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Reuters: INTERVIEW-U.S. climate pact no post-Kyoto answer - Britain 

By Rob Taylor 

02/27/2007 21:33:37 

CANBERRA, Feb 28 (Reuters) - A six-nation alliance of big polluters drawing in China, Japan, the U.S. and India was not the answer to the search for a wider post-Kyoto pact to combat global warming, Britain's top climate diplomat said on Tuesday. 

The American-led Asia-Pacific Partnership for Clean Development and Climate, which also includes Australia and South Korea, was formed in July 2005 and aims to use technology, rather than binding Kyoto-style caps, to limit greenhouse emissions. 

Australia, one of the world's biggest per capita greenhouse gas emitters, has called the partnership a model for a past-Kyoto deal drawing together both developing and advanced economies. 

But John Ashton, Britain's Special Representative on Climate Change, said the six nations had little in common, making the chances of meaningful cooperation slight. 

"I think I have to raise a slight eyebrow at whether it really is a sort of natural regional grouping," Ashton told Reuters in an interview during a visit to Australia. 

"If you're looking at regional economies ranging from Australia to India to Japan, there is perhaps more diversity than there is in common across those economies." 

Ashton, who aims to persuade governments to accelerate action to combat carbon emissions, said the partnership had not led to large investment in new technologies other than by Australia, which has pledged A$100 million ($78 million) for green energy. The U.S. has promised a similar amount in 2007. 

"MONEY TALKS" 

"In the end money talks. This is about infrastructure and you need public investment to trigger the shift in private investment, so I'd look at how much money is going into it and what's coming out of it," he said. 

Ashton said a global carbon trading system was unlikely to take shape anytime soon, meaning the world would have to place more effort into the search for other climate change answers. 

"One has to be very careful to avoid falling into a trap, that I think some people do fall into, which is to say that emissions trading is the answer," he said. 

"Realistically it is going to be some time before you have a price signal for the global market which is sufficiently robust to shift investment on the scale that investment needs to be shifted." 

Ashton, a career diplomat with a science background, said energy-hungry China -- a major polluter which had built 80 new coal-fired power stations -- could also hold the answer for development of new clean-climate technologies. 

"China is deploying capital faster than any human society has ever done, building infrastructure faster," he said. 

"If you want to bring a new technology into maturity, where is the cheapest and quickest place to do that? It is in a country which is deploying capital rapidly, because that is where you can bring down the technology risk." 

China ratified the Kyoto Protocol in 2002, but is excluded from the current round of emission cuts as a developing nation. 

Ashton said there was no more urgent task facing the world on climate change than to accelerate the deployment in China of carbon capture and storage technologies. 

__________________________________________________________________________

Sydney Morning Herald, Australia : UN considers summit on climate change

February 28, 2007 - 8:19AM

UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon is considering calling a summit on climate change, possibly in June, but may have to settle for a ministerial meeting, his spokeswoman Michelle Montas says.

Montas told her daily news briefing that Ban had been requested by several organisations to hold a summit "and the secretary-general is considering it."

She said later that a summit might not be possible and the event might be a high-level meeting. No venue or date has been set.

The Nairobi-based UN Environment Program has urged Ban to call an emergency climate summit amid dire reports about the risks from global warming.

The agency suggested September, when world leaders converge on the United Nations, to focus on the hunt for a successor to the Kyoto Protocol on cutting greenhouse gases widely blamed for forecasts of more heat waves, floods, droughts and rising sea levels.

UN environment officials want Ban to play a leading role in helping governments battle climate change after Kyoto expires in 2012.

_________________________________________________________________________

East African Business Week (Kampala): Activists Urge UN to Halt

February 26, 2007
Shadrack Kavilu
Nairobi

Multinational companies through their subsidiaries in developing countries have been accused of dumping mercury- made electronics products in Africa which are hazardous to both climate and human health.

Anti- mercury activists are lobbying the United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP) to come up with a legal binding instrument to curb trans boundary illegal trafficking of mercury products to developing countries.

The activists argue that developed countries export their excess mercury and outdated technologies to the developing world leading to the increased atmospheric mercury either through waste handling or disposal of products containing mercury.

At a recent UN 24th general council meeting held in Nairobi recently, Anti mercury activists decried the slow process taken by the UN to come up with a bidding legal instrument to curb exportation of mercury to developing nations.

"We need action not talk, the process is taking too long to agree on the way forward the steps agreed on are inadequate to address the urgency of the global mercury crisis," said Mr. Michael Bender.

Though they at the same time welcomed the resolution made at the meeting, environmental ministers failed to set global demand reduction goals and export bans to reduce impacts of mercury around the world.

"Though there has been a breakthrough in lobbying the UN to come up with an international legal bidding instrument that will curtail the exportation of mercury substances by the developed nations more has to be done to put it in place this instrument before the year 2011," said Bender of Zero Mercury coalition.

Since UNEP's global mercury assessment report released in 2002, overall reductions in mercury use worldwide have not taken place.

__________________________________________________________________________
Social Funds: Citigroup, Lehman Brothers, and UBS Report on Climate Risks and Opportunities for Investing 


by Bill Baue 

Lehman Brothers and UBS agree climate change represents a market failure for neglecting to price carbon externalizations in valuations, while Citigroup makes specific stock picks. 
SocialFunds.com -- A graph charting the number of pages discussing climate change in reports by investment analysts from traditional brokerages would resemble the renowned "hockey stick" graph of temperatures over the last 1,000 years. The graph would be essentially flat at zero until about three years ago, when the United Nations Environment Programme Finance Initiative (UNEP FI) request for analyst research on environmental, social, and governance (ESG) issues sparked a sudden spike in coverage. 

CitigroupThe line has continued its upward trajectory this year, with over 350 pages published over the past month in reports from , UBS, and Lehman Brothers. All three reports cover similar ground discussing the scientific, social, regulatory, business, and investing implications of climate change. The title of the UBS report--Climate Change: Beyond Whether--encapsulates a common attitude of all three reports. 

"Whether or not you agree with the view that human activity is influencing the climate system is largely irrelevant to the investment thesis," state report co-authors Klaus Wellershoff, global head of UBS Wealth Management Research, and Kurt Reiman, head of thematic research there. "What is important is that numerous policies to combat the threat of global warming are converging to influence people's behavior, alter the risk profile of various businesses, and improve the investment outlook for others." 

The UBS and Lehman Brothers reports concur that climate change represents a classic market failure where company valuations neglect to take into account negative externalizations--in this case, predominantly the emission of carbon dioxide CO2, the primary greenhouse gas (GHG). 

"The free market fails to limit climate-damaging emissions sufficiently, because polluters do not have to pay for the damage they cause," states John Llewellyn, senior economic policy advisor at Lehman Brothers, in The Business of Climate Change: Challenges and Opportunities. "A basic role of policy in such cases is to 'internalize' such costs into emitters' cost structures--the 'polluter pays' principle." 

UBS advances nearly the identical analysis, and extends it. 

"Moreover, many policies, infrastructure, and institutions presently distort market outcomes to favor fossil fuel use, inefficient energy practices, and rising greenhouse gas emissions," states the UBS report. "Without the cost of climate change embedded in market prices, there is less of an incentive for the private sector to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and provide the conditions necessary to maintain a stable climate." 

"Therefore, free markets underestimate the future costs to society that would arise if the climate experienced a drastic transformation: a result which many scientists now predict will happen if there is no change to influence free market outcomes," it continues. 

If climate change, one of the most studied environmental phenomena, represents a market failure, one can only wonder to what degree the legion of lesser-studied environmental and social externalities are not being priced into corporate valuations. 

Dr. Llewellyn of Lehman Brothers predicts that regulation will eventually correct this market failure and charge companies for the "social cost" of emissions, whether through carbon trading or carbon taxation. He also suggests that an "economically rational society" may choose to charge more than the social cost of emissions, because it cares about the environment in its own right (beyond simply balancing environmental costs and benefits), and because it wants to hedge against risk even further than this equilibrium. So companies may have to overcompensate with internalizations, essentially making up for their historical backlog of externalizations. 

Where the three reports differ most is on their investment advice. The Citigroup report--Climatic Consequences: Investment Implications of a Changing Climate--is the most explicit in naming names. It identifies 74 companies across 21 industries and based in 18 countries that authors Edward Kerschner and Michael Geraghty consider well-positioned to seize climate opportunities. 

General Electric (ticker: GE), the conglomerate the reaches across a large swath of the economy, reaches throughout this report due in large part to its Ecomagination division of environmentally friendly products and services. GE Wind is the second-largest wind turbine producer in the world, with $3 billion in annual revenues and 18 percent of the market--behind Vestas (VWSYF.PK--with 29 percent.) GE controls 46 percent of the gas turbine market, which generates $2.5 billion in annual revenues. These turbines play a key role not only in burning natural gas but also in integrated gasification combined cycle (IGCC) plants--considered the "cleaner" of the coal options though this being called into question by an upcoming MIT study. 

GE also generates $1 billion annually in the market for nuclear power, which is considered by some to be a viable climate change solution due to minimal CO2 emissions associated with it. However, the Citigroup report acknowledges that "some options for reducing GHGs [such as nuclear] are not necessarily environmentally friendly" (emphasis in original.) Dr. Llewellyn points out in the Lehman Brothers report that GE may recognize this. 

"[S]o far [GE] does not appear to be trying to market nuclear equipment under the Ecomagination label, even though such an inclusion could be justified in terms of a low-carbon energy source," states Dr. Llewellyn in the report. 

The Lehman Brothers reports surveys investment opportunities not on the company level but rather across 16 sectors. It also includes an appendix outlining how its socially responsive investing (SRI) team at Neuberger Berman address climate risks and opportunities. 

The UBS report takes an even more general look at how climate change impacts investment, highlighting a series of strategies. These include SRI, underweighting high carbon-intensity companies, exposure to renewables and energy efficiency, and venture capital and private equity focusing on environmental technologies, among other strategies. 

________________________________________________________________________

Frontline(India) : Himalayan concerns 
R. RAMACHANDRAN 

Rainfall extremes such as the Mumbai deluge of 2005 can become more frequent in

India under the impact of climate change.
THE report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) on the physical basis of climate change, a summary of which was released on February 2 in Paris, does not address the issues of the potential impact of global warming and the consequent changes in climate and the vulnerability of people to them in the light of the new findings contained in the report. Neither does it deal with the mitigation and adaptation measures that countries must take to minimise the adverse effects. These will be dealt with in subsequent IPCC reports, to be issued in April and May. 

However, in its Third Assessment Report (TAR), issued in 2001, the IPCC provided a fairly sound scientific premise to study these aspects in sufficient quantitative detail. The Fourth Assessment (AR4) report does not alter the basic global warming scenario outlined in the TAR, and when the complete report is released later this year, it is only likely to change marginally our perspective on impact and vulnerability even in quantitative terms. 

It is, therefore, pertinent to discuss the essential features of these with regard to India, a subject on which substantial scientific literature has appeared since the TAR was released. One of the direct effects of global warming is the altering of the heat budget and its regional variations in the atmosphere, the primary driver of weather systems around the world. The potential impact of warming on the monsoon in India is of serious concern, particularly with respect to agriculture, much of which is rain fed. Indeed, nearly 80 per cent of the country's water resources go to meet agricultural needs. 

Recent evidence of the unpredictability of the monsoon, the unusual distribution of rainfall in space and time, the shifting patterns of precipitation, the sustained deficit rainfall and drought-like conditions in some regions and excessive rainfall in others have led experts to ask whether we are already witnessing permanent or quasi-permanent changes in monsoon behaviour as a result of global warming. 

Some studies on long-term trends indicate that while there is no evidence of any change in the rainfall pattern in the gross scale of the country changes are discernible at smaller scales of space and time (Frontline, November 3, 2006). As J. Srinivasan of the Indian Institute of Science (IISc), Bangalore, who is one of the contributing authors to the AR4, has pointed out, the monsoon has so far been a stable phenomenon but the impact of climate change could be different. 

More rainfall extremes 
So, are we seeing the effects of global warming already? How will these apparent changes evolve well into the 21st century as long-term climate change becomes real? According to Srinivasan, simulations with climate models and observations indicate that rainfall extremes such as the Mumbai deluge of 2005 could become more frequent in India under the impact of climate change. Both 2005 and 2006 had spells of excessive rainfall that normally would have occurred once in a hundred years or so. 

Using a state-of-the-art Regional Climate Model (RCM) of the British Hadley Centre for Climate Prediction and Research, called PRECIS, scientists of the Indian Institute of Tropical Meteorology (IITM), Pune, recently obtained high-resolution meteorological effects of climate change for India on the basis of the appropriate greenhouse gas (GHG) emission scenarios outlined in the TAR. The study finds a general increase in precipitation and surface air temperature (SAT) for the country as a whole for the period 2071-2100. The annual mean increase in SAT ranges from 2 to 5 °C. The warming, though monotonously widespread across the country, is more pronounced over northern India. The all-round warming seen in the mean is also reflected in the extreme temperatures, and both nights and days will get warmer in the future, notes the study. Interestingly, night temperatures are seen to be increasing at a faster rate than day temperatures. 

Spatial rainfall patterns show a maximum increase over west central India and the northeastern region. Extreme precipitation is found to increase substantially over the western coast and west central India. Overall, the summer monsoon rainfall shows a 20 per cent increase over the present, and the increase is seen in all the States except Punjab, Rajasthan and Tamil Nadu, which show a slight decrease. 

Notwithstanding the limitations of global climate models (GCMs) in capturing the finer details of spatial and temporal variations, an earlier study based on an atmosphere-ocean-coupled GCM by Murari Lal of the Indian Institute of Technology Delhi and Japanese scientists found that by the 2080s winter rainfall might experience a 5 to 25 per cent decline even as monsoon rainfall shows a 10-15 per cent increase. 

The changes in the precipitation pattern will impact significantly the water resource situation in the subcontinent, point out R.K. Mall of the Central Ground Water Board and others writing in Current Science. A fall in winter precipitation implies greater water stress during a lean summer monsoon season. Secondly, intense rain occurring during the summer monsoon months will mean that much of the monsoon rain would be lost as direct run-off, leading to lower groundwater recharging potential. Groundwater is the chief source of water to meet the domestic needs of over 80 per cent of the rural and 50 per cent of the urban populations and also meets the needs of about 50 per cent of irrigated agriculture. 

According to a study of 12 river basins of the country by A.K. Gosain of IIT Delhi and others, under a global warming scenario, there is a general reduction in the overall quantity of the available run-off. The Luni basin with its westward flowing rivers, Kutch and Saurashtra, which constitute about one-fourth of the area of Gujarat and 60 per cent of the area of Rajasthan will face situations of acute water scarcity. 

River basins of the Mahi, the Pennar, the Sabarmati and the Tapi will also face water shortage conditions. The Cauvery, the Ganga, the Narmada and the Krishna will experience seasonal or regular water-stressed conditions. The basins of the Godavari, the Brahmani and the Mahanadi will not have water shortages but will frequently face severe flood situations. 

Glaciers melting faster 
Meltwater from the Himalayan glaciers and snowmelt from the Himalayan snow cover feed important rivers of northern India such as the Ganga and the Brahmaputra. There is enough evidence around the world of accentuated melting of glaciers because of global warming in the last century, and the Himalayan glaciers, too, have been found to be retreating rapidly. Gangotri, one of the largest glaciers in the Himalayas, has been receding at an alarming rate in recent years (Frontline, April 13, 2001), influencing the stream run-off of Himalayan rivers. 

Anil Kulkarni of the Indian Space Research Organisation's Space Applications Centre (SAC) in Ahmedabad and other scientists investigated the glacial retreat of 466 glaciers in the Chenab, the Parbati and the Baspa basins using data from the Indian Remote Sensing satellite and field expeditions and comparing them with the 1962 topographic surveys by the Survey of India. The study has shown an overall 21 per cent reduction in the glacier surface area. The process of deglaciation also led to the fragmentation of the larger glaciers. The mean area of glacial extent also declined from 1 sq km to 0.32 sq km during 1962-2004. 

Glacial thickness being directly proportional to the areal extent, large glaciers (which have thicknesses between 150 and 600 metres) would respond to climate change much more slowly (15 to 60 years) than small (less than 1 sq km) glaciers (4 to 11 years). So smaller glaciers and ice fields get more prominently affected by global warming. This is already evident in the Himalayan region. The study found that smaller glaciers have deglaciated by almost 38 per cent in this 40-year period. As the world gets into an even warmer phase in the present century, the process of deglaciation and fragmentation will have a profound impact on the water resources in the Himalayan region and the Gangetic plains. 

Likewise, they found that the winter run-off had increased by as much as 75 per cent between 1966 and 1995. If additional areas start melting in the middle of winter - this is already happening even at high altitudes - less snow will be available for the summertime stream run-off that feeds the rivers, the scientists point out. The reduced sizes of many permanent snow and ice fields have already led to water scarcity in villages in Himachal Pradesh. Though the period of study is too small to make any definitive statement about the long-term impact of warming on snow accumulation and ablation, the trend would seem ominous. 

Cyclones & storm surges 
An important effect of global warming on meteorological conditions is an increase in sea surface temperature (SST) in the oceans around the subcontinent. The resulting greater convective activity will lead to an increase in the intensity or wind speed of cyclones that form in them, particularly the Bay of Bengal where over 80 per cent of the cyclones originate. Higher wind speeds will also result in bigger storm surges. The rise in sea level owing to this regional meteorological cause will have a compounding effect on the global rise in sea level caused by the melting of ice and glaciers from higher latitudes and volume expansion due to the warming of ocean waters. The recent IPCC report has projected a global mean sea-level rise of 0.59 m by the end of the 21st century. This, in fact, may be conservative, according to other estimates. 

On the basis of simulations of the occurrence of cyclones in the Bay of Bengal for the period 2041-2060 using an RCM of the Hadley Centre with emission scenarios of the IPCC, A.S. Unnikrishnan of the National Institute of Oceanography, Goa, and others have shown that in a global warming scenario, while the frequency does not show any discernible long-term trend, the number of intense cyclones in the post-monsoon period increases. Combining this result with a storm surge model, they have concluded that storm surge heights will be far greater under warmer conditions. The increased surge heights are over and above the mean sea level, which itself rises under the impact of warming. 

The risk of cyclone-related disasters is thus far greater in a warmer subcontinent. The vulnerability of the population on the 7,000-km Indian coastline is huge considering the fact that a quarter of India's population lives within 50 km of the coastline and this includes some major cities as well. The mean sea level rise itself, in the absence of protection, can inundate a large swath of predominantly agricultural land on the coast, and the surviving coastline faces the threat of extreme storm surges. India, in fact, is one of the 27 countries the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) has identified as most vulnerable to sea level rise. 

