointments today.  We still hope to have something shortly.

So, any immediate questions on this?  As you know, this is something that is just unfolding, so the information we have is sketchy, so please bear that in mind.  Yes, Masood.

Question:  Of course, the first question that comes to mind, is this strain of the substance that was found, can it be used to produce any nuclear or WMD?  Is that a concern?

Mr. Buchanan:  No, the quantities are very minute quantities.

Question:  Chemical weapons are what your office is looking at, right?

Mr. Buchanan:  Yes.

Question:  Can anybody tell us where they were found and in what capacity?  Marie has wrapped it up but we don’t know much about it.

Mr. Buchanan:  As you know, UNMOVIC is in the process of closing down.  We’ve been trying to organize our archives, which include materials, as well as papers and documents.  And somebody’s opened a box and found in the bottom of this box these plastic sealed containers.  And as they say, when they immediately saw what they were, they immediately sealed and secured them.

Question:  Who do you think left them there?

Mr. Buchanan:  They’ve come from an inspection in Iraq, certainly.  There was an inspection way back in 1996 when we basically dug to the bottom of the Murthana chemical weapons production facility and these materials probably came from the analytical laboratory of the Murthana chemical weapons plant.

Question:  Basically, it was there all this time, since 1996?

Mr. Buchanan:  We assume so, yes.

Question:  And UNMOVIC just didn’t discover it.

Mr. Buchanan:  We’re just in the process of archiving now.  It’s been in a sealed metal box inside a plastic bag.  So there is no immediate danger.

Question:  Just to understand, this material was got in an inspection, it was brought to the US by some kind of flight, it was put in a box but nobody knew it was there until today?

Mr. Buchanan:  Yes.  Well, in fact, a couple of days ago.

Question:  That’s curious.  Why did nobody know what was in a box that was sitting in a UN facility?

Mr. Buchanan:  It was assumed to be all documents.  And in a box of documents was this particular package.

Question:  While UNMOVIC’s been in that building, what’s been its interface with either city, state or federal environmental agencies?  Have you registered the things you have there?  Is this the first interaction, I guess, with the host country or not?

Mr. Buchanan:  The first, yes.

Question:  So they’ve never inspected in the past.  Is it the idea that it’s somehow either immunity or international territory?  Why didn’t they get involved? 

Mr. Buchanan:  We didn’t know there was anything hazardous in the archives.  We have 125 cabinets with archives and they’re under the OIC of UNMOVIC and in the process of archiving we went back to the historical files of the United Nations Special Commission (UNSCOM) and we discovered this.  That’s exactly what happened.  We didn’t know we had it.  It shouldn’t have been here.  It should have gone to a laboratory.

Question:  Is there anything else?  I remember previously, there were scud missile parts and gyroscopes and other things there.  But is there anything else that would require you to register with the US Government or say that you brought it in?  How does that work?

Mr. Buchanan:  No, I don’t think so.

Question:  So it’s not international territory?  I just want to be clear.  Unlike the building here, which the Fire Department couldn’t inspect, you all have no legal issue of the host Government having access?

Deputy Spokesperson:  The point here is that we immediately contacted the host country as soon as we discovered this and that is the essential point here.

Question:  As a follow-up, what are the guidelines or the protocol for UNMOVIC dealing with hazardous materials?  Where is this stuff kept and from the very beginning when you were at Headquarters and then moved to that building, you’ve never been allowed to keep hazardous materials in the facilities?

Mr. Buchanan:  It happens.  This kind of material should certainly not have come here, that’s true.  It should have gone to a laboratory for analysis or destruction.

Question:  But how about in places like Cyprus?  Do you have hazardous materials in those sites or is that stuff destroyed?

Mr. Buchanan:  We have nothing hazardous from Iraq.  We might have something that’s declared hazardous, like a battery, to ship by air you have to go cargo under the regulations, but no, certainly nothing hazardous in the sense you’re describing.

Question:  You guys have no idea why this stuff is here, how it got here, whether it was just an accident?

Mr. Buchanan:  Accident, yes, but I assume it came with a lot of other material that was excavated from this particular site.  And that material has been under lock and key all these years.

Mr. Mullady:  I would like to stress that, since last night when we discovered this, we made an immediate sweep of all our archival material to be sure we have no more surprises, and we don’t.  This is it.

Mr. Buchanan:  Because, as you can understand, we have the expertise and the equipment to do this kind of work.

