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Agençe France-Presse: New rules for endangered species

Thursday, 1 March 2007
The Banggai cardinalfish is just one of many commericially exploited species up for increased protection under the terms of the U.N. CITES act.
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GENEVA: Pink coral, cedar trees, fish that end up on the dinner plate and a wide-eyed mammal prized in Asian medicine are among the animal and plant species that could gain greater U.N. protection this year.

The United Nations Environment Program, which administers CITES - the Convention on the International Trade of Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora - unveiled some 40 new government proposals for changes to wildlife trade rules that will be considered at the organisation's conference in June.

The agency said many of the proposals reflected growing international concern about the accelerating destruction of the world's marine and forest resources through overfishing and excessive logging.

"Biological diversity faces many threats, ranging from habitat destruction to climate change to unrestrained commercial harvesting for trade," said Achim Steiner, executive director of the U.N. Environment Program.

The conference allows countries to amend rules aimed at defining and protecting endangered species. Currently some 530 animal and 300 plant species benefit from complete protection under CITES, while only restricted trade is allowed for another 4,460 animal and 28,000 plants.

Potentially the most endearing new candidate for a complete ban on trade is the endangered slow loris, a small, furry, nocturnal primate from south and southeast Asia. Cambodia, which is sponsoring full protection under the terms of CITES Appendix I, says the Loris is threatened by a combination of the destruction of its forest habitat, growing demand for traditional medicine and as a pet.

Officials underlined a shift in focus this year away from the more traditional endagered species to commercially over-exploited fish and trees. "Commercial timber and fish species have long been kept away from CITES. Those species were considered off limits," said CITES Secretary General Willem Wijnstekers. "That is changing."

"Extensive deforestation" of the cedar tree in South and Central America is prompting the European Union to seek trade restrictions for the species, which is valued for its insect and rot resistant wood. The EU also wants the trade in European eels, a popular food in coastal areas of northern Europe, and the spiny dogfish, a type of shark prized in fish and chip shops, to be subject to a permit system and fisheries management, CITES said.

Germany, which currently holds the European Union presidency, said the spiny dogfish was vulnerable because of its tendency to travel in large schools that are easily trawled by fishing boats and its slow reproductive rate. Meanwhile European eel stocks have declined "dramatically" due to overfishing, according to CITES.

Other fish species up for protection due to over-exploitation include Brazilian lobsters and the Banggai cardinalfish. A popular item in home aquariums, the striking tropical is up for listing, because about 700,000 to 900,000 of them are collected every year.

The United States wants to control the trade in pink coral for the first time, because of the over-exploitation of tropical coral reefs that have been rendered fragile and bleached by climate change. The pink variety of the polyp has been prized in jewellery and for decoration for 5,000 years.

Several countries sought to lower protection on species, including the black caiman, a species of reptile similar to the alligator, in Brazil. Uganda asked for a ban on trade related to Ugandan leopards to be lifted to allow limited trade in sports trophies, CITES said.

Wijnstekers said other bids to remove species from protection altogether suggested that measures to save endangered species were successful. This year's list included the North American bobcat and several types of cactus.
_____________________________________________________________________________

Reuters: New curbs proposed on trade in endangered species
[also in Malaysia Star, News Blaze,
Thu Mar 1, 2007 12:50 AM IST137

By Robert Evans

GENEVA (Reuters) - Europeans may soon find some of their favourite fish dishes are off the menu while lovers of coral jewellery and consumers of Asian medicines may have to change their ways, the United Nations indicated on Wednesday.

The U.N. Environment Programme (UNEP) said proposals on the agenda for a key conference in June would, if approved, impose tighter rules on trade in a range of endangered species -- animals and trees as well as riches of the sea.

The European Union, UNEP said, wanted to see controls on the sale of the spiny dogfish, a small shark often called "rock salmon" and especially popular as a fish-and-chips dish in Britain and eaten with horseradish in Germany.

The United States is seeking restrictions on trade in pink coral, the most precious variety of the tiny marine polyp, while Kenya and Mali want a 20-year ban on sales of raw or worked ivory to protect elephants.

The proposals will be discussed at the three-yearly gathering of signatory states to the U.N.'s Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES), to be held in The Hague from June 3 to 15.