The impact of climate change on crop productivity and food security of the country will also be severe. According to Sushil Kumar of the National Centre for Plant Genome Research (NCPGR) in New Delhi, given that 60 per cent of land is already under cultivation, the adverse effects of climate change are impossible to mitigate by adding area under agriculture. 

Food security issues 
Crop productivity, he says, must be stabilised against climate change by adopting measures to cope with the higher temperatures and the highly skewed patterns of water availability. These include better water management and the use of new agriculture technologies in a region-specific manner and, more importantly, evolving new cropping patterns and developing crop varieties that have tolerance to higher temperatures and water stress and rice varieties that can be cultivated aerobically with irrigation instead of rain-fed standing water. 

________________________________________________________________________

Vanguard: MOSOP debunks Kukah's claim on Ogoni, Shell parley

By Samuel Oyadongha

Wednesday, February 28, 2007

PORT HARCOURT—MOVEMENT  for the Survival of Ogoni People, (MOSOP), has decried what it termed steps by Rev. Father Mathew Hassan Kukah to  create an impression that any  form of success was recorded in a proposed peace parley between the Ogoni and  Shell.

In a statement yesterday, the group wondered why the clergy would be talking of  Ogoni signing an MoU with Shell, government and UNEP for the sake of the latter  to resume clean up exercise in the area and also facilitate a return of the Anglo Dutch oil giant to the area. According to them, the idea of an MoU cannot be possible  now  when there had been no discussion either between Shell and Ogoni or the latter and government.

“The Movement for the Survival of the Ogoni People (MOSOP) has reacted to media reports credited to Reverend Father Matthew Hassan Kukah in which he was  said to have given the impression that a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) would soon be signed between the Federal Government, Rivers State Government,  Shell, UNEP and Ogoni to enhance a so-called clean up of the Ogoni environment and facilitate Shell’s return to the area to commence oil production, describing it as  gravely insensitive, unfortunate and a huge joke.”

“For the avoidance of any doubt, MOSOP has continued to insist that whilst not opposed to any genuine process of resolving the Ogoni question, such resolution  must be transparent, honest, credible and effectively participatory. As the Fr. Kukah initiative was unveiled as lacking even the rudiments of transparency and  credibility, MOSOP has long declared it dead and we insist that nothing further has occurred to make us change our position.”

“In MOSOP’s view, the present approach smacks of desperation and betrays some sinister motive of giving the impression of success where nothing concrete has  been attempted. If the idea was an attempt to deceiving unsuspecting Ogoni people and the general public that the Ogoni issue is about to be resolved, MOSOP  insists that there has not been even one single attempt of a meeting between the contending parties. If it is a case of self congratulation for a failed attempt to achieve a  predetermined outcome of forcing Shell on the Ogoni people without resolution of outstanding critical issues, then it is a dangerous past time.”

“MOSOP wishes to make it very clear that as far as the Ogoni people are concerned, there has been no sincere and open discussion between Government, Shell and  the Ogoni people on the Ogoni question not to talk of any agreement on the issues of environmental clean up and Shell’s return to Ogoniland. Facts abound that the  Ogoni people in September 2006 reaffirmed its position that she will have nothing to do with Shell and called on the Federal Government of Nigeria to consider  allocating the Ogoni oil concession to a new operator if it wishes to extract our oil. We, therefore, do not see how Ogoni can enter into such MoU with Shell and her  friends when no credible discussion has taken place, and our people are resolute on not having anything to do with the enemy (Shell).

 “MOSOP insists that, in the prevailing circumstances, the Ogoni people cannot be part of the current process driven by Father Kukah. As we are committed to  dialogue, it is our position that government should consider how it could re-engineer a more transparent dialogue process, which will have nothing to do with the  current process in which we have lost confidence.”

________________________________________________________________________

DPA: China to increase use of renewable energies

[Also appears in Earthtimes.org, Monsters and Critics.com]

Tuesday 27 February 2007 13:34

China is planning to increase its use of renewable energies to meet increasing demand and reduce the greenhouse effect, the China Daily newspaper reported Tuesday.

Its target is to increase renewable energy use from the present 10 per cent to 20 per cent of the total energy consumption by 2020. 

"Wind power has the greatest potential in renewable energy, and biomass will help in fuel consumption," said Shi Pengfei, Vice- Chairman of the Wind Energy Association. But renewable energy also had its problems, including high costs and poor research and development. 

According to the National Development and Reform Commission's Energy Research Institute, the country's total wind and solar power capacity was 2. 3 million kilowatts and 300 megawatts respectively by the end of October 2006 - a rise of 85 and 100 per cent over 2005. 

But shortage of funds had hindered technological innovation in the bio-fuel sector, which is why power generation had grown only by 10 per cent in 2006, the Institute's deputy director Li Jungfeng said. 

The development of renewable energies is expected to help China to reduce environmental pollution and eco-damage. But sustainable economic development needed worldwide cooperation, a United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP) official was quoted as saying by the Xinhua news agency. 

"The future for sustainable economic development relies on cooperation across the world in industrial restructuring, efficiency improvement, adoption of renewable energies, and adjustment of the current modes of production and consumption," UNEP Deputy Executive Director Shafqat Kakakhel said in his letter to a recent economic forum held in North China's Tianjin. 

In its bid to protect the environment, meet its energy and pollution targets and create an energy-saving society, the Chinese government wanted to set up a standard scientific evaluation system for energy consumption, the National Bureau of Statistics said. 

To speed up environmental protection, the government would adopt new steps this year, such as developing the pollutant emission trade and raising taxes for polluters, the Ministry of Finance said according to Xinhua. 

China has been suffering from extreme climate conditions recently. According to meteorologists, 2006 was the hottest year since 1951, partly due to climate change, which was heating up China more quickly than other parts of the world. 

China is the world's largest consumer of coal and one of the main polluters besides the industrial nations. dpa 

________________________________________________________________________

Independent Online (Malta): Official feature of the Maltese Olympic Committee

February 28, 2007. 

The International Olympic Committee (IOC) and its president, Jacques Rogge, are to be honoured as Champion of the Earth 2007 by the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP).

Along with Al Gore and five other prominent environmental leaders, Rogge will be presented with the award at a special ceremony on 19 April in Singapore.

“I am very honoured to receive this award, which is a great recognition of the IOC’s responsibility and commitment to raise awareness about the importance of sustainable development in sport,” said Rogge.

“Since the early 1990s, the IOC and the Olympic Movement have progressively taken the environment and sustainability into account throughout the lifecycle of an Olympic Games project. The “Green Games” concept is increasingly becoming a reality. Today, from the beginning of a city’s desire to stage the Olympic Games, through to the long-term impact of those games, environmental protection and, more importantly, sustainability, are prime elements of games-planning and operations. I am very proud of this and would like to thank UNEP for recognising these efforts,” he added.

The Olympic Games are above all about sport and the athletes, but they can bring several important environmental outcomes if they are planned, managed and conducted in a way which minimises the adverse environmental impacts and effects.

The opportunity of the games can also be used to provide sustainable environmental legacies, such as rehabilitated and revitalised sites, increased environmental awareness, and improved environmental policies and practices. They can further encourage and facilitate strong environmental actions, and technology and product development in a city, country and beyond, through the educational value of good example.

Torino 2006

A shining example of the IOC’s work with the organising committees for the Olympic Games was last year’s Olympic Winter Games in Turin, Italy.

Among the key sustainability initiatives which can be highlighted, and which have been independently certified in a report on Torino 2006, are the compensation of greenhouse gas emissions, waste minimisation and important achievements in areas from conservation of fresh water and mountain ecosystems to transport and eco-friendly building designs.

The work covered in the report on Torino 2006 also recognises the adoption of environmental certification and management standards like EMAS (the European Eco Management and Audit Scheme) and ISO 14001 and the adoption of eco-labels by hotels and Olympic accommodation.

The Torino 2006 Organising Committee received the 2004 and 2005 EMAS – ECOLABEL (the European Union eco-label) Award in recognition of its competencies in organising a sports event which had the highest respect for the environment, as well as the 2006 ECOLABEL Award for the University Media Village, which was a great example of TOROC’s commitment to environmental improvements.

Beijing 2008

The environmental challenges for the Beijing Games in 2008 are arguably greater than for any previous games given the context of China’s rapid development and the impact it has.

Beyond the 16 days of competition, it is the IOC’s hope that practices, as well as agreements with third parties (e.g. Memorandum of Understanding with UNEP) will have at least a degree of positive impact in the wider context of environmental sustainability.

This is a matter that will be debated in full at the Seventh World Conference on Sport and the Environment, which will run from 25 to 27 October 2007 in Beijing.

BOCOG has already received ISO14001 certification for its environmental-management system, and it has issued environmental guidelines for Olympic project construction/renovation, Olympic catering services, accommodation, marketing, and large-scale events.

________________________________________________________________________

The Hawaii Reporter: The 'Hockeystick' - Global Warming Scandal of the Decade


By Michael R. Fox Ph.D., 2/27/2007 2:50:36 PM

The basics of science involve a number of simple rules, a healthy skepticism, and a guiding principle of letting the data settle the disputes.  Data need to be checked and validated, measurements need to be explained and justified, as well as the calculational techniques described. Replication of the results by others is essential, as are the analyses of measuring errors and uncertainties.

The global warming issues alarmingly have not been sufficiently scrutinized. Errors, misstatements, partial statements, evasions, and lack of cooperation and candor, even ad hominem attacks are used by the proponents instead. Senators Rockefeller (VA) and Snowe (ME) called for the suppression of skeptics. Others suggest that Nuremburg Trials be held for them as well. Science isn’t conducted that way. 

This global warming lobby is large, it is organized, it is international, heavily funded, and it is mean. Whatever else the agenda may be, it is not science. This is reminiscent of earlier arrogant powers imprisoning and suppressing Galileo and Giordano Bruno’s burning at the stake for the heresy of suggesting that the Earth was not the center of the Universe.

The International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) is a UN organization formed within the United Nations Environmental Program (UNEP). This should sound alarms for those familiar with the politics of some of the power brokers within the UN itself. Many are decidedly anti-capitalist and anti-American. For example, consider the statement of Maurice Strong made at the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro:

"Isn't the ONLY hope for the planet that the industrialized civilizations collapse? Isn't it our responsibility to bring that about?" At the time Strong was a UN policy maker and Executive Officer for Reform in the Office of the Secretary General of the United Nations. He has had the ear of the UN Secretary General for years.

About every 5 years the IPCC has issued assessments of the global climate. The Fourth Assessment is due out in several months while a Summary for Policy Makers is now released. This in itself is a very strange way to handle the release of what should be a straight forward scientific document. These documents should have been released simultaneously. Given the UN’s history and agendas, one now suspects that political revisions are taking place.

Remarkably, the IPCC in this Fourth Assessment is backing away from its early climate predictions. According to Peter du Pont ( http://tinyurl.com/3dmqlj ), while Al Gore and his alarmist movie circle the globe with predictions of 20 foot sea level rises, the IPCC has halved it earlier predictions of sea level rise for this century from 36 inches to 17 inches, in the next 100 years. 100 year predictions of nearly anything are ludicrous. They can also be fun because they produce big numbers and scary numbers. 

That 17-inch increase in sea level may still be too large. 

Climatologist Robert Balling points out that the sea level as been rising about 1.5 mm/yr for the last 8000 years; some say as much as 20,000 years. If this rate of increase were to continue for 100 years more, it would amount to about 6 inches. Given the Dutch ingenuity with holding back the sea, I think we can adjust for a 6 inch rise. A 6 inch high “tidal wave” dribbling into Lower Manhattan suddenly isn’t so scary, either. We can also marvel at the roaring successes of Al Gore’s fantasies, which are void of such mundane scientific evidence.

According to Climate Change and its Impacts ( http://tinyurl.com/35lmlx ), the ice mass of Greenland has actually grown 2 inches per year between 1993 and 2003. Additionally, during the past 30 years the ice mass of Antarctica has grown as well. This is not the stuff of alarm and not the source of global flooding.

The lack of scientific integrity permeates the global warming movement and can be traced to include the IPCC itself. In the Third Assessment Report of 2001 the IPCC published and repeatedly presented what has become known as the “Hockeystick”. This is a graphical representation shaped like a hockeystick, of the global temperatures for the last 1000 years. It was published in the science journal Nature as a two-part reconstruction of the temperatures over the past 1000 years.

The statistical studies used to produce the chart were extremely dense technically, using logically opaque and obscure statistical techniques. It was so opaque that the editors of Nature as well as its peer reviewers were not able to reconstruct the data and computing efforts needed to generate the “Hockeystick”. This is not the way peer review is supposed to work. 

Worse, the chart was enthusiastically adopted by the authors of the IPCC, and published in its Third Assessment Report apparently without review. Worse still, many foreign governments adopted the chart as gospel as they addressed their national policies toward “global warming”, and mitigation efforts. It turns out that the Hockeystick wasn’t gospel at all.  

Incredibly, there were two individuals, Ross McKitrick and Steve McIntyre (M&M), two Canadians who had the wits, statistical and computer skills, and doggedness to unravel the complex data and the obscure statistical techniques used to construct the “Hockeystick’.  (http://tinyurl.com/27vu3v). Their efforts were obstructed at many steps along the way by the studies’ authors. This opposition by the authors also is an intellectual red-flag indicating that something besides good science was involved, such as politics, funding, or fame, etc. Good scientists welcome replication and solid reviews.   

What M&M found in the statistics behind that IPCC chart has been a great example of international scientific fraud and malpractice.  That it now drives energy policy in many nations is frightening.

Simultaneously M&M have given the world a classic example of what true science is about, that is, how skilled individuals can unravel the confusing data and analytical techniques and find the errors. It has happened many times in our history. Heavy prices have been paid for challenging prevailing dogmas. The world owes a great debt of gratitude to both McKitrick and McIntyre for their unique and powerful efforts and their extraordinary findings.

Temperature proxy data from the past 1000 years of course were needed to construct the 'Hockeystick” curve. Actual temperature measurements could not be made during much of this time simply because the thermometer wasn’t invented until 1709 by Gabriel Fahrenheit. Such thermometers were not widely used for decades and the concept of heat was unknown (Fourier provided the Laws of Heat Transfer much later) so that actual climate temperature data did not systematically begin for another two hundred years. Thus proxies such as core samples and tree rings were used. 

What McKitrick and McIntyre have found in their hockeystick analysis is shattering and profound. It destroys the credibility and integrity of the IPCC, the editors of Nature Magazine, and the 2500 hundred or so members of a so-called consensus of climate experts. As M&M have once again shown that consensus is not science.

The authors of the hockeystick chart did not indicate finding the well-known Medieval Warming Period (WMP, when temperatures were higher than now. They did not find the well-known Little Ice Age in the 1500s to the 1800s, when temperatures were lower than now. The warming shown in the 20th century was not consistent with other data, such as the 50 years of balloon data. Their work has been a series of lessons learned about incompatibilities of politics and science. They don’t mix. 

Since the findings of M&M are not well known one might suspect that the climate experts don’t agree with M&M.  As a matter of fact many do agree with M&M and have said so. For example McKitrick has received many communications from climatologists from around the world who have expressed support for his findings. 

McKitrick says: “Since our work has begun to appear we have enjoyed the satisfaction of knowing we are winning over the expert community, one at a time. Physicist Richard Muller of Berkeley studied our work last year and wrote an article about it:                                                 

‘[The findings] hit me like a bombshell, and I suspect it is having the same effect on many others”.  Suddenly, the hockeystick, the poster child of the global warming community, turns out to be an artifact of poor mathematics’”.

He goes on: “In an article in the Dutch science magazine Natuurwetenschap & Techniek, Dr. Rob van Dorland of the Dutch National Meteorological Agency commented “It is strange that that the climate reconstruction of Mann passed both peer review rounds of the IPCC without anyone ever really having checked it. I think this issue will be on the agenda of the next IPCC meeting in Peking this May”.

McKitrick continues: "In February 2005 the German television channel Das Erste interviewed climatologist Ulrich Cubasch, who revealed that he too had been unable to replicate the hockey stick. He (climatologist Ulrich Cubasch) discussed with his co-workers-and many of his professional colleagues - the objections, and sought to work them through… Bit by bit, it became clear also to his colleagues: the two Canadians were right (M&M). …Between 1400 and 1600, the temperature shift was considerably higher than, for example, in the previous century. With that, the core conclusion, and that also of the IPCC 2001 Report, was completely undermined”.

McKitrick continues: “Recently we (M&M) received an email from Dr. Hendrik Tennekes, retired director of the Royal Meteorological Institute of the Netherlands. He wrote:  ‘The IPCC review process is fatally flawed. The behavior of Michael Mann is a disgrace to the profession…The scientific basis for the Kyoto Protocols is grossly inadequate’”.

Of course the likes of Al Gore and Hollywood are beyond hope when it comes to scientific skills. It is beyond comprehension just how Gore, Hollywood, and the media have not asked to sit down and confront other valid, defensible, yet opposing points of view. They have simply started with their conclusion that doom is imminent, and ignored all evidence which doesn’t support it. And there is lots of such evidence.

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________

Other Environment News

Guardian Unlimited: Green group sets environmental targets for politicians

Hilary Osborne
Tuesday February 27, 2007

 

The green credentials of the three main political parties are to come under the spotlight in the run up to the next election, with environmental groups judging their performance against a set of standards announced today.

The Green Alliance, which brings together nine groups including Greenpeace, WWF and the National Trust, said the "environmental beauty contest" between the main parties had so far been characterised by too much spin and too little substance.

It said recent research showed there was a real appetite for green policies. A survey carried out last October found 74% of voters believed climate change was an important issue that would influence how they voted at the next election.

Despite this, the Conservatives, Labour and Liberal Democrats showed little appetite for effective action, the alliance said.

Stephen Hale, the group's director, said: "The UK's leading environmental groups welcome the prominence that the political parties are now giving to the environment. [They] need to deliver action and commitment, as well as speeches and photo calls, to gain the public's confidence on the environment."

The alliance said it wanted parties to come up with big ideas and key policies to address the challenges surrounding climate change, the countryside and wildlife, and it had drawn up a set of standards it wanted them to meet.

The standards are:

· To achieve a 3% year-on-year reduction in UK carbon emissions;
· To provide global leadership in ensuring a fall in carbon emissions by 2015 and restricting global temperature rises to 2C;
· To make it cheaper and easier for individuals to reduce their environmental impact;
· To protect and enhance the environment in British towns, countryside and seas, and
· To make the tax system greener.

The standards were outlined at an event this morning attended by the environment secretary, David Miliband, the shadow environment secretary, Peter Ainsworth, the Liberal Democrats' environment spokesman, Chris Huhne.

The alliance planned to publish regular updates on the parties' performances between now and the 2009 general election, with the first set of results to be published in September this year, ahead of the annual party conferences.