Question:  I read on this paper we were given that the UNMOVIC experts believe the packages properly secured and pose no immediate risk or danger to the immediate public.  “Believe.”  Why aren’t they sure?

Mr. Buchanan:  Well, we don’t know what the substance is.  But we’re all at work today so we’re obviously not that concerned.

Mr. Mullady:  We did a check with a device that’s called an AP2C, which is a detection device.  It registered that there was nothing harmful.  That’s what a person would do going into a possibly toxic environment.  Secondly, it’s been put in three plastic bags, into a safe, it has been sealed into the inside of the safe with tape and it’s in a room that’s isolated.  We feel very comfortable to have it.  We’re just getting rid of it, that’s all.

Question:  Just to get the circumstances correct, can you describe what would have happened, how the thing ended up there?  You say you have an inventory that says you have an item that may contain this phosgene, though I don’t really know what phosgene is, maybe you could also explain that.  So, what would have happened then?  It would have arrived.  How did it get into the building if the inventory says it could contain chemical weapons?  Did no one check that?  I just don’t fully understand the chain of events.

Mr. Buchanan:  Nor do we and we will have to try and investigate.

Mr. Mullady:  The inventory was an inventory of all the things that were involved in that inspection.  And it just so happened we looked and there were certain items that were on the list that were there, the rest weren’t.  They were destroyed, if I understand correctly.  Phosgene is a solvent.  It’s used in many different chemical processes.

Ms. Utina:  It’s a fourth-generation, an old generation of chemical weapons which were used before the Second World War.

Mr. Buchanan:  Yes, this is our colleague Svetlana Utina, who is one of our chemical experts.

Ms. Utina:  Yes, so it (phosgene) is toxic.  It affects your lungs.  Your lungs would collapse immediately if you inhale this substance.  But that’s what it says on the inventory.  Of course, we did not open the container.  We just isolated it.

Question:  Does the container say it has phosgene or you just have the inventory separately that indicates it might be?  You don’t know for sure?

Mr. Buchanan:  The inventory matches a number.

Mr. Mullady:  There is a number on this container that is the number of the inspection and the number of the item.  So then we discovered the inventory and we matched the number and it matches perfectly well with the description.

Question:  Is there a sense of what or who?  Are your inspectors going to destroy it?  What is the FBI going to do?  They’re coming in to monitor or see what happens?

Mr. Buchanan:  I believe they’re going to take it down to Edgewood in Maryland, to the laboratory we dealt with during the inspection period.  They’re used to handling this type of material and destroying it.  That’s what we’ve heard so far.

Question:  Have you taken any precautions to prevent any wild speculations among the press both here and internationally?

Deputy Spokesperson:  Well, we’re briefing you right now.  That’s the first step we’ve taken and hopefully you represent a cross-section of the international media.  The Secretary-General has informed the Security Council.  We have attached a note to the Security Council, which you now have copies of, that has a little more detail of what transpired.  The Secretary-General is fully in the picture and there will be an investigation, although I can’t tell you right now who will be in charge of that.  We came to you immediately after we had all the facts we can ascertain as of now.  Masood.

Question:  When was the FBI informed about it and when are they expected to take it away?

Deputy Spokesperson:  The host country was contacted immediately yesterday, as the note says, and the host country is the one that contacted the FBI.  The FBI is on its way now to remove and dispose of the material.

Question:  You said one gram of phosgene?  Can you give us a sense what that means in practical terms?  In certain agents that might be a lot and you can do a lot of damage, but what can you do with one gram of phosgene?

Ms. Utina:  We don’t know if its milligrams or grams inside this container, but the container is the size of a coca cola can so it cannot contain more than grams and gram quantities.  Say, if it was opened here, probably around five people would have a severe problem and a couple of people would be dead.

Question:  And this is just around people.

Mr. Buchanan:  That’s one problem.  We don’t know the status.

Ms. Utina:  We don’t open the containers, of course.

Mr. Buchanan:  We don’t have the facilities here to do such an operation.

Mr. Mullady:  We’re just taking complete precautions.

Question:  Can you give us a description of how much material UNMOVIC has over there and what’s going to be done with it?  And also, when you said you spoke with the host country, that’s the federal State Department.  Is there any communication to New York City?  And then finally, I guess this is to Marie, with all the ASGs and USGs and Mr. Ban all in Turin, is this going to, in any way, slow down or cause any problem in terms of actually acting, in investigating and so on?