CITES, whose secretariat works with UNEP, was adopted by more than 100 countries in 1973 and now has 169 signatories.

Among other species for which greater protection is on the agenda for the June gathering are the tiny, wide-eyed Asian slow loris primate, European eels, sawfish, Caribbean lobsters and Latin American cedar and rosewood trees.

Cambodia, which is seeking a full CITES ban on trade in the loris, argues that the animal -- popular as a pet in Asia but threatened mainly because its bones are used in Asian traditional medicines -- could soon die out.

Countries calling for restrictions on trade in eels, sawfish and lobsters say their numbers are declining rapidly because they are grossly over-fished, while the defenders of tropical trees say they are being logged to extinction.

The proposal for a total ban on ivory trade is likely to be fiercely contested by countries from southern Africa, which argue they have been successful in limiting illegal killing of elephants, which CITES experts say has yet to be proved.

Botswana and Namibia want an easing of CITES rules on one-off ivory sales, and Botswana itself is to ask the conference for approval to sell 40 tonnes from its existing stocks and an annual export quota of eight tonnes.

Kenya and Mali -- which also have elephant populations and have waged a bitter struggle against illegal killing to harvest the animals' tusks -- say any easing of the CITES rules would encourage poachers.

Another proposal experts say is likely to cause controversy is one from Uganda to end a total ban on the export of leopard parts and replace it with less onerous restrictions which would allow a limited trade in skins as hunting trophies.

___________________________________________________________________________

UN News Centre: UN-backed body to discuss new measures to protect endangered species

28 February 2007 – A fish and a small primate whose survival is threatened by their use in traditional medicine, pink coral, rosewood and the perennial issue of whether there should be any easing of the ban on ivory are high on the agenda of this year’s meeting of the United Nations-backed body overseeing trade in endangered species.

They figure among some 40 new government proposals for amending wildlife trade rules to be decided on at the next triennial conference of the Secretariat of the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) in The Hague, Netherlands, from 3 to 15 June.

With biological diversity facing a host of threats ranging from habitat destruction to climate change to unrestrained commercial harvesting for trade, many of the proposals reflect growing international concern at the accelerating destruction of the world’s marine and forest resources through over-fishing and excessive logging, CITES said in a news release today.

Administered by the UN Environment Programme (UNEP), CITES seeks to reward people engaged in sustainable trade while protecting the world’s biological diversity by ensuring that the international trade in wildlife is carefully managed.

New rules proposed by Germany on behalf of the European Community (EC), the United States, Kenya and other CITES members include:

    * A permit system and sustainable fishery management programme for the spiny dogfish, a small shark that was once abundant in temperate waters but is now overexploited for its meat, which is highly valued in Europe, often featuring in British fish and chips shops.

    * Strict control for trade in pink coral, the most valuable of all precious corals, which has been fished for over 5,000 years and used for jewellery and other decorative items but has suffered a dramatic decline due over-harvesting and the destruction of entire colonies by bottom trawling and dredges.

    * A ban on all international commercial trade in sawfishes, which have declined by over 90 per cent, since their rostral saws, teeth, fins and other parts bring high prices for use in traditional medicine and as curios, while live specimens are sought for aquaria.

    * A similar ban on two species of slow loris, a small, nocturnal primate native to South and Southeast Asia threatened by high and growing demand in Asia for traditional medicines and pets.

    * Trade permits for three species of rosewood which grow only in the swamp forests of southern Belize and nearby regions of Guatemala and Mexico and are threatened by increasing deforestation and their use for musical instruments.

    * Similar permits for the cedar of Central and South America, once a common tree valued locally for its resistance to rotting and insects and internationally as a precious wood, which has suffered from extensive deforestation. 

On ivory from the African elephant, the long-running debate pits the benefits that income from ivory sales may bring to conservation and to local communities with concerns that such sales may encourage poaching. CITES banned the international commercial ivory trade in 1989 but in 1997, recognizing that some African elephant populations were healthy and well managed, permitted Botswana, Namibia and Zimbabwe to make a one-time sale to Japan totalling 50 tonnes.

In 2002, it agreed in principle to allow a second sale from Botswana, Namibia and South Africa. But the sales have not gone forward because a monitoring programme to establish comprehensive baseline data on elephant poaching and population levels is not yet operational.