________________________________________________________________________

Associated Press: Scientists Urge Global Action on Clean Energy 

Published: February 28, 2007

UNITED NATIONS, Feb. 27 (AP) — A scientific panel convened at the request of the United Nations called Tuesday for drastic reductions in fossil-fuel emissions around the world and rapid increases in spending on clean-energy research to head off the worst effects of global warming.

In a 166-page report, two years in the making, 18 scientists from 11 nations forecast a turbulent century of rising seas, spreading drought and disease, weather extremes and damage to farming, forests, fisheries and other economic areas.

It said the United Nations must better prepare to help tens of millions of “environmental refugees,” and it urged all governments to discourage new building on land less than one meter — about 39 inches — above sea level.

The report was sponsored by the private United Nations Foundation and Sigma Xi, the Scientific Research Society.

The recommendations come three weeks after the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, a United Nations network of 2,000 scientists, made its latest assessment.

That group concluded for the first time that global warming was “unequivocal” and that it had been caused largely by the accumulation of carbon dioxide and other heat-trapping gases in the atmosphere, mostly from burning coal, oil and other fossil fuels. If nothing is done, it said, global temperatures could rise 11 degrees by 2100. But it avoided recommending courses of action.

In contrast, the scientists who produced the new report said global carbon dioxide emissions should be made to level off in the years 2015 to 2020, and then be cut back to less than one-third of that level by 2100. This would happen, they said, through a vast transformation toward greater efficiency, away from fossil fuels and toward biofuels and solar and wind technology. 

The scientists urged governments to immediately ban the construction of coal-fired power plants, except for those designed to capture carbon dioxide and store it underground or under water.

The Bush administration says it is spending almost $3 billion a year on energy technology research as its major contribution to combating climate change. But the expert panel said such research was badly underfinanced, and required a tripling or quadrupling of worldwide spending, to $45 billion or $60 billion a year, from $15 billion now.

________________________________________________________________________

Environment News Service: UN Given Roadmap to Meet Climate Challenge 
NEW YORK, New York, February 27, 2007 (ENS) - In order to avoid climate change becoming "a catastrophe," the world must ramp up efforts to cut greenhouse gas emissions and prepare to deal with more weather-related disasters and to help climate change refugees, an international panel of experts told the United Nations today. 

The panel's 166-page report outlines a strategy for preventing unmanageable climate changes and adapting to unavoidable ones, urging the international community to commit to the goal of trying to hold global temperature increases to 2.5 degrees Celsius. 

"Doing so would require very rapid success in reducing emissions of methane and black soot worldwide, and it would require that global carbon dioxide emissions level off by 2015 or 2020 at not much above their current amount, before beginning a decline to no more than a third of that level by 2100," the report said. "But the challenge of halting climate change is one to which civilization must rise." 

Failure to meet that target, the report said, will likely bring "intolerable impacts on human-welling being," by causing adverse impacts to agriculture, forestry, fisheries, the availability of fresh water, the geography of disease and the livability of human settlements. 

The Scientific Expert Group on Climate Change and Sustainable Development, consisting of 18 experts from 11 nations, was asked to make its recommendations by the United Nations. 

The report, prepared for the upcoming meeting of the UN's Commission on Sustainable Development, took two years to compile and was sponsored by the Sigma Xi Scientific Research Society and the United Nations Foundation, a private group founded by U.S. cable television mogul Ted Turner. 

It comes in the wake of the UN's Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change's (IPCC) latest assessment of the science of climate change, which concluded that human activity, namely the burning of fossil fuels, is almost certainly changing the climate. If unabated, greenhouse gas emissions could push average global temperatures more than 6 degrees Celsius higher by century's end, the IPCC said, rising sea levels, increasing heat waves, droughts and severe weather events. 

"It is still possible to avoid an unmanageable degree of climate change, but the time for action is now," said report coauthor John Holdren, director of the Woods Hole Research Center and chairman of the board of the American Association for the Advancement of Science. 

The study urges the international community to implement a new global policy framework to cut emissions, with a mechanism that establishes a price for carbon - either a tax or a cap-and-trade program. 

Policies to encourage energy efficiency and carbon-free energy are needed, according to the report, which called on the world to increase public and private energy technology research three- or four-fold to more than $45 billion a year. 

Research on carbon sequestration and clean coal technology is critical, the panel said, and the world should cease deploying coal-fired power plants absent those capable of "cost-effective and environmentally sound retrofits for capture and sequestration of their carbon emissions." 

The study recommends the United Nations and governments worldwide accelerate implementation of "win-win solutions" that can moderate climate change while also moving the world toward a more sustainable future energy path and making progress on the UN's Millennium Development Goals to alleviate global poverty and increase environmental sustainability. 

Such measures include improving transportation through increased efficiency standards and incentives for alternative-fuel cars, as well as greener commercial and residential buildings and an expansion of the use of biofuels. 

The UN and other international institutions must also help the world's poorer nations and most vulnerable communities prepare for climate change, the report said. In addition, the global community should discourage development on coastal land that is less than one meter above present high tide, as well as within high-risk areas such as floodplains, and ensure that the effects of climate change are considered in the design of protected areas and efforts to maintain biodiversity. 

"The world is experiencing climate disruption now and future increases in droughts, floods and sea-level rise will cause enormous human suffering and economic losses," said coauthor Rosina Bierbaum, former acting director of the White House Office of Science and Technology Policy. "We can manage water better, bolster disaster preparedness, increase surveillance for emerging diseases . . . and enhance local capacity to cope with a suite of expected changes." 

________________________________________________________________________

Reuters :Stern urges China, U.S. to talk on warming 

By Jeremy Lovell Tue Feb 27, 5:35 PM ET 

LONDON () - China and the United States, key to tackling the climate crisis, are both acting on global warming and must start giving each other credit for it, former World Bank chief economist Nicholas Stern said on Tuesday. 

Stern, who produced a seminal report last October on the economics of climate change, said the two countries -- one the world's biggest polluter and the other fast rising up the scale -- had to open their eyes and start talking to each other.

"The United States is moving," Stern told an audience of bankers, politicians and business people at a Reuters Newsmaker event. "And China is moving."

"If the United States will recognize that China is moving and if China will recognize that the United States is moving ... then you can have that kind of discussion," he said, urging more speed from both sides.

The United States rejected the Kyoto Protocol -- the only global action plan to combat global warming -- saying it would be economic suicide. China, which is building one coal-fired power plant a week, is not bound by it.

Intensive diplomatic discussions are under way to try to find a successor to Kyoto, which expires in 2012, and to extend its scope and membership.

But President George W. Bush refuses to have any part in a new treaty that does not include the major developing nations. They, in turn, refuse to commit to serious greenhouse gas emission cuts unless the U.S. does likewise
Top of Form

RESENTMENT

"We shouldn't underestimate the resentment that India and China and the other developing countries feel on this issue," Stern said. "They say 'you guys stuck it all up there ... and now you are asking us to solve your problems."'

Stern, who has worked extensively in both China and India and who has just returned from the United States, noted that U.S. cities, states and businesses were already taking action regardless of the view from the White House.

He noted seven or eight states were setting up a system to cap carbon emissions and trade emission permits, and many cities and businesses had committed themselves to strong greenhouse gas emission reductions.

Likewise, China was reforesting, had set tough targets on energy efficiency and was taxing gas guzzling vehicles.

"In India and China I spend a lot of time pointing out that the United States ... is actually doing quite a lot," he said.

"When I am in the United States I try to point out what China is doing."

Leading scientists predict average world temperatures will rise by 1.8 to 4.0 degrees Celsius this century due mainly to carbon gases from burning fossil fuels for power and transport.

Stern said the world was already on course for a rise of two degrees Celsius and would pass through three degrees with massive loss of life unless urgent action was taken. 

___________________________________________________________________________
The Age(Australia): Parbo criticises climate change reports

February 28, 2007
A concerted and well-organised campaign has created alarm over human-induced climate change, industrial magnate Sir Arvi Parbo says.

Sir Arvi also said key international reports warning of climate change, including Al Gore's documentary An Inconvenient Truth, are biased and scrutiny of them has been suppressed.

The former head of Western Mining Corporation, BHP and Alcoa Australia, is the keynote speaker at a gathering of climate change sceptics being hosted by Western Australian Liberal MP Dr Dennis Jensen, at Parliament House.

It also is supported by the Lavoisier Group, an Australian organisation set up as a base for climate change sceptics.

One of the founders of the Lavoisier Group is former WMC chief executive Hugh Morgan, one of the businessmen who have formed a company to look at building Australia's first nuclear reactor.

The occasion will also serve as the launch of a new book, entitled Nine Facts About Climate Change, by former Institute of Public Affairs head Ray Evans.

Sir Arvi said he had kept an open mind through 20 years of listening to debate about climate change but was now witnessing a "semi-religious fervour" overshadowing it.

"One must admire the skilful way in which the public has been led to believe that there is no longer any uncertainty, and that disastrous climate change caused by humans is imminent," he said.

"The appointment of Mr Al Gore as adviser to the UK government on climate change is a good example.

"I am not aware of Mr Gore's ranking as a climate scientist but he has undoubted credentials as a politician and someone who knows how to influence public opinion.

"His film, The Inconvenient Truth has been widely publicised, has been seen by, and has influenced millions of people around the world.

"It has been severely criticised for deliberately and grossly exaggerating and distorting the issues and I understand that the recently published summary for policymakers by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change contradicts a number of Mr Gore's major contentions.

"This, in contrast, has had virtually no publicity and no effect on the public."

Sir Arvi said the review of the economic impact of climate change by former World Bank chief economist Sir Nicholas Stern had been found to be biased and alarming and neither accurate nor objective by a review of distinguished scientists.

"As far as I am aware, this criticism has not been answered," he said.

"An uninvolved observer has to conclude that there has been a concerted and well-organised campaign to create worldwide apprehension and alarm.

"Reading and listening to the media and to political discussion, this campaign has succeeded. In fact it may have succeeded too well."

Greens climate change spokeswoman Senator Christine Milne later described the forum as "the last gasp of the Dad's Army of sceptics".

"What they try to do is give the impression that climate change science is uncertain," she said.

"They've been reasonably successful because they've been well funded, as with the tobacco industry before them.

"Now this group of people is trying to extend the life of the fossil fuel industry.

"They are backed by the coal industry and the oil industry."

She said the Lavoisier Group was associated with the Liberal Party and right-wing bodies such as the HR Nicholls Society.

"They are a joke in terms of climate science but they are actually a cost to future generations because they confuse the public when there is now no doubt about the science."

___________________________________________________________________________
Reuters: Global Warming Hits World's Largest Tiger Reserve 
INDIA: February 28, 2007

SUNDERBANS TIGER RESERVE, India - As the midday sun beats down on the world's largest tiger reserve, fishermen in a small wooden boat slowly manoeuvre their way through the mangrove forests fringing the Bay of Bengal. 

Twenty years ago, the fishermen say they would never have been able to venture through the mangrove creek in eastern India to catch fish, too fearful of the tigers that stalked the area for prey and shelter. 
But the once lush, dense mangrove cover is sparse now -- reduced to decaying branches -- and the big cats have now moved on in search of food and protection. 

Wildlife experts say rising sea levels and coastal erosion caused by global warming are steadily shrinking the mangroves of Sunderbans, threatening the survival of the endangered tigers. 

"We are very concerned at the erosion level in tiger habitat, and we are planning to increase mangrove cover in core areas to protect the tiger," said Kanti Ganguly, minister for the Sunderbans in India's West Bengal state. 

The Sunderbans, a 26,000 square km (10,000 square mile) area of low-lying swamps on India's border with Bangladesh, is dotted with hundreds of small islands criss-crossed by water channels. 

Once home to 500 tigers in the late 1960s, the Sunderbans may only shelter between 250 and 270 tigers now, wildlife officials say, although the Indian Statistical Institute recently suggested the numbers could be significantly lower. 

The tigers of the Sunderbans regularly swim between islands in search of food and sometimes stray into villages. They are known to have killed at least 50 people over the last five years. 

The area is the world's largest mangrove reserve and one of the most unique ecosystems in South Asia, recognised as a UNESCO World Heritage Site. 

But as sea levels rise, two islands have already disappeared and others are vulnerable. 

The destruction of the mangroves has also adversely affected numbers of estuarine crocodiles, fishes and big crabs, said Shakti Ranjan Banerjee, wildlife expert and former secretary of conservation group WWF. 

That could leave the big cats hungry. 

"We are very worried about the tiger's prey base which may not be breeding as we liked and also the fact that the tiger habitat is shrinking due to rising sea levels," Pradeep Vyas, the special chief conservator of forests, told Reuters. 

"But you cannot fight nature and must accept the inevitable that the islands could submerge one day," he said. 

As sea levels rise, mangroves have been overexposed to salt water. Many plants have lost their red and green colours and are more like bare twigs, exposing tigers to poachers who hunt them for their skin and bones. 

Also, tigresses now have fewer places to hide their cubs from adult males, who seek to kill them in order to stem competition in the group, conservationists warn. 

There were about 40,000 tigers in India a century ago, but decades of poaching and depletion of their natural habitat have have cut their numbers to 3,700. Some wildlife experts say the total could be as low as 1,200. 


Story by Bappa Majumdar 
________________________________________________________________________

International Press Service: Fighting Desertification Through Conservation


Kaci Racelma

ALGIERS, Feb 27 (IPS) - In May, Algeria will inaugurate a reserve around a small oasis in the south-west where plants and animals are to be protected in the service of a broader goal. Hopes are that the Taghit National Park will help stop the advance of the Sahara Desert, which already stretches across almost all of this North African country.

The project was initiated by the Friends of the Sahara Association -- a founder member of the National Committee of Algerian NGOs Against Desertification -- and the National Agency for the Conservation of Nature (Agence nationale pour la conservation de la nature, ANCN). 

"The Taghit National Park covers a surface area of 250,000 hectares, which could be extended to 500,000 hectares with the inclusion of the neighboring Guir region," said Amina Fellous, an engineer at ANCN, which is tasked with leading the project. 

The reserve is to include areas isolated from human activity, as well as perimeter zones where various pursuits -- even for light and medium-sized industries -- will be permitted on condition that they do not pollute, Fellous explained to IPS. 

"In Taghit, any socio-economic activity having negative effects on water resources will not be allowed," she noted. 

The project will seek to protect grasslands and restore palm groves, renew the planting of acacias, and reforest denuded land with indigenous species for the benefit of migratory species. Water points will be established in the park, and efforts made to develop the region's plant genetic resources. 

The list of mammals to be protected makes mention of about 33 species, including the threatened sand dune cat, fennec (a small fox), Barbary sheep and three types of gazelle. (The term Barbary derives from the Berber people, and was formerly used by Europeans to refer to North Africa.) 

To date, no less than 107 species of birds have been documented in the area -- but an exhaustive list has yet to be compiled during different seasons, so as to include migratory birds. 

About twenty birds feature on the list of protected species of Algeria. Some, like the houbara bustard, have become the subject of international conservation efforts. 

Sixteen bird species that congregate around the Taghit oasis are considered endemic to North Africa and the Middle East, notably the Barbary partridge, houbara bustard and lanner falcon. 

Furthermore, the Taghit park will aim to protect and promote the archaeological heritage of the area -- and to develop tourist facilities that are in harmony with their surroundings. 

Conservation will also support agricultural activity, says Malik Raheb: an agricultural engineer involved in conservation of forests at Ghardaïa, south of the capital -- Algiers. 

"The creation of the Taghit National Park, aside from its role of being a barrier to the desert, will also allow a still greater response to the agricultural needs of people in the region, as is already evidenced by the production of tomatoes and potatoes." (END/2007)

________________________________________________________________________

Associated Press: Environmental Activists Use Cell Phone Ringtones to Make Nature Statement

February 27, 2007 — By Susan Montoya Bryan, 

ALBUQUERQUE, N.M. -- Amid the cacophony of cell phone ringtones these days, add these: the clickety-click-click of a rare Central American poison arrow dart frog, the howl of a Mexican gray wolf and the bellows of an Arctic beluga whale. 

A U.S. environmental group is hoping that if people hear these sounds from threatened animals on cell phones, they will wonder where they came from -- and question the fate of the animals and birds that make them. 

"The point here is education and inspiration," said Michael Robinson, a conservation advocate at the Center for Biological Diversity's office in Pinos Altos, New Mexico. 

Like other activist groups, the center is looking to the immediate attention cell phones can bring to its cause. Already, some 24,000 people have downloaded the rare rings for free from the center's Web site. 

Four in five voting-age Americans have cells phones, and that number is expected to keep growing. By 2008, as many as 30 percent of wireless users are likely to forego their land lines and nearly all cell phones will have Internet capabilities, according to a study by the New Politics Institute. 

"With the ringtones, this is the tip of the iceberg," said Peter Leyden, director of the institute, which studies the impact of cell phones -- what he and others call "mobile media" -- on political and social campaigns. 

Take for example the efforts of U2 front man Bono. He got thousands of people to sign up for the ONE Campaign, a nonprofit dedicated to fighting global AIDS and poverty, by asking fans to send a text message during the band's concerts. 

Amnesty International also uses text messaging to send action notices to members around the world. 

Peter Galvin, a co-founder of the Center for Biological Diversity, came up with the idea for the free ringtones of endangered and rare species as a way to educate people -- especially the younger, technologically savvy generation. 

"And with young people, it has to be interesting and it has to be cool," he said. 

In addition to the wolf and the whale, there are ringtones from several species of frogs from around the world, a few South American birds and North American owls. 

The poison arrow dart frog will be added to the list once Galvin gets back from Panama. He spent three days in the jungle, patiently listening for the calls of the tiny frog. 

It took similar efforts to capture the sounds of other rare animals. 

Some at the center say the howl ringtone might be one of the only recordings of the Mexican gray wolf in the wild. Biologists began releasing wolves on the Arizona-New Mexico border in 1998 to re-establish the species in part of its historic range after it had been hunted to the brink of extinction in the early 1900s. 

While the ringtones might be amusing to hear, Robinson said the ringtone is serious business. 

"We can get people thinking about something outside their immediate world, a more wilder world," he said. 

________________________________________________________________________

The Voice (Francistown): Southern Africa: Turning Up the Heat

February 27, 2007

Southern Africa is running out of electricity and, if nothing changes, demand will soon outstrip supply. Fortunately for both the local and regional economies, Botswana is in a great position to take up some of the slack with the massive new Mmamabula export power station that the government, CIC and International Power hope to have on line by 2011.

The interested parties have already earmarked P42 billion to fast-track that project, and another P7 billion has been set aside to expand domestic power production at the Morupule power station.

That means electricity could at some point become more expensive in South Africa than it is here, and we could find ourselves earning foreign currency from Mmamabula electricity and at the same time attracting new power intensive industries to the country.