Deputy Spokesperson:  The Chef de Cabinet is here.  And the Secretary-General is fully in the picture, as I mentioned.  And there will be an investigation.  And the answer to you question is yes, the host country has been in touch, we have contacted the Mission here, the Mission is in touch with the federal authorities and they are, in turn, in touch with the city.  I think we were just told that the city has also had officials dispatched to the scene.

Question:  And UNMOVIC’s status?

Mr. Buchanan:  We have a total of 17 staff members and we’re still drawing further down and quickly, but we are archiving.  And to answer the first part of your question, the archival material we’re looking at is about 125 five-drawer cabinets.  This is 16 years of inspection reports, of information from host governments and so on, and it’s very sensitive material, a great deal of it is.  And of course you know the Security Council is interested that we be sure to secure it properly.  In addition, we do have artefacts, we have artefacts in Baghdad still.  These are actually the remnants of the weapons that we took in the UNSCOM era.  We have some in Larnica, we have some here.  And if the UN does not find a way to display this in a museum, for example, the Office of Disarmament Affairs might be interested in a scud engine or missile or something, but otherwise we’ll end up destroying it.  That’s the decision that was made.

Question:  If any US authority, whether city, state or federal, asked to inspect it now, would there be any problem with that, would you grant that, is there any legal problem with that?

Deputy Spokesperson:  Would you repeat that question?

Question:  If the EPA or the state DEP or city DEP asked to inspect the material that UNMOVIC currently has, would the UN grant that request?

Deputy Spokesperson:  I don’t know the answer to that question because there’s probably some legal implications, but what I can tell you is that the host government right now is fully in the picture and they are tasking the various agencies that should be involved in the process.

Mr. Buchanan:  If I just might add, we have colleagues who are chemical weapons experts, biological weapons experts, missile people, and so on.  They know the stuff.  I trust them.  And we have some of the finest people in these disciplines.

Deputy Spokesperson:  Let’s go to somebody who hasn’t asked a question.

Question:  You said the FBI was in charge of removing the material.  Will the FBI be in charge of taking that material to the Edgewood Laboratory?  Is it out of UNMOVIC’s hands now?

Mr. Buchanan:  That’s our understanding, that FBI will use Edgewood.

Deputy Spokesperson:  As I mentioned, the FBI, we were told, is on its way.  So UNMOVIC can only confirm to you once the material has been removed from its premises.

Question:  But it will be out of UNMOVIC’s hands when the FBI takes over, yes?

Mr. Buchanan:  It should never have been here in the first place, so we’d like it to be that way when the FBI takes it away.

Question:  Is there someone who’ll be held accountable for placing those materials there?

Deputy Spokesperson:  That’s why we’ll have an investigation.

Question:  It says here on this paper that it poses no risk of danger to the immediate public.  When you say immediate public, do you mean people who are in contact with it now or to anybody in the surrounding building?

Mr. Buchanan:  We made a determination based on what it was, how we secured it, that it was safe for us to come back to work.  So we’re working in the premises.  We feel perfectly safe.

Mr. Mullady:  We’re going back to the offices after the briefing.

Deputy Spokesperson:  And the reason these gentlemen are in shortsleeves is because they’re precisely in the process of archiving the office.

Question:  How do you know it’s from al Murthana and not somewhere else?

Mr. Buchanan:  Because we can tell from the inspection reports and the inventory that it was from Murthana.  It’s quite well documented.

Question:  And is there any danger from that to the audience or something?  Immediate danger?

Mr. Buchanan:  We don’t believe so, no.  It’s well secured and well secured by people who know what they’re doing.

Question:  Is there any relation to the inspection regime of Hans Blix in search of weapons of mass destruction?  Is there a date, time, place?

Mr. Buchanan:  This is before the Hans Blix era.  We’re talking UNSCOM, that would be 1996 and the word would be Acheus.

Deputy Spokesperson:  Okay, we’ve exhausted the questions now.  I will read the rest of the briefing into the record for those who might be interested.

[The Deputy Spokesperson later said that UNMOVIC had confirmed that the materials reported to have been found earlier were taken away from its premises shortly after 4:30 p.m. and were in the hands of the FBI.]

**Security Council
Okay, as you know, here at Headquarters today, there is no Security Council meeting or consultations scheduled.