Botswana and Namibia are jointly proposing easing the conditions for permitting future sales, while Kenya and Mali are calling for a trade ban in raw or worked ivory from all range States for 20 years, arguing that allowing any trade will increase poaching.

The CITES Secretariat believes that all this year’s elephant proposals contain technical problems and a meeting of the African range States is scheduled to take place in advance of the conference.

_____________________________________________________________________________

Associated Press: U.N.: Africans Split Over Ivory Trade
[also in Houston Chronicle, Forbes, NY]
By BRADLEY S. KLAPPER Associated Press Writer

GENEVA — African countries are divided over banning or controlling international ivory trading, but need to reach a common position if they are to ensure the survival of the continent's elephants, a U.N. panel said Wednesday.

David Morgan, chief scientific officer at CITES, said African countries have filed three ivory proposals before the U.N.-sponsored conservation body's conference this June in The Hague, Netherlands, where 169 nations will debate new bans and quotas for trade in endangered species.

"This demonstrates the divisions that still exist between African countries on the way to go forward for the conservation of African elephants," Morgan told reporters in Geneva, where the body responsible for monitoring the 1973 U.N. Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species has its headquarters. "As long as Africa is divided, the chances of success are not so high. We really need an African position on elephants."

Signatories of the convention debate new rules every three years. The meeting in June will debate nearly 40 new proposals for protecting wildlife species including pink coral, Latin American rosewood and cedar, Brazilian lobsters, and bobcats and leopards.

Trade in ivory, which comes from elephants in southern African herds, was banned by the body in 1989. Over the last decade, CITES has twice permitted one-off sales from the tusks of animals that died of natural causes or were subject to emergency culling in Botswana, Namibia, South Africa and Zimbabwe.

These countries and Tanzania are now asking for the right to resume controlled sales. Kenya and Mali, on the other hand, are seeking a 20-year ban on all trade in raw or worked ivory.

Conservationists argue that any ivory trading threatens elephant populations by creating commercial incentives for poachers. Advocates of the sales say that trading in ivory from well-managed herds can benefit local populations and help pay for conservation efforts.

But some African countries have been hugely successful in managing their elephant populations, leading to the new problem of how to manage growth that is spilling out of national parks.

On Wednesday, South Africa's environment minister proposed contraception and some culling to slow his country's elephant boom. While Marthinus van Schalkwyk stressed there would be no mass slaughter, the suggested measures highlighted South Africa's difficulty in maintaining 20,000 elephants without disrupting delicate biodiversity at its wildlife reserves.

Botswana, which has by far the biggest elephant population with an estimated 165,000, is the only country seeking a specific quota for ivory at the CITES meeting. It is asking that countries allow it to make a one-off sale of 40 metric tons (44.8 tons) and export a further eight metric tons (nine tons) of ivory per year.

CITES Secretary-General Willem Wijnstekers said one of the most significant changes at this year's triennial conference is the increased number of proposals concerning fish and lumber.

Germany has asked that controls be set for two kinds of sharks, the spiny dogfish often used in British fish and chips shops and the porbeagle shark whose expensive meat fins have led to overfishing in the Atlantic and Mediterranean. It is also proposing on behalf of the 27-nation European Union that CITES limits trade in the European eel, whose stocks have dramatically declined in the North Atlantic's Sargasso Sea.

The United States has proposed limiting sales of pink coral, which has been fished out of tropical waters for more than 5,000 years for jewelry and decorative goods. The U.S. is also one of three countries seeking an absolute ban on trade in sawfishes, whose stock has declined over 90 percent in temperate coastal waters because of demand for their saws, teeth and fins, which are used as curios or in traditional medicines.

Germany also is proposing controls for the rosewood that grows in the swamps of Belize, Guatemala and Mexico and is used as tonewood for stringed musical instruments, and the cedar that was once a common tree throughout all of Central and South America.
_____________________________________________________________________________

The Telegraph (UK):Big game hunting is big business

Last Updated: 2:17am GMT 01/03/2007

South Africa already gives the green light to a controversial way to control animal numbers — big game hunting.

Up to 7,000 wealthy tourists, largely from America, visit the country each year to hunt a wide variety of wildlife, including elephants.

More than 54,000 animals of all species were killed last year, earning the country £150 million in trophy fees.