Great news all around, right?

Well, it would be if it weren't for that global warming issue that has been grabbing the headlines lately.

You see, most, if not all, the extra electricity we are planning to produce will be generated at coal burning power stations, and burning coal is a main contributor to the carbon dioxide emissions that are the primary cause of the greenhouse effect that is heating up our atmosphere.

The experts predict global warming will mean higher temperatures and longer, more severe droughts for sub-Saharan Africa. I don't know about you, but more heat and less rain don't sound too great to me.

I'm not saying one new generating plant and one expanded station in Botswana is going to make a huge difference to the world's climate.

It won't, especially while China is polluting the air with virtually no restraints and the United States continues to resist international calls to cutback on emissions. As a matter of fact, while we have one new coal burning power station on the cards, there are 150 planned in the USA.

But that doesn't mean we should just give up on future generations and look to cash in on our vast coal reserves as quickly as possible so we can enjoy our time in the sun before it gets too hot to go outside.

Developing countries have something China, the States, the European Union and other developed, high-polluting economies want - our markets. And if we wanted to, we could make environmental issues, such as signing up to international agreements on carbon emission cutbacks, a requirement for gaining access to our consumers.

To make that case effectively, however, we have to respect the environment ourselves, even if it means making a few less pula.

The government has promised that the latest technologies will be used to burn coal as efficiently as possible at both Morupule and Mmamabula, and funds have been approved for a coal washing plant that will help cutback emissions. Both plants will also be capable of burning natural gas, a much cleaner fuel.

So that sounds promising.

The big problem is that coal is cheaper than gas, and dirty coal is cheaper than clean coal, so one has to wonder how important cutting carbon emissions will be when it also means cutting into profits.

________________________________________________________________________

Associated Press: Group: Gore a hypocrite over power bill 

By KRISTIN M. HALL, Writer 1 hour, 17 minutes ago 

NASHVILLE, Tenn. - Al Gore, a leading voice against global warming, is being criticized by a conservative group that claims his Nashville mansion uses too much electricity. A Gore spokeswoman
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said the former vice president invests in enough renewable energy to make up for the home's power consumption. 

On Sunday, Gore's documentary film "An Inconvenient Truth," which chronicled his campaign against global warming, won an Academy Award.

The next day, the Tennessee Center for Policy Research issued a statement saying Gore was not doing enough to reduce his own electricity consumption. The group disputes that global warming is a serious problem.

"We wanted to see if he was living by his own recommendations and walking the walk," said think tank president Drew Johnson.

Utility records show the Gore family paid an average monthly electric bill of about $1,200 last year for its 10,000-square-foot home.

The Gores used about 191,000 kilowatt hours in 2006, according to bills reviewed by The Associated Press. The typical Nashville household uses about 15,600 kilowatt-hours per year.

The group said that Gore used nearly 221,000 kilowatt hours last year and that his average monthly electric bill was $1,359. Johnson said his group got its figures from Nashville Electric Service.

But company spokeswoman Laurie Parker said the utility never got a request from the policy center and never gave it any information.

Gore spokeswoman Kalee Kreider said: "Sometimes when people don't like the message, in this case that global warming is real, it's convenient to attack the messenger."

Kreider said Gore purchases enough energy from renewable energy sources such as solar, wind and methane gas to balance 100 percent of his electricity costs.

Gore, who owns homes in Carthage, Tenn., and in the Washington area, has said he leads a "carbon-neutral lifestyle." To balance out other carbon emissions, the Gores invest money in projects to reduce energy consumption, Kreider said.

________________________________________________________________________

Agence France Presse: Pollutants change 'he' frogs into 'she' frogs 

By Marlowe Hood Tue Feb 27, 7:02 AM ET 

PARIS (AFP) - Frogs that started life as male tadpoles were changed in an experiment into females by estrogen-like pollutants similar to those found in the environment, according to a new study. 

The results may shed light on at least one reason that up to a third of frog species around the world are threatened with extinction, suggests the study, set to appear in the journal Environmental Toxicology and Chemistry in May.

In a laboratory at Uppsala University in Sweden, two species of frogs were exposed to levels of estrogen similar to those detected in natural bodies of water in Europe, the United States and Canada.

The results were startling: whereas the percentage of females in two control groups was under 50 percent -- not unusual among frogs -- the sex ratio in three pairs of groups maturing in water dosed with different levels of estrogen were significantly skewed.

Even tadpoles exposed to the weakest concentration of the hormone were, in one of two groups, twice as likely to become females.

The population of the two groups receiving the heaviest dose of estrogen became 95 percent female in one case, and 100 percent in the other.

"The results are quite alarming," said co-author Cecilia Berg, a research in environmental toxicology. "We see these dramatic changes by exposing the frogs to a single substance. In nature there could be lots of other compounds acting together."

Earlier studies in the United States, Berg explained, linked a similar sex-reversal of Rana pipiens male frogs -- one of the two species used in the experiment -- in the wild to a pesticide that produced estrogen-like compounds.

"Pesticides and other industrial chemicals have the ability to act like estrogen in the body," Berg said. "That is what inspired us to do the experiment," she said referring to her collaborator and lead author of the article, Irina Pettersson, also a researcher at Uppsala.

The other species examined was the European common frog, Rana temporaria.

Some of sex-altered males became fully functioning females, but other had ovaries but no oviducts, making them sterile, Berg explained.

The study does not measure the potential impact of pollutant-driven sex change for frog species, but the implications, said Berg, are disquieting.

"Obviously if all the frogs become female it could have a detrimental effect on the population," she said.

The only immediate remedy, she continued, would be to improve sewage treatment in areas where frogs and other amphibians might be affected to filter out estrogen concentrations coming from contraceptive pills and from industrial pollutants.

____________________________________________________________________________

ROAP MEDIA UPDATE

THE ENVIRONMENT IN THE NEWS

Wednesday, 28 February, 2007

UN or UNEP in the news
· UN considers summit on climate change – Sydney Morning Herald
· Himalayan concerns - Frontline
· 5000 Researchers take Poles` temperature  - Central Chronicle
General Environment News
· Kasem: Road project threat to wild animals - Bangkok Post
· The invisible costs of the Salween dam project - The Nation
· Drought threatens 1.5 million in southwest China - The Star
· Asia's air-conditioning damages the ozone layer - SciDevNet
UN or UNEP in the news

Sydney Morning Herald, Australia : UN considers summit on climate change

February 28, 2007 - 8:19AM

UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon is considering calling a summit on climate change, possibly in June, but may have to settle for a ministerial meeting, his spokeswoman Michelle Montas says.

Montas told her daily news briefing that Ban had been requested by several organisations to hold a summit "and the secretary-general is considering it."

She said later that a summit might not be possible and the event might be a high-level meeting. No venue or date has been set.

The Nairobi-based UN Environment Program has urged Ban to call an emergency climate summit amid dire reports about the risks from global warming.

The agency suggested September, when world leaders converge on the United Nations, to focus on the hunt for a successor to the Kyoto Protocol on cutting greenhouse gases widely blamed for forecasts of more heat waves, floods, droughts and rising sea levels.

UN environment officials want Ban to play a leading role in helping governments battle climate change after Kyoto expires in 2012.

http://www.smh.com.au/news/World/UN-considers-summit-on-climate-change/2007/02/28/1172338661557.html 

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

Frontline, India : Himalayan concerns 

R. RAMACHANDRAN, 27 February 2007

Rainfall extremes such as the Mumbai deluge of 2005 can become more frequent in India under the impact of climate change.  

Recent evidence of the unpredictability of the monsoon and the unusual distribution of rainfall has led to questions whether such changes are a result of global warming. Here, a dumping yard at Pallikaranai, a suburb of Chennai, which contributes its share of greenhouse gases. 

THE report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) on the physical basis of climate change, a summary of which was released on February 2 in Paris, does not address the issues of the potential impact of global warming and the consequent changes in climate and the vulnerability of people to them in the light of the new findings contained in the report. Neither does it deal with the mitigation and adaptation measures that countries must take to minimise the adverse effects. These will be dealt with in subsequent IPCC reports, to be issued in April and May. 

However, in its Third Assessment Report (TAR), issued in 2001, the IPCC provided a fairly sound scientific premise to study these aspects in sufficient quantitative detail. The Fourth Assessment (AR4) report does not alter the basic global warming scenario outlined in the TAR, and when the complete report is released later this year, it is only likely to change marginally our perspective on impact and vulnerability even in quantitative terms. 

It is, therefore, pertinent to discuss the essential features of these with regard to India, a subject on which substantial scientific literature has appeared since the TAR was released. One of the direct effects of global warming is the altering of the heat budget and its regional variations in the atmosphere, the primary driver of weather systems around the world. The potential impact of warming on the monsoon in India is of serious concern, particularly with respect to agriculture, much of which is rain fed. Indeed, nearly 80 per cent of the country's water resources go to meet agricultural needs. 

Recent evidence of the unpredictability of the monsoon, the unusual distribution of rainfall in space and time, the shifting patterns of precipitation, the sustained deficit rainfall and drought-like conditions in some regions and excessive rainfall in others have led experts to ask whether we are already witnessing permanent or quasi-permanent changes in monsoon behaviour as a result of global warming. 

Some studies on long-term trends indicate that while there is no evidence of any change in the rainfall pattern in the gross scale of the country changes are discernible at smaller scales of space and time (Frontline, November 3, 2006). As J. Srinivasan of the Indian Institute of Science (IISc), Bangalore, who is one of the contributing authors to the AR4, has pointed out, the monsoon has so far been a stable phenomenon but the impact of climate change could be different. 

More rainfall extremes 

So, are we seeing the effects of global warming already? How will these apparent changes evolve well into the 21st century as long-term climate change becomes real? According to Srinivasan, simulations with climate models and observations indicate that rainfall extremes such as the Mumbai deluge of 2005 could become more frequent in India under the impact of climate change. Both 2005 and 2006 had spells of excessive rainfall that normally would have occurred once in a hundred years or so. 

Using a state-of-the-art Regional Climate Model (RCM) of the British Hadley Centre for Climate Prediction and Research, called PRECIS, scientists of the Indian Institute of Tropical Meteorology (IITM), Pune, recently obtained high-resolution meteorological effects of climate change for India on the basis of the appropriate greenhouse gas (GHG) emission scenarios outlined in the TAR. The study finds a general increase in precipitation and surface air temperature (SAT) for the country as a whole for the period 2071-2100. The annual mean increase in SAT ranges from 2 to 5 °C. The warming, though monotonously widespread across the country, is more pronounced over northern India. The all-round warming seen in the mean is also reflected in the extreme temperatures, and both nights and days will get warmer in the future, notes the study. Interestingly, night temperatures are seen to be increasing at a faster rate than day temperatures. 

Spatial rainfall patterns show a maximum increase over west central India and the northeastern region. Extreme precipitation is found to increase substantially over the western coast and west central India. Overall, the summer monsoon rainfall shows a 20 per cent increase over the present, and the increase is seen in all the States except Punjab, Rajasthan and Tamil Nadu, which show a slight decrease. 

Notwithstanding the limitations of global climate models (GCMs) in capturing the finer details of spatial and temporal variations, an earlier study based on an atmosphere-ocean-coupled GCM by Murari Lal of the Indian Institute of Technology Delhi and Japanese scientists found that by the 2080s winter rainfall might experience a 5 to 25 per cent decline even as monsoon rainfall shows a 10-15 per cent increase. 

The Himalayas as seen from Gulmarg in Kashmir. Gangotri, one of the largest glaciers in the Himalayas, has been receding at an alarming rate in recent years, influencing the stream run-off of Himalayan rivers. 

The changes in the precipitation pattern will impact significantly the water resource situation in the subcontinent, point out R.K. Mall of the Central Ground Water Board and others writing in Current Science. A fall in winter precipitation implies greater water stress during a lean summer monsoon season. Secondly, intense rain occurring during the summer monsoon months will mean that much of the monsoon rain would be lost as direct run-off, leading to lower groundwater recharging potential. Groundwater is the chief source of water to meet the domestic needs of over 80 per cent of the rural and 50 per cent of the urban populations and also meets the needs of about 50 per cent of irrigated agriculture. 

According to a study of 12 river basins of the country by A.K. Gosain of IIT Delhi and others, under a global warming scenario, there is a general reduction in the overall quantity of the available run-off. The Luni basin with its westward flowing rivers, Kutch and Saurashtra, which constitute about one-fourth of the area of Gujarat and 60 per cent of the area of Rajasthan will face situations of acute water scarcity. 

River basins of the Mahi, the Pennar, the Sabarmati and the Tapi will also face water shortage conditions. The Cauvery, the Ganga, the Narmada and the Krishna will experience seasonal or regular water-stressed conditions. The basins of the Godavari, the Brahmani and the Mahanadi will not have water shortages but will frequently face severe flood situations. 

Glaciers melting faster 

Meltwater from the Himalayan glaciers and snowmelt from the Himalayan snow cover feed important rivers of northern India such as the Ganga and the Brahmaputra. There is enough evidence around the world of accentuated melting of glaciers because of global warming in the last century, and the Himalayan glaciers, too, have been found to be retreating rapidly. Gangotri, one of the largest glaciers in the Himalayas, has been receding at an alarming rate in recent years (Frontline, April 13, 2001), influencing the stream run-off of Himalayan rivers. 

Anil Kulkarni of the Indian Space Research Organisation's Space Applications Centre (SAC) in Ahmedabad and other scientists investigated the glacial retreat of 466 glaciers in the Chenab, the Parbati and the Baspa basins using data from the Indian Remote Sensing satellite and field expeditions and comparing them with the 1962 topographic surveys by the Survey of India. The study has shown an overall 21 per cent reduction in the glacier surface area. The process of deglaciation also led to the fragmentation of the larger glaciers. The mean area of glacial extent also declined from 1 sq km to 0.32 sq km during 1962-2004. 

Glacial thickness being directly proportional to the areal extent, large glaciers (which have thicknesses between 150 and 600 metres) would respond to climate change much more slowly (15 to 60 years) than small (less than 1 sq km) glaciers (4 to 11 years). So smaller glaciers and ice fields get more prominently affected by global warming. This is already evident in the Himalayan region. The study found that smaller glaciers have deglaciated by almost 38 per cent in this 40-year period. As the world gets into an even warmer phase in the present century, the process of deglaciation and fragmentation will have a profound impact on the water resources in the Himalayan region and the Gangetic plains. 

The same group of scientists also investigated the process of snow accumulation and ablation, which is highly sensitive to climatic changes, in the Beas and the Baspa basins, using remote-sensing data. Melting of snow cover in summer is an important source of water for many Himalayan rivers, and an increase in atmospheric temperature accentuates the melting of snow cover. From a study of winter run-off - which is only on account of snowmelt - the scientists found that accumulation during winter declined between the late 1990s and the turn of the century. Also, the snow accumulation pattern had changed significantly. 

Likewise, they found that the winter run-off had increased by as much as 75 per cent between 1966 and 1995. If additional areas start melting in the middle of winter - this is already happening even at high altitudes - less snow will be available for the summertime stream run-off that feeds the rivers, the scientists point out. The reduced sizes of many permanent snow and ice fields have already led to water scarcity in villages in Himachal Pradesh. Though the period of study is too small to make any definitive statement about the long-term impact of warming on snow accumulation and ablation, the trend would seem ominous. 

Cyclones & storm surges 

An important effect of global warming on meteorological conditions is an increase in sea surface temperature (SST) in the oceans around the subcontinent. The resulting greater convective activity will lead to an increase in the intensity or wind speed of cyclones that form in them, particularly the Bay of Bengal where over 80 per cent of the cyclones originate. Higher wind speeds will also result in bigger storm surges. The rise in sea level owing to this regional meteorological cause will have a compounding effect on the global rise in sea level caused by the melting of ice and glaciers from higher latitudes and volume expansion due to the warming of ocean waters. The recent IPCC report has projected a global mean sea-level rise of 0.59 m by the end of the 21st century. This, in fact, may be conservative, according to other estimates. 

On the basis of simulations of the occurrence of cyclones in the Bay of Bengal for the period 2041-2060 using an RCM of the Hadley Centre with emission scenarios of the IPCC, A.S. Unnikrishnan of the National Institute of Oceanography, Goa, and others have shown that in a global warming scenario, while the frequency does not show any discernible long-term trend, the number of intense cyclones in the post-monsoon period increases. Combining this result with a storm surge model, they have concluded that storm surge heights will be far greater under warmer conditions. The increased surge heights are over and above the mean sea level, which itself rises under the impact of warming. 

A parched paddy field in Tezpur village of Assam's Sonitpur district. Low rainfall and hotter-than-usual weather in Assam and other northeastern States last year have had their impact on farm productivity. 

The risk of cyclone-related disasters is thus far greater in a warmer subcontinent. The vulnerability of the population on the 7,000-km Indian coastline is huge considering the fact that a quarter of India's population lives within 50 km of the coastline and this includes some major cities as well. The mean sea level rise itself, in the absence of protection, can inundate a large swath of predominantly agricultural land on the coast, and the surviving coastline faces the threat of extreme storm surges. India, in fact, is one of the 27 countries the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) has identified as most vulnerable to sea level rise. 

The impact of climate change on crop productivity and food security of the country will also be severe. According to Sushil Kumar of the National Centre for Plant Genome Research (NCPGR) in New Delhi, given that 60 per cent of land is already under cultivation, the adverse effects of climate change are impossible to mitigate by adding area under agriculture. 

Food security issues 

Crop productivity, he says, must be stabilised against climate change by adopting measures to cope with the higher temperatures and the highly skewed patterns of water availability. These include better water management and the use of new agriculture technologies in a region-specific manner and, more importantly, evolving new cropping patterns and developing crop varieties that have tolerance to higher temperatures and water stress and rice varieties that can be cultivated aerobically with irrigation instead of rain-fed standing water. 

Given the imminent deficit in rainfall in the Indo-Gangetic plains, he has recommended that conventional rice cultivation be reduced in this region and increased in the northwestern and central-western regions where rainfall is expected to increase. "To keep the western parts of the Indo-Gangetic plains as a major food-producing region, despite the adverse effects of climate change, is the major challenge for agricultural research," Sushil Kumar wrote in Current Science. 

Changes in plant phenology, or timing of lifecycle events in the species such as leaf-formation, flowering, leaf-fall, fruit development, seed dispersal and germination, may be one of the earliest observed responses to rapid climate change, point out Monika Koul Moza and A.K. Bhatnagar of the University of Delhi. These changes are the result of the plants adapting to long-prevailing climatic patterns, they say. An increase in the atmospheric concentration of carbon dioxide (CO2) and higher temperatures could have potentially serious consequences for both plant and animal species that depend on periodically available resources in the ecosystems of the country, they warn. 