** Iran
The International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) says, this is on Iran now, that its Director General has circulated his latest report on Iran to the upcoming meeting of the IAEA Board of Governors.  The report covers developments since Dr. ElBaradei’s report of May 2007.  The 35-member Board will consider the report at its next meetings beginning in Vienna, 10 September.

** Palestine
A few hours ago in Brussels, UN officials and others attended the opening of the UN International Conference of Civil Society in Support of the Israeli-Palestinian Peace Process.  The Secretary-General, in a message to the Conference, said that he is encouraged by recent efforts to get the Palestinians and the Israelis back on the negotiating track.  The Arab Peace Initiative, Tony Blair’s appointment as Quartet Representative, and the United States’ planned Middle East Peace meeting all have the potential to result in a significant breakthrough, he said.  The Secretary-General added that he welcomes the decision by Prime Minister Olmert and President Abbas to meet regularly to discuss a range of issues.  He expressed the hope that the internal challenges each faces will not deter them from moving forward with discussions on the political horizon.  We have copies of his message upstairs.  And the Conference is expected to wrap up today.

And the UN Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) has just released its 2007 Report, which highlights recent economic developments in the occupied Palestinian territory.  UNCTAD says that the report focuses on the worsening economy, living conditions and on the impact of international and national economic policies of 2006.  It also provides an update on UNCTAD’s technical assistance to Palestinian development projects.  And we have copies of that upstairs.

** Bangladesh
On Bangladesh, the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights has been following developments closely from Geneva since the matter arose some months ago.  This is on the trial of Special Rapporteur Sigma Huda.  While we are aware from press reports that the Special Rapporteur has been sentenced to 3 years on corruption-related charges, the Office is working to confirm the press reports of the conviction and obtain the relevant court documents, as well as information on whether or not an appeal has been or will be lodged.

The Office is seeking this confirmation directly from the Government, as well as via the UN presence in Dhaka and Ms. Huda’s relatives.  We would also like to recall the statement of the Secretary-General, on 17 July 2007, and this is from a statement from Louise Arbour, the High Commissioner for Human Rights.

** Somalia
Meanwhile, a delegation of the International Advisory Committee led by François Lonseny Fall, the Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Somalia, today attended the closing ceremony of the Somali National Reconciliation Congress in Mogadishu.  Speaking on behalf of the Secretary-General, Fall paid a tribute to the Government and people of Somalia for the successful conclusion of this locally driven process.  While the conclusion of the Congress marks another milestone in the quest for peace and reconciliation, Fall said, it does not signify the end of the reconciliation process.  He said that there are challenges ahead, which will require a continued political engagement and much perseverance by all parties.  We have a press release from Mr. Fall’s office upstairs.  We also copies of the full statement upstairs, as well.

** Nepal
The Secretary-General’s Special Representative in Nepal, Ian Martin, in a press conference, appealed for an end to violence and to threats of communal violence.  While visiting the regional headquarters of the UN Mission there, Mr. Martin said it is a crucial time in the history of Nepal and that it is not going to be possible in the future for groups that have been marginalized in the past to continue to be marginalized.  There is more on that upstairs.

** Iraq Cholera
UNICEF has rushed emergency aid to help victims of a cholera outbreak in northern Iraq.  To help hospitals treat victims, the agency has delivered needles and sachets of oral rehydration salts, safe water kits to the families in the Suleimaniya area.  UNICEF is closely coordinating its response with the local authorities and the World Health Organization (WHO), which is leading the UN response.  Local authorities report that over 2,000 people have been affected so far by the outbreak and approximately 500 patients have been admitted to hospital in the last two days alone.

**Day of Disappeared
Today is the International Day of the Disappeared.  Marking the occasion, the United Nations Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary Disappearances expressed its concern over the increasing number of cases of enforced disappearances around the world, and reiterated its solidarity with the victims of enforced disappearances and human rights defenders working for the victims.  The Working Group stressed that, in numerous post-conflict situations or democratic transitions following a period of widespread human rights violations, disappearances frequently remain unresolved.  It also expressed particular concern about the practice of disappearances of short duration in some parts of the world.  The Working Group was established by the United Nations Commission on Human Rights in 1980.

**Noon Guest Tomorrow
And this is just to alert you for tomorrow.  Our guest at the briefing will be Margareta Wahlström, Assistant Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs and Deputy Emergency Relief Coordinator, who will update you on the humanitarian situation in Sudan on the eve of the Secretary-General’s visit to Sudan, Chad and Libya.

That’s what I have.  I think you’ve had your briefing already, so have a good afternoon.  Thank you.