Costs are high. Safaris average £650 a day, rarely run less than 10 days, and the trophy fee for an elephant is £18,500, for a lion £17,500 and for a zebra £600.

The practice is also common in Botswana, Namibia and Zimbabwe. Charles Davy, the father of Prince Harry's girlfriend Chelsy, offers his firm's customers a 24-day Zimbabwean safari hunting a bull elephant, lion, leopard and buffalo, for £650 a day.

Although Tanzania allows hunting, Kenya does not, and both countries outlawed culling despite increasing pressure on land from animal and human populations. The number of elephant herds in East and West Africa is far lower than further south, due mostly to poaching in the 1970s and 1980s and poor wildlife management since.

Poaching is again soaring. A report this week said that 25,000 animals were killed for their ivory in the last 12 months, the highest number since the international ban on ivory sales in 1989.

Demand from the Far East, where ivory is fashioned into signature seals, called chops, is driving the surge.

One complication from introducing culling is that countries involved often request a temporary lifting of the ivory sales ban.
_____________________________________________________________________________
Environment News Service: Ivory Trade Threatens Future of African Elephants

SEATTLE, Washington, February 27, 2007 (ENS) - The illegal ivory trade is flourishing and threatens to undermine efforts to save the African elephant from extinction, according to a new study released Monday. Poaching of the species has risen to a level not seen in two decades, researchers report, and could doom the world's largest land animal unless western governments step up efforts to halt the illegal trade.

"The illegal ivory trade recently intensified to the highest levels ever reported," according to the study, published in the online edition of the Proceedings of the National Academy of Science.

China's burgeoning economy is a major force driving the growth of the illegal trade, escalating prices and attracting organized crime.

elephant

Poaching continues to threat one of the world's most intelligent species. (Photo courtesy WWF-Canon)

A kilogram of ivory that $200 by 2004 now fetches some $750, the researchers said, and from August 2005 through August 2006, authorities seized some 24 tons of illegal ivory destined for Asia.

But that figure represents only about 10 percent of the estimated illegal shipments, bringing the total closer to 240 tons - an amount that would require the slaughter of more than 23,000 elephants, about 5 percent of the estimated wild African population.

"Policing this trafficking has been hampered by the inability to reliably determine geographic origin of contraband ivory," according to the study. "Ivory can be smuggled across multiple international borders and along numerous trade routes, making poaching hotspots and potential trade routes difficult to identify."

This also makes it difficult to "refute a country's denial of poaching problems," the study said, but a new genetic test is helping to determine which elephant populations are most impacted by the illegal ivory trade.

The new test, devised by a research team led by University of Washington biologist Samuel Wasser, was used to track the source of a 6.5-ton shipment of ivory intercepted by authorities in Singapore in June 2002.

The shipment included 532 tusks and 42,000 hankos, small blocks of solid ivory used to make signature stamps, or chops, that are popular in China and Japan. The seizure was the second-largest on record and the largest since the international ivory ban took effect in 1989 - it represented ivory from 3,000 to 6,500 poached elephants.

Authorities assumed the ivory had been collected from many different places, in particular from forest elephants, but the work by Wasser's team has shattered that belief and raised concern that regional populations could be decimated by poaching.

DNA analysis traced the ivory to elephants found in a small area of southern Africa, centered in Zambia.

The tusks in the seized shipment weighed an average of 11 kilograms apiece, more than twice the weight normally seen in the market, indicating they came from a large number of older elephants.

"Elephants are majestic animals and are not trivial to the ecosystem," said Wasser, the study's lead author and director of the Center for Conservation Biology at the University of Washington. "They are a keystone species and taking them out significantly alters the habitat. It has ripple effects on lots of different species."

Wasser and his colleagues urged western governments to help African nations curb the illegal trade by targeting poachers.

Poor nations, such as Zambia, can't do it alone, they contend.

"If it really is organized crime that's driving this, then the only hope we have of stopping it is to stop the ivory at the source, to not let it into the international market," Wasser explained. "Because once it's in the international market, the trade is very hard to stop."

tusks

Tusks from the second-largest contraband ivory recovery in history are laid out on the ground in Singapore after they were seized in 2002. (Photo by Benezeth Mutayoba courtesy UW )

The world implemented a ban on the ivory trade in 1989 amid evidence poachers had decimated the population by some 60 percent during the 1980s.