A related study of the impact of climate change on forest types by N.H. Ravindranath of the IISc and others says that by the mid-2080s around 70 per cent of the forest grids in India are likely to experience a shift in forest types. This study also used an RCM of the Hadley Centre and the TAR emission scenarios of the IPCC. According to it, a shift towards wetter forest types in the northeastern region and drier forest types in the northwestern region is likely, thus impacting the biodiversity of the country. Also, the increase in atmospheric CO2 and warming could result in a 70 to 100 per cent increase in the Net Primary Productivity (NPP) of forests. 

Climate change can also have a significant impact on health through vector-borne diseases because of changes in the survival and reproduction rates of the carriers, the intensity and temporal pattern of vector activity, and the lifecycle of pathogens within the vectors. In the context of malaria, the current climatic conditions and incidence rates suggest that the most malaria-prone areas are the central and eastern regions of India, covering Madhya Pradesh, Jharkhand, Chhattisgarh, Orissa, West Bengal and Assam. 

The threat to the ozone layer is real, as the use of air-conditioners, as in this instance from Hyderabad, has increased manifold. 

Considering the changed climatic conditions into the 2050s, Sumana Bhattacharya and others in their study, using a Hadley Centre RCM and the IPCC emission scenario, conclude that while malaria is likely to persist in Orissa, West Bengal and the southern parts of Assam, it may shift from the central Indian region to the south-western coastal States of Maharashtra, Karnataka and Kerala. Also the high-altitude northern States, including Himachal Pradesh, and the northeastern States of Arunachal Pradesh, Nagaland, Manipur and Mizoram may become malaria-prone. The duration of transmission windows, according to them, is likely to widen in the north and the west and shorten in the south. The extent of vulnerability to malaria will depend on the prevailing socio-economic conditions, the immune response to a new vector-borne disease, and the existence of associated health care infrastructure, they point out. 

In spite of the vast spectrum of potentially adverse impacts that climate change can have on India and its population, it is strange that there was just one official from the Indian embassy during the release of the IPCC Summary Report for Policymakers in Paris. Contrast this with the Chinese, who had as many as 10 specialists at the same meeting. 

Is this an indication of the official response to the imminent changes due to climate change? It would be sad if bureaucratic apathy blocked the adoption of appropriate measures to counter the serious effects of climate change. 

http://www.hinduonnet.com/fline/stories/20070309006201000.htm 

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

Central Chronicle, India : 5000 Researchers take Poles` temperature   

Agencies

London, Feb 27: More than 50,000 scientists from 63 nations turned their attention to the world`s Poles to measure the effects of climate change, using icebreakers, satellites and submarines to study everything from the effect of solar radiation on the polar atmosphere to the exotic marine life swimming beneath the Antarctic ice. 

The International Polar Year unifies 228 research projects under a single umbrella with the aim of monitoring the health of the Earth`s polar regions and gauging the impact of global warming. The largest international research programme in 50 years, the project officially begins March 1 and ends in 2009 - to allow each pole to run through a full summer and winter. 

"Global warming is the most challenging problem that our civilization has faced," Britain`s Chief Scientific Adviser, Sir David King, said in a video played before the event`s launch. He called the melting of polar ice "the canary in the coal mine for global warming." 

The year is being sponsored by the UN`s World Meteorological Organization and the International Council for Science. About USD 1.5 billion has been earmarked for the year`s projects by various national exploration agencies, but most of the money comes from pre-existing polar research budgets. 

While the increase in resources available to explorers is modest, British scientists said that the project had the potential to yield a complete picture of the threat facing the polar world - known to scientists as the cryosphere. 

http://www.centralchronicle.com/20070228/2802192.htm 

General Environment News

Bangkok Post, Kasem: Road project threat to wild animals

The Natural Resources and Environment Minister Kasem Snidvongs wants the Highways Department to scrap the planned expansion of a road running through the Dong Phayayen-Khao Yai forest complex, a World Heritage Site. The minister said the road widening project was unnecessary and would only endanger rare wildlife in the sanctuary. 

If the department insists on going ahead with the project, a so-called wildlife corridor must be built to assist animals crossing the road as required by the World Heritage Committee. 

Mr Kasem said construction of the 2km wildlife corridor along highway No. 304 would cost a lot of money and he was not sure if wild animals will benefit from it. 

He said the Highways Department and wildlife experts have proposed four models of the wildlife crossing, but he still could not pick any of the four designs, saying that more environmental impact studies and calculations to see whether the project was worth the investment were needed. 

He said the ministry had been considering other measures to remove the threat to the animals, including closing the road at night so that the animals could safely cross the road. 

''If possible, I don't want the road to be enlarged from two to four lanes as that would increase the danger to wildlife. I have toured the complex and found that there is no need for such an expansion.'' 

The minister voiced concern over the scheme after the World Heritage Committee sent a letter to the ministry last month, demanding the agency report the progress of the wildlife corridor construction to mitigate the impact of the project. 

The committee instructed the Office of Natural Resources and Environmental Policy and Planning, which oversees the country's management of World Heritage Sites, to submit its progress report on Feb 1. The committee will discuss the matter during its annual meeting in June. 

Chumpol Sukkasem, director of the national park office, said the meeting with the Highways Department this month had shortlisted the four designs to two, and an investment of around 200 million baht would be needed to realise the project. 

Mr Chumpol said a final decision to expand the road may be taken prior to the World Heritage Committee meeting in New Zealand in June and he was sure the decision would not affect the World Heritage status of the forest complex. 

http://www.bangkokpost.com/News/28Feb2007_news17.php
………………………………………….

The Nation, Thailand : The invisible costs of the Salween dam project

Pianporn Deetes, Special to The Nation, 28 February 2007

The Salween River is set to become a new source of energy for Thailand. 

The Electricity Generating Authority of Thailand (Egat), has been touting at least five dam projects on the Salween River inside Burma and along the Thailand-Burma border as potentially enormous sources of "cheap" energy. Still, there are unseen costs behind the electricity that have not been fully taken into account by those promoting the dam projects. Environmentally, the cost of the dams is far too great. The Salween is the last longest free-flowing international river in Southeast Asia. Pristine forests along the border are home to rare and endangered animals and plants species. The denudation of forests following logging once the dams are in place, infrastructure development and inundation from reservoirs would destroy enormous tracts of invaluable natural resources.

More importantly, an extensive impact on human beings would be inevitable. No one knows exactly how many people will be affected, however Salween Watch says the conservative estimate is that at least 83,000 people will be uprooted from their homeland in the Shan, Karenni, and Karen states in Burma, and Mae Hong Son province in Thailand. 

Over the past five decades, Burma's Salween River basin has been plagued by successive civil wars. In recent years, an increase in militarisation by the Burmese army in future reservoir areas in the three states has been reported by various sources. This has brought about human rights violations systematically waged by the Burmese army against the ethnic minorities including forced labour, forced relocation, torture, rape and massacre.

"The dam is death for us," said a Karen internally-displaced person (IDP) sitting in the jungle under a makeshift bamboo shelter after the Burmese army attacked her village. For vulnerable IDPs, the Salween forests are the last hiding places available to them, serving as temporary refuge while they anxiously wait to go back home once the Burmese army retreats. However, there will be no place to hide if the jungle, their only safe place, is submerged.

Do not be mistaken - this is not just an internal affair for Burma. Social injustices are trans-boundary in nature and they would be exacerbated by Thai investment in these mega-dam projects.

If the dams are built, Thailand will not be able to avoid the inevitable influx of new ethnic Burmese refugees from the dam-affected areas. At present, Thailand already hosts at least 140,000 refugees registered in temporary shelters along the border, plus more than 1 million migrant workers from Burma.

Many of these people will become permanent refugees when their homeland is forever flooded by the reservoirs and is then guarded by army garrisons. 

All planning and decision-making has been conducted discreetly. The deals have been brokered with no public participation or transparency. Egat has refused to disclose the agreements it has made with the Burmese junta claiming it is under obligation to keep them confidential. This is not to mention ordinary villagers who will be directly affected by the dams - they have not been kept informed by the state.

Thai Energy Minister Piyasvasti Amranand's claim to the effect that the dams are still far away contrasts with the reality on the ground. Preparatory work at dam sites in Burma's Karen and Shan states has been ongoing and has never once ceased. Chulalongkorn University's Environmental Research Institute was commissioned by Egat to conduct an environmental impact assessment in Burma in November of last year (the very same month that Piyasavati claimed the dam plan would not be reassessed by his government). 

Dam builders do not want to accept that the dam sites are situated in a war zone. This is despite the fact that an Egat staff member died last year after stepping on a landmine near the Hut Gyi Dam site, the first in a series of dams to be built in Karen state. Teams of experts are still risking their lives conducting studies in the area accompaned by armed Burmese military escorts.

Even though state authorities from the two countries have shown no concern for marginalised ethnic villagers, those living along the Salween cannot just sit back waiting for their final destiny. Today, representatives from dam-affected villages both in Thailand and Burma, together with activists in 14 major cities around the world, will concurrently demonstrate to demand the cancellation of the controversial dam project. 

If all of the social and environmental costs of the Salween dams were fully considered, we would never think of making this absurd investment. We have many other alternatives to cope with rising energy demands. Demand-side management, renewable energy sources and a decentralised system, are just a few of many options that should be pursued. 

If Thais realise that our future "cheap electricity" will be generated at the expense of sacred land, lives and the blood of our brothers and sisters across the Salween River in Burma, I strongly believe most of us would not support this dangerous plan.

Pianporn Deetes is a campaigner for the Living River Siam-Southeast Asia Rivers Network.

http://nationmultimedia.com/2007/02/28/opinion/opinion_30028089.php 

………………………………………….

The Star: Drought threatens 1.5 million in southwest China

February 27, 2007

Drought in southwestern China is threatening the drinking water supplies of 1.5 million people and authorities are considering seeding clouds to make it rain, state media said on Tuesday. 

The problem has been compounded by last summer's heat wave in the densely populated municipality of Chongqing, as water supplies have still not recovered, the Beijing News said. 

More than 10 ships which ply the Yangtze River have been stranded by the low water levels, it added.

Some parts of Chongqing -- home to some 30 million people -- have started limiting water supplies to residents and are drilling new wells to find underground sources of water, the report said. 

Last summer's drought was the worst to hit southwest China in more than a century, when temperatures topped 40 degrees Celsius (104.00F) and about 18 million people faced drinking water shortages.

http://thestaronline.com/news/story.asp?file=/2007/2/27/worldupdates/2007-02-27T085947Z_01_NOOTR_RTRJONC_0_-289295-1&sec=Worldupdates
……………………………………………….

SciDevNet: Asia's air-conditioning damages the ozone layer

February 26, 2007

An explosion in demand for air-conditioning units in Asia ― particularly in India and southern China ― could be slowing the healing of the ozone layer.

Most air-conditioning systems in India and China use the cheap refrigerant HCFC-22, which is banned in Europe and will soon be in the United States. But developing countries are allowed to use it until 2040.

With higher living standards throughout India and China, more people are able to purchase air-conditioning units, resulting in rising HCFC-22 emissions. Developing countries release 20–35 per cent more of the chemical each year.

Now scientists are worried about how this is damaging the ozone layer, reports Keith Bradsher.

Four months ago scientists discovered that the 'hole' created by the ozone-damaging gases — such as chlorofluorocarbons — has expanded again, back to its record size of 2001.

China is planning to halt the production and use of the more damaging chlorofluorocarbons by July of this year, but the developing world needs more incentives to voluntarily start phasing out the use of HCFC-22, say scientists.

http://www.scidev.net/features/index.cfm?fuseaction=readfeatures&itemid=585&language=1
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General Environment News

Africa: Activists Urge UN to Halt

East African Business Week (Kampala): Multinational companies through their subsidiaries in developing countries have been accused of dumping mercury- made electronics products in Africa which are hazardous to both climate and human health. Anti- mercury activists are lobbying the United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP) to come up with a legal binding instrument to curb Trans boundary illegal trafficking of mercury products to developing countries. The activists argue that developed countries export their excess mercury and outdated technologies to the developing world leading to the increased atmospheric mercury either through waste handling or disposal of products containing mercury. http://allafrica.com/stories/200702270445.html
Africa: Scientists Count Africa's Ecological Riches

Cameroon Tribune (Yaoundé): The 18th Congress of the AETFAT opened in Yaounde yesterday under the theme: Systematics and Conservation of African Plants. Scientists from 43 African and European countries began meeting in Yaounde yesterday at the 18th Congress of the Association for the Taxonomic Study of Tropical African Flora, better known by its French abbreviation, AETFAT. Among the issues to be handled by participants for the next five days are those related to taxonomy of African plants and fungi, Phytogeography of African plants, Ethnobotany and conservation of African plants. Scientists are equally expected to size up the milestone covered in research on African flora, vegetation of African plant habitats, database of African plants and the evolution of the African Plant Initiative Project (API). http://allafrica.com/stories/200702270681.html
Kenya: Citizens Dying Young And Poor - UN Report

The East African Standard (Nairobi): The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) says poverty, health, environment, crime and illiteracy is chopping the life expectancy "to slightly over 40 years" in some parts of the country. The Kenya National Human Development Report, also says human insecurities are one of the greatest obstacles to human development. "It is both a cause and a consequence of mass poverty," says the report. It singles out Nyanza and Western provinces as the worst cases, where people live and die young. Here, residents succumb to malaria, HIV/Aids and TB and many never see their 40th birthday.

One of every four people in Suba, Bondo and Homa Bay districts are not expected to survive beyond 40 years. The province's poor performance on the poverty index has also been attributed to lack of income earning opportunities due to illiteracy and poverty. http://allafrica.com/stories/200702271160.html
Uganda: Coffee Faces Global Warming Threat

The Monitor (Kampala): Uganda's coffee industry, a key pillar of the economy, could be entirely wiped out in the next few decades if the local temperatures rise by just two degrees centigrade, according to one of the country's top climate scientists. Phillip Gwage, the assistant commissioner in the Meteorology Department told Daily Monitor yesterday that the anticipated increase in temperatures, caused by global warming, will render the climatic conditions in nearly all of Uganda's coffee growing areas too hot to support the crop.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200702271046.html
Rwanda: Beware of Cholera, Returnees Told

The New Times (Kigali): A sector official in Tabagwe, Nyagatare District has called on families of returnees to improve their hygiene to avoid catching cholera, clean by, among other ways, constructing temporary pit latrines which have recently claimed several lives in the sector. John Mujarugamba who is in charge of social affairs at Tabagwe Sector, told Rwandans who returned from Tanzania on Saturday that they should keep the environment around them He was speaking after the monthly community clean-up exercise (Umuganda), which was carried out at the returnees' camp. http://allafrica.com/stories/200702270176.html
Rwanda: Local NGO in Environment Campaign

The New Times (Kigali): A local Non-Governmental Organisation (NGO), Kalambe, has stepped up a campaign to sensitise the public to preserve the environment. The NGO on Saturday started a three-day conference brining together forty participants at Kimisagara Umurava Hall. According to its director, Elevas Gasumuni, the meeting was aimed at creating awareness and educating the various people on how to preserve the environment particularly through utilizing renewable energy. http://allafrica.com/stories/200702270177.html
Southern Africa: Turning Up the Heat

The Voice (Francistown): Southern Africa is running out of electricity and, if nothing changes, demand will soon outstrip supply. Fortunately for both the local and regional economies, Botswana is in a great position to take up some of the slack with the massive new Mmamabula export power station that the government, CIC and International Power hope to have on line by 2011. The interested parties have already earmarked P42 billion to fast-track that project, and another P7 billion has been set aside to expand domestic power production at the Morupule power station. That means electricity could at some point become more expensive in South Africa than it is here, and we could find ourselves earning foreign currency from Mmamabula electricity and at the same time attracting new power intensive industries to the country.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200702270598.html
South Africa: Marine turtle nestings on the rise in South Africa


KwaZulu Natal, South Africa – Loggerhead nestings have reached record levels in South Africa, a positive sign for the endangered marine turtle. According to monitoring conducted by WWF-South Africa over the 2005–06 season, there were over 2,000 loggerhead nestings found along a 56km stretch of the northern KwaZulu Natal coastline. “This is the highest number recorded in 43 years,” said Richard Penn Sawers, head of the WWF/Green Trust Turtle Monitoring and Community Development Project. Populations of the more critically endangered leatherback turtle are also thriving here, with an average of 70–80 nestings per season. http://www.panda.org/news_facts/newsroom/index.cfm?uNewsID=94220
Angola: Civil Society Forum On Environment Starts Today

Angola Press Agency (Luanda): The Angolan Ecological Youth (JEA) will promote as from this Tuesday, in the Agriculture and Rural Development Ministry, in Luanda, the second Forum of the Civil Society on Environment, under the motto "The environmental challenges in the Angolan national reconstruction process". The event, which has the support of the Dutch Institute for Southern Africa (NIZA), will have as chief purpose to identify, analyse and reflect about the main environmental challenges in the country's reconstruction process. http://allafrica.com/stories/200702270630.html
Angola: Malanje - $200,000 Released for Knotgrass Reforestation

Angola Press Agency (Luanda): At least Usd 200,000 was released by Angola's northern Malanje province government for the forestation of the Matadi knotgrass, some 18 kilometres of the provincial city. Speaking to Angop, the head of provincial department of the Forest Resources Development Institute (IDF), Tomás Mizalaque, said that of the amount Usd 180 will be used in the reproduction of plants and mechanisation of 40,000 hectares of land. http://allafrica.com/stories/200702270782.html
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SECRETARY-GENERAL CALLS FOR AID FOR GUINEA AFTER ACCORD ON NEW PRIME MINISTER 

United Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon today called on the international community to increase its economic cooperation with the new Government of Guinea following President Lansana Conté’s appointment of a consensus prime minister, ending weeks of strikes and deadly clashes with labour unions. 

In a statement issued by his spokesperson, Mr. Ban welcomed Mr. Conté’s decision to name Lansana Kouyaté, a former senior UN official, as prime minister and commended “the successful and constructive facilitation role” played by the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) headed by General Ibrahim Babangida. 

He called on all Guineans to support Mr. Kouyaté, who in 1994 was UN Assistant Under-Secretary-General for Political Affairs and before that Deputy Special Representative of the Secretary-General in Somalia, and “work together in building momentum towards lasting peace and prosperity in their country.” 

Mr. Ban welcomed the labour leaders’ pledge to suspend their strike following the appointment. 

“The Secretary-General calls on the international community to enhance its economic cooperation with the new Government with a view to consolidating the consensus reached, which would allow the reform process and the country's efforts on poverty alleviation and the promotion of development, good governance and respect for human rights and the rule of law to take hold,” the statement said. 

Mr. Ban’s Special Representative for West Africa, Ahmedou Ould-Abdallah, conferred with the ECOWAS chairman, President Blaise Compaoré of Burkina Faso, and other ECOWAS leaders yesterday in Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso’s capital, and will return to Conakry later this week. 