**Questions and Answers
Question:  Mr. Williams, in his address to the Security Council, recognized the fact that Israel attacked Lebanon after two of its soldiers were kidnapped by Hizbullah.  Did he reflect upon the fact that one of the reasons for this tension is that there are 12,000 Palestinian prisoners in Israeli jails also?  Did he say that?

Deputy Spokesperson:  I don’t have anything beyond what he said in the open meeting of the Security Council and at the stakeout, so if there are any more questions, we’ll pass them on to him.

Question:  Regarding the International Day of the Disappeared, this, as you know, is a very emotional issue in some countries, but usually the Secretary-General issues a message.  Is there any reason why he didn’t issue a message on this occasion?

Deputy Spokesperson:  Let me check.  As you know, we were a little hurried this morning because of the preparations for this briefing, so let me look into that for you.  Yes, Matthew.

Question:  On Myanmar, there is an article saying that various US Senators are calling on the Secretary-General to brief the Security Council about this crackdown in Myanmar, so I am wondering if any such request has been received by the UN.  Has that happened?

Deputy Spokesperson:  As far as I know, there has not been a request by the Security Council for a briefing on Myanmar.  The Secretary-General’s envoy on this subject, Ibrahim Gambari, has briefed in the past and he is willing to brief, should there be a request.  As you know, he has travelled in the region and talked to relevant parties on this issue, and he will continue to do so under the Secretary-General’s good offices auspice on this matter.

Question:  About the IAEA report, is it a five-page report or is there something longer that ElBaradei has prepared about that?

Deputy Spokesperson:  This is a report that’s part of the IAEA’s reporting mandate, I understand, to its Executive Board.  There is no parallel transmission to the Security Council on this one, so take a look at it on their website and address any questions directly to the IAEA.

Question:  Under-Secretary-General Gambari in his capacity as Envoy to the International Compact with Iraq, he gave a press conference here a while ago, which outlined a five-year plan to stabilize Iraq when America withdraws.  He indicated they might be meeting this September in Turkey, in Istanbul.  Is there any finality to that?

Deputy Spokesperson:  I don’t have a precise date or place for that meeting, but as soon as we do, we will let you know.

Question:  I don’t know if this was answered by the experts here, but this liquid came [inaudible] from Iraq and the experts at senior level from Iraq and the main thing is the experts said that it is fatal; if you smell it, you are dead.  Does it mean that one of the parties in the first Gulf war was using the poisonous gas?

Deputy Spokesperson:  I think that you’re going to have to address those questions back to Ewen.  All I can tell from what they were telling you is that they were able to identify the material based on the inventory and the numbers match, so in terms of exactly what this material is and what it is capable of, you’d have to follow up with Ewen Buchanan.

Question:  Two questions.  On the hostages released in Afghanistan that the Secretary-General spoke about during his press conference, there’s been some criticism since that talking with the Taliban kind of legitimates or treats the Taliban like a government.  I believe the Government of Afghanistan has expressed this.  I’m wondering, the Secretary-General has said he played a role behind the scenes, does he have any view on whether this was a good thing, direct negotiations between the Republic of Korea and the Taliban and the commitment to pull soldiers from Afghanistan?

Deputy Spokesperson:  I can’t go beyond what the Secretary-General said on this matter at his press conference.  And until the release of the remaining hostages in Afghanistan, I’m not sure that we will have anything more public to say.

Question:  And after that?  I guess in the press conference it seemed that it was a major statement he made.  Now I’m wondering, at the press conference you came in and said the press conference was only about the trip.  Was it thought that a question might be asked that was not about the trip?  It felt a little bit staged.

Deputy Spokesperson:  I’m sorry, I was not the moderator.  I was simply conveying to you the purpose of his appearance.

Question:  About this Turin thing.  There’s an article that may or may not be accurate that says that Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf, the President of Liberia, is going to Italy, including to meet with the UN.  Are there non-UN people participating in the retreat?

Deputy Spokesperson:  I believe the President of Liberia was invited to brief the participants in the [opening] segment of the retreat.

Question:  Can we get a list of the participants, particularly non-UN, but even UN ones, the USGs and ASGs?  Is there a way to get a list of the participants?

Deputy Spokesperson:  I’ll have to ask for you.

Question:  Thank you.  I appreciate that.

Deputy Spokesperson:  There are no other questions?  Have a good afternoon.  Thank you.
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