The World Conservation Union estimates some 400,000 to 600,000 African elephants remain in the wild, down from as many more than 1.3 million in 1979. Poaching and habitat loss are the key threats to the species.

Western nations contributed heavily to enforcement efforts when the international ban took effect in 1989, the researchers note, and in the next four years poaching was virtually eliminated. But the success apparently left a sense that the problem was solved and the nations withdrew their funding.

In addition to stronger enforcement, the researchers call for education programs to discourage poaching in Africa and to persuade people in Asia not to use ivory, much of which is obtained illegally.

"If people really realized what is happening they would be ashamed to be part of the crisis," Wasser said. "We don't want to spend our time catching criminals, we want to stop the crime from happening. That's the most effective enforcement you can do."
___________________________________________________________________________
UN News Centre: UN official discusses latest situation in southern Lebanon with officials in Beirut

28 February 2007 – A senior United Nations official today discussed with Lebanese officials full implementation of the Security Council resolution that ended last summer’s war between Israel and Hizbollah, following similar talks earlier this week with Israeli authorities.

“We discussed many issues from the question of prisoners, Israeli prisoners in Lebanon, Lebanese prisoners in Israel – we would like to see more progress on that,” Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon’s Special Advisor on the situation in the Middle East Michael Williams told reporters after meeting with officials in Beirut, the Lebanese capital, in preparation for Mr. Ban’s next report to the Council on the situation.

“We also discussed the issue of Israeli overflights which are a violation of Lebanese sovereignty and occur on a regular and indeed a daily basis. We discussed the issue of munitions in the south, both landmines and the far more difficult issue of cluster bombs.”

Mr. Williams noted that there had been some progress on landmines with Israel providing military maps that have helped with their destruction, but the issue of the far more deadly cluster bombs used by Israel last summer has been far more difficult. UN officials have frequently cited the dangers to civilians in their villages and fields from unexploded cluster bombs.

Last month, a UN Environment Programme (UNEP) report stressed the importance of rapidly removing them, especially in southern Lebanon where large areas of economically important agricultural land have become “out of bounds” for farmers, noting that de-mining could take up to 15 months.

Council resolution 1701 adopted in August mandated the complete withdrawal of Israeli troops from southern Lebanon together with Lebanese army deployment in the area.

It also enhanced the UN Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL), first created in 1978 to confirm an Israeli withdrawal after an earlier incursion, to monitor the cessation of hostilities.

UNIFIL now fields more than 12,000 troops out of its new ceiling of 15,000. Israel has withdrawn from all Lebanese territory except for the northern part of the village of Ghajar which straddles the line separating the two sides.

____________________________________________________________________________

Le Potentiel (Kinshasa):Une Française à la tête du Fonds pour l'environnement mondial

28 Février 2007

Publié sur le web le 28 Février 2007

Monique Barbut a été nommée en juillet 2006, pour trois ans, présidente du Fonds pour l'environnement mondial, appelé aussi GEF (Global Environment Facility). Au niveau international, c'est l'instrument le plus important de financement de projets de protection de l'environnement dans les pays en développement et les pays de l'Est en transition.

Doté d'un budget de trois milliards de dollars pour les quatre prochaines années, il a, depuis 2004, financé environ 1 500 projets dans les domaines de la biodiversité, du changement climatique, de la dégradation des sols ou de la couche d'ozone. Monique Barbut vient du service public français : la banque de développement de la France, puis la Caisse centrale de coopération économique, devenue l'Agence française de développement (AFD). Elle rejoint le Programme des Nations unies pour l'environnement (PNUE) en 2003. Économiste de formation, elle a joué un rôle actif dans la création du GEF en 1989 et lors des négociations financières du Sommet de la Terre de 1992 à Rio.
____________________________________________________________________________

DPA: Asian customs officials seize 64 tons of ozone-depleting chemicals

DPA x Asia Nature Environment Asian customs officials seize 64 tons of ozone-depleting chemicals Bangkok China, India and Thailand have seized 64.8 tons of

illegal ozone depleting substances (ODS) since September 1, last year, a good start but admittedly a drop in the bucket for a surging trade in the chemicals, United Nations officials said Thursday.