During the weeks of crisis Mr. Ban and other senior UN officials called on the Government and labour leaders to step back from the worsening political and security situation in which at least 110 people had been killed since last month. 

The UN Central Emergency Response Fund (CERF) released $2.35 million for urgent humanitarian activities and Mr. Ban urged the security forces to exercise maximum restraint and to scrupulously uphold the rule of law and respect for human rights while calling on labour leaders to refrain from inciting violence and the destruction of property. 

* * * 

CONDEMNING REBEL ATTACK IN SRI LANKA, BAN KI-MOON CALLS FOR END TO VIOLENCE 

Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon today condemned an attack by separatist rebels in Sri Lanka which injured senior aid officials, including one from the United Nations, and urged both sides in the conflict to halt the bloodshed and resume talks. 

Mr. Ban’s statement came in reaction to the shelling by the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) of a helicopter airfield in Batticaloa in eastern Sri Lanka, where 12 people, including the UN Resident Coordinator and other members of a high-ranking international delegation taking part in a humanitarian assessment mission, were injured, according to a statement released by his spokesperson condemning the incident. 

“The attack was in total disregard for the lives of civilians, humanitarian workers, Government officials, and the international community,” Michele Montas told reporters in New York. 

“The Secretary-General urges the parties to the conflict to end the destructive spiral of violence and calls on them to make every effort to return to the peace process as soon as possible,” she said. 

The UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and other agencies have been struggling to assist tens of thousands of civilians who have fled fighting between the Government and the LTTE. 

UNHCR estimates that some 70,000 people have been killed and 465,000 displaced by the more than two decade-long conflict, including nearly 205,000 uprooted since fighting erupted anew in April 2006 despite a ceasefire signed in 2002. 

* * * 

BAN KI-MOON HAILS NEW AGREEMENT ON VICTIMS OF FORCED LABOUR IN MYANMAR 

United Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon today hailed a recent agreement reached between the International Labour Organization (ILO) and the Government of Myanmar on the establishment of a complaint mechanism for victims of forced labour. 

In a statement welcoming this development, a spokesperson for Mr. Ban noted that the establishment of this mechanism “has been a longstanding request of the International Labour Conference and the ILO Governing Body.” 

In addition, UN Under-Secretary-General Ibrahim Gambari also underlined the importance of this step during his recent visit to Myanmar in the context of the Secretary-General’s good offices, spokesman Michele Montas said. 

The ILO has for years been dealing with the issue of forced labour in Myanmar, and in November, 2006, the agency’s Governing Body adopted a resolution requesting “that the Government conclude with the ILO such an agreement as a matter of utmost urgency and decided to place on the agenda of its March 2007 session a specific item to enable it to move on legal options, including involving the International Court of Justice (ICJ),” which is the UN’s highest legal tribunal. 

* * * 

INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY PLAYS KEY ROLE IN FOSTERING DEVELOPMENT, BAN KI-MOON SAYS 

Information and communications technologies (ICT) are crucial in spurring “development, dignity and peace,” United Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon today told a gathering of technology experts, activists, corporate leaders and government officials. 

“Let us turn the digital divide into digital opportunity,” Mr. Ban said in a video message at the opening of the Steering Committee’s meeting of the Global Alliance for Information and Communications Technologies and Development, a UN initiative. 

Governments, civil society, the private sector, academia and others must join forces to “promote new business models, public policies and technology solutions in the global approach to development,” he added. 

Members of the Alliance will brainstorm with Silicon Valley leaders tomorrow to determine how the UN and the business world can work in tandem to bring the benefits of ICT to developing countries. 

“Increasing access to technology will be a critical driver of economic growth in emerging economies,” said Craig Barrett, Global Alliance Chair and Intel Corporation Chairman. “It’s time to focus on actions with results, not protocol. Our focus can improve people’s lives.” 

The Alliance was formed last year, and is “well placed to promote the use of ICT in fighting poverty, illiteracy and disease, in protecting the environment and empowering women and girls,” Mr. Ban said, underscoring how technology can be utilized to meet the Millennium Development Goals, a set of globally agreed targets that aim to deal with a host of social ills – including eradicating extreme poverty – by 2015. 

This session held in Santa Clara, California, is the third since the Alliance’s creation last year and will span two days. At least 250 people are expected to attend. 

* * * 

‘ABANDONED’ PEOPLE IN CENTRAL AFRICAN REPUBLIC, CHAD NEED AID: UNICEF AMBASSADOR 

Humanitarian assistance is crucial to save the lives of hundreds of thousands of “utterly neglected” and “desperate” people affected by conflict in the Central African Republic (CAR) and Chad, actress and Goodwill Ambassador for the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) Mia Farrow said today, upon returning from a visit to the area. 

“I don’t see how this extremely fragile and completely abandoned population can possibly survive” without a rapid injection of international aid, Ms. Farrow told reporters at a press briefing at UN Headquarters. “The enormity of the humanitarian situation and the fact that it has scarcely been addressed…is incomprehensible to me.” 

Ms. Farrow recalled, in vivid detail, an encounter while on the road in northwest CAR. After seeing “burnt village after burnt village after burnt village,” the UN convoy she was riding in paused because she had heard that hundreds of thousands of people, forced out of their homes by fighting, lived in the bush, she said. 

“I had heard that maybe if we paused people might come out, and sure enough, after 15 minutes, two people, ten people, 50, 100, 300 souls came out of the bush like spectres just caked in dust, emaciated,” she continued, saying that they came forward after seeing that their convoy was not armed with machine guns. After talking to them, she found that they were “too terrified to return to rebuild their villages and they were going to stay in the bush until they felt secure.” 

However, another non-UN vehicle approached, and “you could hear the pounding of the feet on the hard clay ground as 300 people vanished into the bush in sheer terror” in case the oncoming car carried armed soldiers, she said. 

The dire humanitarian situation in CAR has been called the “forgotten crisis, but that implies that it was once remembered,” Ms. Farrow said. “I don’t know that it has been in the consciousness of the international community.” 

She compared the current situation in eastern Chad to her experience in the country last November. While on her last visit, she saw 60 villages burned in one week as well as a “tremendous displaced and wounded population,” this time she noticed these people had been moved to makeshift camps. However, they have insufficient water and food supplies, and with the rainy season impending, more lives are at stake. 

Both countries need an immediate boost of aid, Ms. Farrow said, while acknowledging that humanitarian workers must work in extremely precarious and dangerous environments. Aid agencies, including UNICEF, “are resolved to do more there and we are going to follow through on that, but I cannot underline how dangerous, how volatile, difficult the situation is for the aid workers to live there.” 

Ms. Farrow also called on the UN to send in an international peacekeeping force to protect these people, especially those living close to both countries’ borders with Sudan, and allow them to rebuild their lives. 

Earlier today, the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) launched a $6.2 million supplementary appeal to cope with up to 150,000 internally displaced persons (IDPs) expected to be made homeless this year in eastern Chad because of increasing violence and insecurity, partly driven by killings in the neighbouring Sudanese region of Darfur. 

* * * 

ALMOST 100,000 MOZAMBICAN CHILDREN DISPLACED BY CYCLONE AND FLOODS: UNICEF 

Around 80,000 children in the southern African country of Mozambique have now been displaced by flooding after Friday’s cyclone added to the misery of almost a month of floods that destroyed the homes of at least 160,000 people, the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) said today, adding that the next week will be critical in avoiding outbreaks of disease. 

Persistent heavy rains across southern Africa have wreaked havoc for hundreds of thousands of people in the region over the past month but Cyclone Favio last week, which killed at least two children in Mozambique, also severely damaged the central hospital at Vilanculos, as well as an estimated 220 classrooms. 

“It is rare for a country to be hit by two massive and simultaneous emergencies within such a short period of time,” said the Head of UNICEF in Mozambique, Leila Pakkala. “Mozambique responded quickly to the flooding, but there is no quick fix, and all our problems around water and sanitation, shelter, health, and education are now exacerbated by this severe cyclone.” 

The next week is “absolutely critical” for children who have lost homes, schools and are in danger of contracting diseases. “The response has been express and effective, but it must be stressed that this can only continue while resources and actions on the ground are maintained.” 

Current priorities for the Government, UN agencies and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) are to ensure water facilities are clean and serviceable, temporary health structures are functioning, children are back in school, and drugs and health equipment are delivered to all affected areas. 

UNICEF has already spent $3 million on helping the flood and cyclone victims, in particular by responding to the growing needs of populations now sheltered in camps, with such assistance as 500 tarpaulin sheets to build shelters, 10,000 cans and buckets for fresh water and other emergency supplies. 

UNICEF is the lead partner for nutrition, water, sanitation and hygiene and is co-leader with Save the Children in education and protection. It also works in health, which is led by the UN World Health Organization (WHO). 

* * * 

SCIENCE PANEL’S REPORT FOR UN OUTLINES PLAN FOR CUTTING RISKS FROM CLIMATE CHANGE 

Improved transportation systems, tighter building codes and financing for energy-efficiency investments are among the measures recommended in a new scientific report on coping with climate change that was prepared at the request of the United Nations. 

The UN Foundation and Sigma Xi, the Scientific Research Society, presented the report “Confronting Climate Change: Avoiding the Unmanageable and Managing the Unavoidable” to Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon, who has called climate change one of his priority concerns. 

The report notes that the technology exists to “seize significant opportunities around the globe” to reduce emissions and provide other economic, environmental and social benefits. 

It calls on policy makers to improve efficiency in the area of transportation through measures such as vehicle efficiency standards, fuel taxes, and registration fees or rebates that favour purchase of efficient and alternative fuel vehicles. 

They should also improve design and efficiency of commercial and residential buildings through building codes, standards for equipment and appliances, incentives for property developers and landlords to build and manage properties efficiently, and financing for energy-efficiency investments, the report states. 

It also recommends expanding the use of biofuels through energy portfolio standards and incentives to growers and consumers. 

The report outlines a role for the international community, through the UN and related multilateral institutions, including helping countries in need to finance and deploy energy efficient and new energy technologies while accelerating negotiations to develop a new international framework for addressing climate change and sustainable development. 

The report is “an attempt to define the beginnings of a course through the scientific impact, what we know about the impact of climate change and what we will know about possible measures of what we will do,” UN Foundation President Timothy E. Wirth told a press briefing in New York. 

He called the report “a very handy basis for how the climate issue is handled.” 

Prepared as input for the upcoming meeting of the UN’s Commission on Sustainable Development, the report warns of “two starkly different futures” facing humanity: one marked by increasingly serious climate-related impacts and the other aiming to “reduce dangerous emissions, create economic opportunity, help to reduce global poverty, reduce degradation and carbon emissions from ecosystems, and contribute to sustainability.” 

“Humanity must act collectively and urgently to change course through leadership at all levels of society,” it warns. “There is no more time for delay.” 

* * * 

CHAD: UN LAUNCHES SUPPLEMENTARY APPEAL FOR UP TO 150,000 INTERNALLY DISPLACED THIS YEAR 

Amid increasing insecurity and violence in eastern Chad, partly driven by killings in the neighbouring Sudanese region of Darfur, the United Nations refugee agency today launched a $6.2 million supplementary appeal to cope with up to 150,000 internally displaced persons (IDPs) expected to be made homeless this year. 

This latest appeal by the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) comes in addition to $69.3 million already budgeted this year for some 220,000 refugees from Darfur in 12 camps in eastern Chad, and another 46,000 from the Central African Republic (CAR) in the south of the country. 

“Chad is already struggling to cope with the refugees from Darfur and CAR. And it is now faced with the internal displacement of up to 120,000 of its own citizens amid spreading regional insecurity,” UNHCR spokesperson Jennifer Pagonis told reporters in Geneva, adding that the new appeal aims to cover up to 150,000 IDPs by the end of 2007. 

The money will be used to fund assistance and protection programmes in eastern Chad, including the transfer of up to 20,000 IDPs from makeshift spontaneous settlements to more organized sites, as well as provision of emergency shelter and other non-food relief supplies. 

The displacement began in late 2005 and worsened in 2006 with a series of bloody inter-ethnic attacks, exacerbated by competition for scarce water, grazing land and other resources – mostly in the south-east of Chad. The attacks mirror the violence in Darfur, with armed, mainly Arab men on horseback and camels attacking and burning African villages, destroying crops, stealing cattle, terrorizing villagers and killing people. 

“The attacks allegedly involve mostly Chadian groups, with some degree of cooperation from the Sudanese Janjaweed militia,” said Ms. Pagonis. 

Currently, there are at least 25 settlements of internally displaced people in south-eastern Chad, but this supplementary appeal notes that the real extent of the displacement in the region remains difficult to assess because of the growing insecurity. 

Last week, Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon proposed to the Security Council sending a nearly 11,000-strong UN peacekeeping mission to eastern Chad to protect civilians and deter cross-border attacks, as he painted a very grim picture of the humanitarian situation. 

“Eastern Chad is facing a multifaceted security and humanitarian crisis, which includes ongoing clashes between Government forces and Sudan-based Chadian rebels, cross-border attacks on civilians by Sudan-based militia, the presence of Sudanese rebels on Chadian territory, ethnic violence, internal displacement, inter-communal tensions and banditry,” he said in his latest report to the 15-member body. 

He also proposed “a modest deployment” of UN military and police personnel in the north-east of the CAR. 

* * * 

MIDDLE EAST PEACE PROCESS MUST CONTINUE DESPITE ‘ENORMOUS’ CHALLENGES – BAN KI-MOON 

In the face of “enormous” challenges – such as Israeli military operations and Palestinian suicide attacks targeting Israeli civilians – the Middle East peace process must persevere in order for Israelis and Palestinians to exist peacefully as neighbours, United Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon said today. 

“Today, we are at a critical juncture in efforts to move beyond crisis management, and renew efforts toward genuine conflict resolution,” Mr. Ban told the 2007 session of the United Nations Committee on the Exercise of the Inalienable Rights of the Palestinian People, meeting in New York. 

Palestinians crave freedom and independence while Israelis yearn for enduring security, yet “neither can achieve their legitimate demands without a settlement of the conflict,” he added. 

The Secretary-General pointed to actions taken by both sides as seriously impeding progress towards peace. 

Israel has launched military operations, imposed severe movement restrictions and, after Fatah’s defeat at the hands of Hamas in last year’s elections, withheld the Palestinian Authority’s tax and customs revenues. Such actions have hastened the onset of a humanitarian crisis in the occupied Palestinian territory, and have also weakened endeavours to build a viable Palestinian State. 

Meanwhile, rocket and suicide attacks on Israeli civilians have only tightened restrictions on Palestinians by Israelis. A drop in donor support for the Palestinian Authority due to its not adhering to the peace process has further incapacitated its Government. 

“Indeed,” Mr. Ban stated, “nearly all of the developments of 2006 took us further from the goal shared by a majority of Israelis and Palestinians: two States, Israel and Palestine, living side by side in peace and security.” 

However, there have been some welcome recent developments, Mr. Ban pointed out. 

He lauded the Mecca accord, reached on 8 February, in which Hamas and Fatah agreed to share power, and expressed hope that the agreement will be effectively implemented. 

The Secretary-General also noted revived discussions between Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas and Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Olmert, urging them both to proceed in process as partners. Mr. Ban also cited United States Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice’s hosting of talks with both leaders as a positive sign that Washington is actively working with the parties to bring an end to the conflict. 

He also commended the increased activity of the Quartet – the high-level diplomatic group comprising the UN, United States, Russia and European Union – which has met twice this month to discuss the best methods to ensure a permanent peace. 

The Secretary-General said that he urges “all of us to take advantage of the political opportunities at hand” to “find a path that has eluded us for so long, and arrive at our commonly hoped for destination of a comprehensive, just and lasting peace in the Middle East… and the creation of an independent Palestinian State living side-by-side in peace with Israel.” 

* * * 

UN ATOMIC WATCHDOG: NUCLEAR DETECTIVE NOT ONLY FOR WEAPONS BUT ON DAMAGED ART, TOO 

The United Nations atomic watchdog agency, better known around the world for its efforts to curb nuclear proliferation and stop weapons of mass destruction from falling into the hands of terrorists, is helping an Austrian museum assess damage and identify ways to preserve a stolen Renaissance sculptural masterpiece that was recently recovered. 

Acting as a nuclear detective in a little known sphere, the UN International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) has loaned Vienna’s Kunsthistorisches (Art History) Museum an instrument known as X-ray fluorescence spectroscopy (or XRF) to examine and uncover hidden truths about a golden salt and pepper cellar sculpted by Benvenuto Cellini, which was found buried deep in a forest after being stolen in 2003. 

Just under 30 centimetres high, the Saliera – sculpted in the 16th century to hold spices for royal feasts – shows the graceful bodies of a man and woman symbolizing the god of the sea and goddess of earth. Its value exceeds $60 million. 

Not many people know that nuclear-based techniques like XRF are used for studying works of art, from Cellini’s Saliera to Michelangelo’s David. But they have proved their worth in fields ranging from art restoration to archaeology and the preservation of cultural artifacts. 

The best feature is that the invisible rays do not destroy or harm the treasured art. Another is its portability. Since any movement to a work of art is potentially catastrophic, the goal of art restorers is to minimize disturbance. And XRF, about the size of an overhead projector mounted on a moveable chassis, can be brought right to the source. 

As it was to unlock the secrets of Cellini’s Saliera. Initial findings show that the gold is very pure, about 90 per cent. The composition of the sensitive, partly flaking enamel that covers the masterpiece is still being examined. Martina Griesser, who heads the museum’s conservation science department, said the enamel had been degrading over time but “the theft certainly did not help things.” 

Having the sculpture exposed to harsh elements is a horrifying scenario for museum conservators. “The theft damaged the Saliera but fortunately not so much as we were expecting,” Ms. Griesser said. 

Most obvious is a deep scratch at the breast of the female figure, probably caused by the crowbar the thief used to smash the showcase it was stored in. The information obtained from the XRF gives conservators like Helene Hanzer the best chance to restore the piece and protect it for the future. With the help of XRF, it is hoped that the Saliera will be fully restored and back on public display in 2008. 

Apart from its nuclear weapons remit, the IAEA has a multi-dimensional mission that crosses a host of fields from medical diagnosis and cancer treatment to isotope tracking of underground water to weather and climate studies. 

* * * 

UN HEALTH AGENCY INVESTIGATES FIRST REPORT HUMAN BIRD FLU CASE IN LAOS 

United Nations health agency officials are monitoring an area of Laos following the first human case of bird flu to be reported in the South-East Asian country, bringing to one dozen the total number of States with human infections. 

The 15-year-old female patient is currently in Nongkhai public hospital in neighbouring Thailand where she remains in stable condition. 

The Lao Government is providing samples of the virus to a collaborating examination centre of the UN World Health Organization (WHO), which is coordinating global efforts to monitor the disease for any possible mutations into a human pandemic that in a worst case scenario could kill millions of people. 

Thai, Lao and WHO officials have examined the girl’s village and those districts where poultry deaths had occurred earlier. Close contacts of the girl have been identified and are being monitored daily. The adults were given prophylaxis with oseltamivir medicine and to date all of them remain healthy. 

There have so far been 275 confirmed human cases worldwide, 167 of them fatal, the vast majority in South-East Asia. UN health officials have been on constant alert to detect any mutation that could make the disease more easily transmissible in humans. Nearly all human cases so far have been traced to contact with infected birds. 

The so-called Spanish flu pandemic of 1918-1920, which spread easily between humans, is estimated to have killed from 20 million to 40 million people worldwide. 

More than 200 million birds have died from either the virus or preventive culling in the current outbreak. 

In a related development, the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) field workers and Afghan government veterinarian are seeking cases of unusual mortality in poultry and taking appropriate samples amid concerns over the re-introduction of the H5N1 bird flu virus into the Central Asian country due to outbreaks among poultry in neighbouring Pakistan. 

Geographically limited outbreaks among poultry have been recorded in border areas but they are so far controllable given a vigorous response in terms of selective and appropriate quarantine, culling, disinfection and intensified surveillance, FAO reported. 

On average 2,000 vaccinations are carried out on a daily basis in the areas surrounding infected places. It is estimated that a total of 60,000 vaccinations will be performed in the next month in Jalalabad. The Veterinary department in Jalalabad still has a stock of 140,000 vaccines available. 

* * * 

UN SENDS IN AID FOR COLOMBIANS FLEEING VIOLENCE INTO ECUADOR 

The United Nations refugee agency is distributing emergency items and food rations to more than 300 people who fled into Ecuador from Colombia in the latest spasm of over four decades of conflict between Government forces, leftist guerrillas, rightist paramilitaries and criminal gangs that has driven 3 million Colombians from their homes. 

“So far, we have registered 315 people, more than half of them children,” UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) spokesperson Jennifer Pagonis told a news briefing in Geneva today, noting that according to the new arrivals, many more could be on the way. 

“Many in the group are still very visibly shocked and scared. They say they fled after an irregular armed group killed the local schoolteacher and threatened other people,” she said. “Local authorities on the Colombian side of the border report fighting in the area.” 

The group, from the Colombian village of Tallambi, lived on the opposite bank of the river that forms the border, and a large number are Awa indigenous people. UNHCR deployed a team of humanitarian workers to the Ecuadorian village of Chical on Sunday to distribute aid in coordination with partner organizations. 

The newcomers have been staying with local families but the housing capacity of the small community is fast reaching its limit. UNHCR and the local authorities are getting a shelter ready in case more people cross over in the coming days. The Awa live in their own territory spanning the border and have suffered greatly from increased violence in the southern Colombian region of Nariño in recent years. 

In general, ethnic minorities in Colombia have been disproportionately affected by the conflict and UNHCR has warned that some indigenous communities risk disappearing altogether once the cultural ties linking them to their home areas are broken. 

Last month, a group of some 40 Afro-Colombians arrived in northern Ecuador, also from Nariño. They have asked to remain in Ecuador as they feel it is unsafe to return. UNHCR is coordinating efforts with the national refugee office for a speedy answer to their asylum request. 

Overall some 250,000 Colombians are in Ecuador after fleeing the conflict in Colombia, which with some 3 million internally displaced persons (IDPs) contains the largest population of concern to UNHCR in any country in the world as the fighting has hit most regions of the Andean country. There are also an estimated 200,000 Colombians in need of protection in Venezuela. 

* * * 

25,000TH CONGOLESE REPATRIATED FROM TANZANIA, ANNOUNCES UN REFUGEE AGENCY 

When she stepped off a ferry last Friday in the eastern port of Baraka in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), Elizabeth Ibengo became the 25,000th refugee to be repatriated from Tanzania since the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) began a return programme in October 2005. 

Ms. Ibengo, 24, was one of almost 500 refugees who took the eight-hour boat ride across Lake Tanganyika and then transported to their home regions 130 kilometres away from Baraka this weekend. 

Accompanied by her two-year-old son, Ms. Ibengo, who was forced to flee the fighting in her home village in South Kivu province a decade ago, will rejoin her husband who returned last year to build a family home. 

In a related development, UN High Commissioner for Refugees António Guterres today greeted over 401 Congolese refugees them in their native tongue Kiswahili as they returned to their homeland from Tanzania. 

“Karibu sana, karibu sana, karibu sana,” or “you are very welcome,” he said, as the returnees came ashore from a boat in Baraka. 

This group of refugees was carried to their home country by a former German imperial warship, believed to be the oldest working vessel in the world. Although the MV Liemba, originally commissioned in 1912 as the Graf von Poetzen, has sunk twice, it was resuscitated as a transport ship in the 1970s. 

The High Commissioner’s visit is part of an unprecedented joint mission to the region with the head of the UN World Food Programme (WFP), James Morris, and the Executive Director of the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF), Ann Veneman. 

“There is no task that is more noble than helping people go back to their homeland,” Mr. Guterres said after meeting with the newly-repatriated Congolese. “The solidarity of the international community” must now assist these refugees who have returned to their war-ravaged homeland. 

The three heads of their respective UN agencies also served rice and beans donated by WFP to school children who also recently returned to the DRC. 

One teenager expressed her gratitude for the UN’s assistance, but said that problems persist. “Many pupils are forced to drop out because of the inability of parents to pay school fees,” the student at M’Shimbakye Primary School said. “The school has not been totally rehabilitated and we don’t have enough school books.” 

In the next stop in the schedule, Mr. Guterres, Mr. Morris and Ms. Veneman will travel to the Rwandan capital of Kigali to meet with President Paul Kagame. 

After years of violence – the brutal civil war which ended in 1999 cost 4 million lives – much of the infrastructure in South Kivu province, which played host to a great deal of the fighting, is in a state of disarray, compounding the challenges posed to newly-repatriated Congolese. 

To this end, UNHCR is working to improve the livelihoods of returnees through activities to bolster their incomes, micro-credit schemes and rebuilding public services. 

One such returnee who has benefited greatly from the agency’s programmes is Monisha Naboska, who returned to South Kivu from Tanzania. 

“I brought enough cash with me to establish a restaurant, but I needed more help to get it started,” she said. 

However, with a loan from ACTED, a French non-governmental organization (NGO) and UNCHR partner, Ms. Naboska and five partners found success when they opened the restaurant. She can now afford to feed her children and send them to school. 

Over 2,000 refugees returned to the DRC from Tanzania this year. Voluntary repatriations of refugees first began from the Central African Republic (CAR) in October 2004, and then in April 2004 from the Republic of the Congo. To date, almost 90,000 refugees have returned to the DRC, and almost half of them have received UNHCR assistance. However, more than 400,000 Congolese still reside outside the country’s borders. 

* * * 

PHILIPPINES: UN EXPERT BLASTS MILK INDUSTRY FOR SEEKING PROFIT AT COST OF INFANT HEALTH 

An independent United Nations rights expert today denounced a campaign by Filipino milk companies to promote breast-milk substitutes for manipulating UN data to protect their huge profits regardless of the interest of a country where 16,000 children under 5 died in 2003 from improper feeding practices including infant formula. 

UN Special Rapporteur on the right to food Jean Ziegler also voiced disappointment at “the irresponsible and unethical behaviour of some medical practitioners and organizations, which have lent themselves to support these companies’ selfish interest.” 

In a statement issued in Geneva, Mr. Ziegler charged that the current media campaign supporting substitutes, organized by the Pharmaceutical and Healthcare Association of the Philippines (PHAP), manipulated data emanating from UN specialized agencies such as the World Health Organization (WHO) and UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) as well as the Filipino Department of Health. 

“The aggressive marketing practices by milk companies contribute to misleading the public by claiming that breastfeeding can not be done by a majority of women and that their products raise healthy, smart and happy babies,” he said. 

WHO promotes breastfeeding as “an unequalled way of providing ideal food” for the healthy growth and development of infants, with exclusive breastfeeding for the first 6 months being “the optimal way.” Thereafter infants should receive complementary foods with continued breastfeeding up to 2 years of age or beyond. UNICEF and WHO also warn of the dangers of contaminated water being used with infant formula. 

Last July, after consultation with industry, community groups, UNICEF and WHO, the Filipino Health Department introduced a Milk Code in favour of breastfeeding, including a ban on advertising and promoting substitutes for children up to two years old, with an absolute ban on false health and nutritional claims. 

But, represented by PHAP, the milk companies appealed to the Supreme Court arguing that the new regulations constituted a restraint on freedom of trade. As a result, the Court granted a temporary restraining order that is still in effect. 

“The Special Rapporteur reiterates his support to the Government's stand in relation to the regulation to implement the Milk Code and counts on the wisdom of the Filipinos and international organizations to oppose the manipulative and deceptive tactics of milk companies who are guided by their interests and profits,” today’s statement said. 

“He urges the companies to acknowledge their social corporate responsibility and to take all necessary measures to review their marketing practices related to breast milk substitutes. The Special Rapporteur also appeals to medical practitioners to abide by the ethical rules required by their profession,” it concluded. 

Special Rapporteurs are unpaid experts serving in an independent personal capacity who report to the Geneva-based UN Human Rights Council. 

* * * 

INTERNATIONAL CRIMINAL COURT NAMES FIRST WAR CRIMES SUSPECTS IN DARFUR 

The International Criminal Court’s (ICC) chief prosecutor today named a Sudanese minister and a militia commander as the first suspects he wants tried for war crimes and crimes against humanity in Sudan’s conflict-wracked Darfur region. 

The Security Council referred the Darfur issue, along with the names of 51 suspected perpetrators, to the ICC in March 2005, after a UN inquiry into whether genocide occurred in Darfur found the Government responsible for crimes under international law and strongly recommended referring the dossier to the Court. 

ICC Chief Prosecutor Luis Moreno-Ocampo presented evidence showing that Ahmad Muhammad Harun, former Sudanese Minister of State for the Interior, and Janjaweed militia leader Ali Kushayb, “jointly committed crimes against the civilian population in Darfur,” according to an ICC press release. 

“Based on evidence collected during the last 20 months, the Prosecution has concluded there are reasonable grounds to believe that Ahmad Harun and Ali Kushayb, (also known as Ali Muhammad Ali Abd-Al-Rahman) bear criminal responsibility in relation to 51 counts of alleged crimes against humanity and war crimes,” it stated. 

The crimes were allegedly committed during attacks on the villages and towns of Kodoom, Bindisi, Mukjar and Arawala in west Darfur between August 2003 and March 2004. 

In early 2003, Mr. Harun was appointed head of the “Darfur Security desk,” where his main task was to manage and personally recruit, fund and arm the Janjaweed militia – forces that would ultimately number in the tens of thousands. He is currently Sudan's state humanitarian affairs minister. 

According to the ICC, Mr. Harun said during a public meeting that as the head of the “Darfur Security desk,” he had been given “all the power and authority to kill or forgive whoever in Darfur for the sake of peace and security.” 

Mr. Kushayb, an “Aqid al Oqada” (“colonel of colonels”) in west Darfur, was commanding thousands of Janjaweed militia by mid-2003 and the prosecution’s evidence shows that he issued orders to the militia and armed forces to victimize the civilian populations through mass rape and other sexual offences, killings, torture, inhumane acts, pillaging and looting of residences and marketplaces, the displacement of the resident community and other alleged criminal acts. 

ICC judges will now review the evidence and decide whether the two individuals committed the alleged crimes and, if so, how best to ensure their appearance in court. 

Today’s announcement comes amid increasing international efforts to stop the daily bloodshed in Darfur, where more than 200,000 people have been killed and at least 2 million others forced to flee their homes since 2003. In total, some 4 million civilians need assistance to survive in the region, which is roughly the size of France and situated in the west of Sudan. 

On Sunday, the UN’s top emergency official in Sudan visited several sites in north Darfur, along with representatives from the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF), the World Food Programme (WFP) and the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA). 

The Deputy Special Representative of the Secretary-General and the UN Resident Humanitarian Coordinator, Manuel Aranda da Silva, found in particular that water and health were the most pressing needs as he went to Deribat and Rowatta, where he also highlighted the increasing insecurity faced by humanitarian workers in the region. 

The group also met field commanders of rebel groups, who said they were committed to securing the safety of humanitarian operations. 

Separately, the UN Mission in Sudan (UNMIS) said today that over 100 people have been killed since 10 February in Kass in southern Darfur, because of fighting between tribal groups, which has also forced over 900 families of mainly women and children to flee for safety. Last month alone violence throughout Darfur forced around 46,000 more people to flee their homes, OCHA. 

* * * 

NEARLY 1 IN 6 OF WORLD’S POPULATION SUFFER FROM NEUROLOGICAL DISORDERS – UN REPORT 

Up to 1 billion people, nearly one in six of the world’s population, suffer from neurological disorders, from Alzheimer and Parkinson disease, strokes, multiple sclerosis and epilepsy to migraine, brain injuries and neuroinfections, with some 6.8 million dying of the maladies each year, according to a new United Nations report issued today. 

The UN World Health Organization (WHO) study – Neurological disorders: Public health challenges – shows that people in all countries, irrespective of age, sex, education or income are affected, that the economic cost of such diseases in Europe reached some €139 billion in 2004, and that access to appropriate care is lacking in many parts of the world. 

“Despite the fact that highly effective, low-cost treatments are available, as many as nine out of 10 people suffering from epilepsy in Africa go untreated,” WHO Director-General Margaret Chan said. 

“Health systems need to be strengthened to deliver better care for people with neurological disorders,” she added, recommending that neurological care be integrated into primary health care since for many people, primary care is the only access to medical treatment that they have and doctors can use low-technology interventions. Community-based rehabilitation is also an option. 

Reasons for non-availability of care include inadequate health delivery systems, lack of trained personnel, absence of essential drugs and prevalence of traditional beliefs and practices. “In order to reduce the impact of neurological disorders, innovative approaches involving strong partnerships must be put in place,” said Johan Aarli, President of the World Federation of Neurology and member of the group that wrote the report. 

As the global population ages, the impact of neurological disorders will be felt both in developed and developing countries, reaching a significant proportion in countries with a growing percentage of the population over 65 years. The disorders include diseases of the central and peripheral nervous system, such as brain, spinal cord, cranial nerves, the autonomic nervous system, neuromuscular junction and muscles. 

The report recommends a series of simple but effective actions, calling for greater commitment from decision makers, increased social and professional awareness, strategies that address stigma and discrimination, national capacity building and international collaboration. 

The use of helmets by motorcyclists and of seat-belts in motor vehicles can prevent traumatic brain injury. Immunization against meningitis and the early identification and treatment of malaria are additional examples of concrete actions to reduce the burden of neurological disorders. 

Global statistics show that 50 million people suffer from epilepsy, 62 million from cerebrovascular disease, 326 million from migraine, and 24 million from Alzheimer disease and other dementias. 

The report was developed by WHO in partnership with key non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in the field of neurological disorders and organizations caring for people affected by them. 

* * * 

UN OFFICIAL URGES WORLD COMMUNITY TO MATCH ‘COURAGE’ OF PALESTINIAN UNITY GOVERNMENT 

The agreement to form a new Palestinian Unity Government challenges the international community to “match the courage and compromises” shown by the rival parties with “bold steps of its own,” a senior United Nations official said today. 

“The inter-factional fighting that raged across parts of Gaza posed a genuine threat to the existence of the Palestinian polity,” UN Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA) Commissioner-General Karen Koning AbuZayd told a meeting of the agency’s Advisory Commission in Amman, Jordan. 

“Palestinians had to confront the shocking – and embarrassing, I might add – realization that their vulnerability to destruction could come not only from the modern armaments of their old foes across the green line but also from within,” she added. 

Ever since Hamas, which refuses to recognize Israel, defeated the long-ruling Fatah in elections early last year and formed a Government, Israel stopped handing over tax and customs revenues it collects on behalf of the Palestine Authority and international donors suspended direct aid, calling on Hamas to commit to non-violence, recognize its neighbour and accept previously signed agreements between Israel and the Palestinians. 

Earlier this month Hamas and Fatah reached an agreement in Mecca, Saudi Arabia, to form a unity government, but the accord only mentions respecting previous agreements. 

Since then, the diplomatic Quartet, comprising the UN, United States, Russia and European Union (EU), which has been seeking to broker a two-state solution of Israel and Palestine living side by side in peace, has reiterated support for a Palestinian Government “committed to non-violence, recognition of Israel, and acceptance of previous agreements and obligations.” 

The Mecca Agreement “represents a courageous step back from that abyss,” Ms. AbuZayd said today. “The Agreement challenges the international community to match the courage and compromises shown by the parties with bold steps of its own, bearing in mind that the choices it makes will have profound consequences on the future of Palestinians and Palestine.” 

She underlined the hardships faced by the Palestinians. “Turning a blind eye to [Israel’s] expanding settlements and the extension of the [separation] barrier, to economic blockades, to occupation generally, works against our goals and indeed vitiates our purpose for being here,” she declared, referring to UNRWA’s humanitarian goals. 

“The stark reality is that Palestinian space, both physical and political, is shrinking. This space is the only foundation on which to build the stability and peace so necessary for the well-being of the people we serve.” 

Established in 1949 after the first Israeli-Arab war, UNRWA is the main provider of basic services - education, health, relief and social services - to over 4.3 million registered Palestine refugees throughout the Middle East. 

* * * 

SOMALIA: FOUR MEN ARRESTED BUT UN-CHARTERED FOOD AID SHIP REMAINS IN PIRATES’ HANDS 

Authorities in northern Somalia today arrested four men alleged to be part of a group that hijacked a United Nations-contracted food aid ship, but the vessel itself and its 12-member crew still remained in the hands of the pirates six miles off the coast. 

“The arrest is welcome news, but the safe release of the crew and the vessel remains our chief concern,” UN World Food Programme (WFP) Country Director Peter Goossens said. “We very much hope this ordeal will finish soon.” 

The four men were arrested when they went ashore to buy supplies in the town of Bargal in Puntland, but four other hijackers remain in control of the MV Rozen, which was seized by the pirates on Sunday shortly after it unloaded 1,800 metric tonnes of food aid and equipment - the fourth such attack on UN supply vessels off the strife-ridden East African country in 20 months. 

The ship, with its crew of six Sri Lankans, including the captain, and six Kenyans, is now reported to be surrounded by five of the Puntland authorities’ police and sailing southward. 

“We are appealing for the safe return of the crew and the vessel as soon as possible, and for people to respect the need for humanitarian delivery corridors,” Mr. Goossens said. “Somalia is one of the poorest countries in the world, and there are families whose lives depend on our ability to get food aid through.” 

In 2005, after two earlier hijackings, WFP temporarily suspended deliveries of food aid by sea for some weeks, but since then sea deliveries have been uninterrupted, even during the worst days of the conflict between the Transitional Federal Government (TFG) and the Union of Islamic Courts (UIC) at the end of last year. The MV Rozen itself escaped an attempted hijack in southern Somali waters last year. 

In 2006, WFP delivered some 78,000 metric tonnes of relief food to 1.4 million people affected by drought and floods in southern Somalia. 

* * * 

CRITICAL FUNDING SHORTFALL THREATENS UN FOOD LIFELINE FOR 500,000 ZAMBIANS 

Because of a critical shortage of funds, the United Nations World Food Programme (WFP) said today it would be forced to cut the vital food aid rations it currently provides to around 500,000 of the most vulnerable people in Zambia over the coming weeks. 

WFP needs $29 million to fund its operations across the Central African country until the end of the year, but with food stocks dwindling, it has already begun reducing some rations and is planning for a series of massive cuts to its aid operations. It is calling for cash donations so that food can be bought in Zambia and the region. 

“WFP’s resources are rapidly running out,” agency Country Director David Stevenson said today. “In March or April we will be forced to stop distributing food to some of the most disadvantaged people in Zambia, such as orphans and patients undergoing treatment for AIDS. 

“Tens of thousands of Zambians are now much healthier and more productive thanks to our food aid but without continued assistance, their lives and livelihoods will once again be put at risk,” he added. 

The crisis is looming at a time when widespread flooding threatens to increase the number of people in need of food assistance. “WFP is committed to helping Zambians hit by natural disasters but our resources cannot cover our current programmes let alone the increased demand from flood victims,” Mr. Stevenson said. “Obviously the widespread flooding across the region is further stretching donor funds and assistance for the needy is crucial.” 

Without new contributions, WFP will stop distributing nutritious daily meals in schools to over 100,000 orphans and vulnerable children in March, undermining attempts to keep them in school and jeopardizing their nutritional health. At the same time, it will stop providing food to 130,000 people in needy households headed by children, widows or grandparents as well as 28,000 households enrolled in livelihood support activities. 

In addition, WFP will halt critical food aid in April to 6,000 HIV/AIDS patients on antiretroviral therapy (ART) and their family members as well as to 9,500 chronically ill people receiving home-based care, many of whom are also on ART. 

“It is staggering that essential food aid for people infected and affected by HIV/AIDS might have to be cut just when so much is being done by the Zambian government and others in the fight against the pandemic,” Mr. Stevenson said. “With extra funds, WFP can continue to support thousands of ART patients, giving them and their families a chance of a healthier and brighter future.” 

On a more positive note today, WFP said it would be able to help millions of vulnerable and chronically needy people in 13 countries in Africa, Asia and Latin America thanks to a $20.8 million contribution from the Japanese Government, with two-thirds of the package earmarked for agency social protection programmes in nine African countries. 

* * * 

IRAQ: UN VOICES OUTRAGE OVER ATTACK ON PUBLIC WORKS MINISTRY 

Top United Nations officials today voiced outrage at yesterday’s attack in Baghdad on the Ministry of Public Works and Municipalities while Vice President Adel Abdul Mehdi was visiting the building. 

In a letter addressed to Mr. Mehdi, Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon’s Deputy Special Representative Michael Schulenburg conveyed Mr. Ban’s “shock and outrage” and that of his Special Representative Ashraf Qazi over the “criminal attack.” 

Mr. Schulenburg described the bombing “as reprehensible and extended United Nations’ condolences to the families of those killed in the attack and congratulated the Vice President on his safe and immediate resumption of his duties,” the UN Assistance Mission for Iraq (UNAMI) said in a statement. 

* * * 

DAILY PRESS BRIEFING BY THE OFFICE OF THE SPOKESPERSON FOR THE SECRETARY-GENERAL

27 February, 2007.
====================================================================

The following is a near-verbatim transcript of today’s noon briefing by Michèle Montas, Spokesperson for the Secretary-General.

Good afternoon.

** Guinea Statement
The Secretary-General welcomes the decision by President Conté to appoint a consensus Prime Minister, in conformity with the agreement reached with labour leaders and civil society organizations on 27 January. He commends the successful and constructive facilitation role played by the ECOWAS mediation mission headed by General Ibrahim Babangida and calls on all Guineans to support the new Prime Minister.

The Secretary-General calls on the international community to enhance its economic cooperation with the new Government with a view to consolidating the consensus reached, which would allow the reform process and the country’s efforts on poverty alleviation and the promotion of development, good governance and respect for human rights and the rule of law to take hold.

The Secretary-General is closely following developments in Guinea through his Special Representative for West Africa, Mr. Ahmedou Ould-Abdallah.  You have the full statement upstairs in my office.

** Sri Lanka Statement
“The Secretary-General condemns the shelling today by the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) of a helicopter airfield in Batticaloa in eastern Sri Lanka, which injured 12 people, including the UN Resident Coordinator and other members of a high-ranking international delegation, all of whom were taking part in a humanitarian assessment mission in the area. The attack was in total disregard for the lives of civilians, humanitarian workers, Government officials, and the international community. 

“The Secretary-General urges the parties to the conflict to end the destructive spiral of violence and calls on them to make every effort to return to the peace process as soon as possible.” 

** Myanmar Statement
“The Secretary-General welcomes the agreement reached yesterday between the International Labour Organization and the Government of Myanmar on the establishment of a complaint mechanism for victims of forced labour.

“The establishment of such a mechanism has been a longstanding request of the International Labour Conference and the ILO Governing Body, and the importance of such a step was underlined by Under-Secretary-General Ibrahim Gambari during his recent visit to Myanmar in the context of the Secretary-General’s good offices.”

**ICC/Darfur
The International Criminal Court says that its Chief Prosecutor, Luis Moreno-Ocampo, today presented evidence showing that Ahmad Muhammad Harun, former Minister of State for the Interior of the Government of the Sudan, and Ali Kushayb, a leader of the Janjaweed militia, jointly committed crimes against the civilian population in Darfur. 

The Prosecutor accused the two individuals of 51 counts of alleged crimes against humanity and war crimes based on evidence showing that they acted together, and with others, with the common purpose of carrying out attacks against the civilian populations.  The crimes were allegedly committed during attacks in four localities of West Darfur between August 2003 and March 2004.  And we have a press release from the ICC upstairs. 

**Security Council
The Security Council is holding consultations this morning on Chad and the Central African Republic, as well as other matters. 

Assistant Secretary-General for Peacekeeping Operations Hédi Annabi is briefing Council members on the Secretary-General’s recent report on those two countries, which we flagged to you last Friday.

** Sudan
In the context of his regular visits to oversee humanitarian operations, including to identify conflict-affected populations’ needs in Darfur, the Deputy Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Sudan and the UN Resident Humanitarian Coordinator Manuel Aranda da Silva yesterday visited several sites in North Darfur with representatives from UNICEF, the World Food Programme and the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs.  He also met with rebel groups’ field commanders in the two areas.  Water and health were deemed to be the most pressing needs.  Aranda da Silva noted the increasing insecurity faced by humanitarian workers, in particular the increasing trend of car-jacking and the strain that this was placing on humanitarian operations.  He emphasized that the responsibility to ensure the safety and security of humanitarian operations lies with those controlling the areas concerned.  More details are in today’s bulletin compiled by the UN Mission in Darfur.  

** Chad
The Office of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees today issued a $6.2 million supplementary appeal to fund protection and assistance programmes for tens of thousands of internally displaced people in eastern Chad.

The latest appeal is in addition to the refugee agency’s 2007 annual budget of $69.3 million for some 220,000 refugees from neighbouring Darfur region in 12 camps in eastern Chad, and another 46,000 from the Central African Republic in the south of the country.

**Colombia/Ecuador
The UN refugee agency reports that more than 300 people fleeing violence in southern Colombia crossed the San Juan River and arrived in the small northern Ecuadorian border town of Chical over the weekend. The group lived on the opposite bank of the river. A large number of Awa indigenous people are among the newcomers.

UNHCR has deployed a team of humanitarian workers to the town and is distributing emergency items and food rations in coordination with partner organizations.  You can read more about this in UNHCR’s briefing notes.

** Somalia
The World Food Programme today announced that Somali authorities in the Puntland region have arrested four presumed members of a group of pirates who on Sunday hijacked a WFP-contracted ship off the coast of Somalia. The men were arrested when they went ashore to buy supplies in the town of Bargal. 

Meanwhile, some four hijackers are believed to remain on board and in control of the hijacked vessel, which latest reports indicate the ship is now sailing southwards.  And we’ll update you on this as the information reaches us.

** Zambia
The World Food Programme (WFP) is preparing to cut the vital food rations it currently provides to around 500,000 Zambians over the coming weeks, because of a critical shortage of funds.  Those 500,000 Zambians include orphans and AIDS patients.

WFP says that it needs $29 million to fund its operations across Zambia until the end of 2007. We have a press release on that upstairs.

**Palestinian People
Today is the opening of the 2007 Session of the Committee on the Exercise of the Inalienable Rights of the Palestinian People.  The Secretary-General is expected to address the Committee this afternoon at 3 p.m.

The Secretary-General is expected to note the Palestinian people’s yearning for freedom and dignity, and the Israeli people’s desire for long-term security.  He is also expected to stress that neither can reach their legitimate demands without a settlement of the conflict.  Advance copies of the statement will be available upstairs.

**Information and Communication Technology
The Global Alliance for Information and Communications Technologies and Development is meeting today and tomorrow in California.  You’ll recall that the Global Alliance is a UN initiative to bring the benefits of information technology to developing countries.

The Secretary-General, in a video message to the meeting today, says that information and communications technologies have a central role to play in the quest for development, dignity and peace. We have the text of that message upstairs.

**Press Conferences
Because we will have a lot of activity in Room 226 in the coming days, we thought it fair to give you a heads up on what to expect:

Of course we have Mia Farrow immediately following this briefing, to tell you about her recent visit to Chad and the Central African Republic.

Tomorrow, at 10:30 a.m., the Spanish Mission is sponsoring a press conference for the non-governmental organizations “Peace and Cooperation” and “Airline Ambassadors” to launch the Peace and Cooperation 2007 International School Award.  

At 11:15 a.m., there will be a press briefing by Joel Boutroue, Deputy Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Haiti, on the humanitarian situation in Haiti.

UN High Commissioner for Human Rights Louise Arbour will be the guest at the noon briefing tomorrow.

And at 3 p.m., there will be a briefing on the UN Pension Fund, with Controller Warren Sach and Bernard Cochemé, Chief Executive Officer of the UN Joint Staff Pension Fund.

On Thursday, at 11 a.m., the International Parliamentary Union will hold a press conference on annual statistics of women in parliament and the role of women leaders.

And our guest at noon will be Eric Laroche, the UN’s Humanitarian Coordinator for Somalia.

And on Friday, at 11 a.m., the Brazilian Mission will host a press conference on the use of biofuels and recent cooperation agreements signed by Brazil and other countries.

At approximately 12:30 p.m., Security Council President for March, Ambassador Dumisani S. Kumalo of South Africa, will brief on the Council’s Programme of Work for the month.

And news just in, at 1:30 on Friday, the Mission of Lebanon has asked for a press conference for Marwan Hamadeh, Minister of Telecommunications, and Walid Jumblatt, Member of the Lebanese Parliament.

As usual, we will publish speakers for each conference on a daily basis, or you can contact my office for specifics.

This is all I have for you. We are going to try to be short if you don’t mind because Mrs. Farrow is expected here in about ten minutes.

**Questions and Answers
Question:  Speaking of Mr. Jumblatt and Marwan Hamadeh, did they ask to meet with Mr. Ban Ki-moon the Secretary-General?

Spokesperson:  I don’t know yet. The request for the press conference just came right before I came here and I haven’t checked with the Secretary-General’s office yet whether they have an appointment with him. Yes, Richard?

[The Spokeswoman later added that Jumblatt and Hamadeh had indeed asked to meet with the Secretary-General but that so far there was no confirmation on whether such a meeting had been formally scheduled.]

Question:  Two quick… can you confirm whether the Secretary-General’s meeting with the families of abducted Israeli soldiers – I didn’t see that on his schedule today. I was wondering why it wasn’t listed if it was indeed taking place. And the other thing is, does the UN have a comment or plan to do anything about the head of the UN’s intellectual property bureau who is accused in this UN audit of apparently using a false birthday to make him nine years older when he applied to join, then backdating, and using a younger age in a bid to gain retirement benefits? And will that audit be released?

Spokesperson:  Yes.  Your first question -- yes, I can confirm that the Secretary-General is meeting with the families of the prisoners. Second question concerning the WIPO, we have talked about this before. You can have additional information in my office on this, but this is being followed very closely. 

Question:  One question and quick point on housekeeping.  Great that you’re doing this pension briefing, but was this announced before?  Because this is kind of slightly short notice to learn of a briefing that I really hope to go to, but I already have, you know, whatever…it would be nice if briefings could be announced with a little bit of notice rather than two and half hours would be great.  Now the question is…

Spokesperson:  It’s tomorrow.

Correspondent:  Oh, tomorrow?  I apologize for that.  It’s entirely my fault.  OK.

Spokesperson:  You have a whole day to prepare, Mark.

Question:  I take it back.  I flagellate myself. On climate change, we’ve just had this group coming and pushing to talk to the Secretary-General.  There was this whole question about whether there would be a summit or not.  Has the Secretary-General taken, evolved any way in his thinking as to when it might be useful to hold some kind of summit? Basically, he said this is a priority of his, but when are we going to hear anything a little bit more concrete from the Secretary-General as to how he should go ahead with it? And on the same vein, does the Secretary-General consider climate change to be a threat to international peace and security?  

Spokesperson:  First question, whether he’s considering a summit, yes he is. Whether it is confirmed or not, not yet.  He has no decision, no decision has been taken on holding a summit yet […] Right now, I cannot really say anything more about this, because it is being considered, you know. As soon as I get the date, Mark, I’ll let you know. But I don’t have a date at the moment, and in fact, the decision has not been taken yet whether there will be a summit or not.

Question:  Where?

Spokesperson:  We don’t know where it will be either. That has not been decided either. But there has been that request from several organisations to hold that summit and the Secretary-General is considering it. […]

Question:  Thank you. Does he consider climate change to be a threat to international peace and security?

Spokesperson: Yes, he does.

[The Spokesperson later clarified that the Secretary-General considers climate change a pressing global problem that has a strong impact on international peace and security.]

Question:  Has he made that therefore -- under article 100 is it? –- has he brought that to the attention of the Security Council?

Spokesperson:  No, not as such, no. 

Question:  Is he going to?

Spokesperson:  Not that I know of.

Question:  Has the Secretary-General’s bulletin about information sensitivity, seems to create this classification -- confidential, highly confidential – I wanted to know, under previous Under-Secretary-General for Management, Chris Burnham, said that he was coming out with the Freedom of Information Policy -- I haven’t heard it. I don’t think this is it, because this doesn’t say how to request information. But does this bulletin that creates these categories of confidential information, does it seek to penalize UN employees if, by as a whistleblower or otherwise, they provide information?

Spokesperson:  I haven’t seen this yet. As soon as I get some information on it, I’ll let you know.  Yes, but I haven’t known about it.

Question:  To the summit, have any (inaudible) country offered to host the conference?

Spokesperson:  At this point, no. 

Question:  You mentioned that you were confirming that the Secretary-General had met with the families of the Israeli captives, although you didn’t mention exactly when. If possible, these people are still in the building, might they be persuaded to come to speak with us at the stakeout?

Spokesperson:  Well, they are meeting this afternoon with the Secretary-General. 

Question:  So they might come by later then, conceivably?

Spokesperson:  We’ll ask.

Question:  Michele, you were saying earlier that following the appointment of USGs and ASGs, we would know more about the appointments of new Special Representatives of the Secretary-General. Will all of the earlier appointments made by the previous Secretary-General stay at the current locations or will they be moved around?

Spokesperson:  You mean…

Question:  In terms of various…

Spokesperson:  Yes, we don’t know yet. Each one of them has a specific contract with a specific end to that contract and there will be movement once their contract expires.

Question:  Do you know approximately if there is a set date for most of them or if they were assigned at different times.

Spokesperson:  They are different times. 

Question:  I understand there is a meeting today between Sir Williams in Beirut regarding the overflights over Lebanon. Can you update us about what happened in that meeting?

Spokesperson:  I don’t know yet. I haven’t spoken to Michael Williams today but I can find out for you.

Question:  Any progress regarding the swap of prisoners between Lebanon and Israel?

Spokesperson:  No, not that I know of. 

Question:  Shashi Tharoor is scheduled to speak on 1 March at Duke University and it identifies him still as Under-Secretary-General of Information. When does the new head of DPI start? 

Spokesperson:  I can check the exact date for you but I know Mr. Tharoor is here for at least the end of March.

[The Spokesperson later added that the new Under-Secretary-General for Communications and Public Information will take up his duties on 2 April.]

Question:  There are various proposals in the US Congress to withdraw US troops and the British have announced (inaudible) that they are going to withdraw a lot of them – does the Secretary-General have any view on how that might impact the UN Mission in Iraq?

Spokesperson: At this point, the question is being discussed a lot about… the Secretary-General always said that security is a precondition for the UN to be able to do more, so I think this still remains.  

Question: Are you concerned that, if troops were withdrawn, that would perhaps limit the UN’s ability to operate in the country? 

Spokesperson: It’s all going to depend on what it means in terms of the security situation.

Question: A follow up to his question – does the Secretary-General believe that a negotiation, two-party negotiation, including Syria and Iran, would be beneficial for solving the Iraqi problems?

Spokesperson: Well, he has talked about the fact that there should be some regional implication in solving the Iraqi situation, but he hasn’t specified which countries would be involved in such an initiative, if there is one from the UN.

Question: But is he leaning to, let’s say, to the conclusion of the Baker-Hamilton Commission, that they said that they should be talking to the enemies? To the United States ?  Does he lean to that solution? To talk to Iran and Syria as contributors to the final solution of the Iraqi problem?

Spokesperson: I cannot answer that question right now.

Question: Regarding the assassination of four French nationals in Saudi Arabia…?

Spokesperson: No, I don’t have anything on that.

Question:  Did the plan… (inaudible)… to Middle East …to meet… to Syria?

Spokesperson: At this point, the Secretary-General has not decided on what would be the countries he would go to and, as I said yesterday, as soon as I find out, I will give you the itinerary where he will go and approximate dates.

Question:  …is there going to be an Arabic Summit?

Spokesperson: As far as I know, yes. Thank you very much and I will leave the room for Mrs. Farrow.
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