The seizures were heralded as a "promising start" for Project Skyhole Patching, an initiative of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) to assist 18 Asian nations in monitoring and cracking down on the illegal trade in chemicals that damage the ozone

layer, such as ichlorodifluoromethane (CFC-12) and chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs), used in refrigerant and air-conditioning systems.

But UNEP officials admitted that the seizures still represented a drop in the bucket when compared with the magnitude of smuggled ODS. The illegal trade in CFCs alone is estimated at 7,000 to 14,000 tons a year, worth 25 to 60 million dollars, according to UNEP figures.

Since September 1, 2006, the UNEP has been providing training to customs and environmental authorities from Australia, Bangladesh, Bhutan, Brunei, Cambodia, China, Fiji, India, Japan, South Korea, the Maldives, Mongolia, New Zealand, the Philippines, Samoa, Sri Lanka,

Thailand, and Vietnam to crack down on the illegal trade in ODS.

CFCs are among ozone depleting substances targeted for phase-out under the Montreal Protocol, signed in 1987.

While most developed countries have already phased out the use of ODS, the deadline for developing nations to complete their phase-outs is 2010.

As the deadline looms and production in these chemicals is on the decline even in developing countries, prices have increased and the illegal trade in ODS has surged, said a UNEP official in Bangkok.

_____________________________________________________________________________

Malaysian National News Agency: Crackdown On Illegal Trade In Chemicals That Damage Ozone Layer
By D. Arul Rajoo

BANGKOK, March 1 (Bernama) -- A new initiative to monitor and curb illegal trade in chemicals that damage the ozone layer, the earth's protective shield, has started to see positive results with the seizure of chemicals in China, India, Thailand and other countries.

The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) said seizure of up to 64.8 tons of illegal ozone depleting substance (ODS) had been reported following the start of Project Skyhole Patching.

China Customs seized nearly 8.2 tons of Dichlorodifluoromethane (CFC-12), used in refrigerant and air conditioning systems, in the Guandong Province between September and November 2006 - 752 kg in Shengzhen and 7.5 tons in Huanpu Port.

In West Bengal, India, customs and enforcement officials seized nearly six tons of illegal chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs) between October and November 2006.

UNEP said in a statement that nearly 49 tonnes of illegal ODS were seized from other countries participating and more was expected to come.

Months after he attended a workshop in Wuxi, China, a Chinese customs officer in Huanpu Port intercepted the illegal ODS using methods he learned there.

"It is encouraging to see that our training efforts, involving customs and enforcement officers in the 18 participating countries is beginning to have payoffs," said Ludgarde Coppens, Policy and Enforcement Officer of UNEP.

Project Skyhole Patching, to combat illegal trade in ODS and hazardous waste in the Asia Pacific region began On Sept 1, 2006 involving 20 customs and environmental authorities from 18 countries, including Australia, Bangladesh, Bhutan, Brunei Darussalam, Cambodia, China, Fiji, India, Japan, Korea, Maldives, Mongolia, New Zealand, the Philippines, Samoa, Sri Lanka, Thailand, and Vietnam.

Project Sky Hole Patching is now entering its second phase, which will focus on hazardous waste and begin March 1 2007 while Phase One focused on ODS.

CFCs are among ozone depleting substances targeted for phase out under the 20-year-old Montreal Protocol which is one of the most successful environmental agreements to date that succeeded in phasing out ODS in developed countries, which led to the closure of many ODS producing plants and deterred the creation of industries that use them.

UNEP said illegal trade in CFCs and other ODS was expected to grow as a complete ban was enforced, with studies indicating that trade in illegal ODS represents nearly 10 to 20 per cent of all trade in ODS.

CFCs alone account for 7,000 to 14000 tons of this trade, valued at US$25 million to US$60 million.

===================================================================

Other Environment News

BBC: Major polar study set for launch 

By Matt McGrath 
Environment reporter, BBC News
One of the world's biggest research programmes of the past 50 years is due to be launched in Paris. 
International Polar Year (IPY) is a $1.5bn (£763m) collaborative effort to study the north and south poles. 

Thousands of researchers will be carrying out more than 200 projects, with climate change top of the agenda. 

This will be the fourth IPY since 1882 but the first one in which the impact of man-made global warming will be clearly visible at both poles. 

Ice sheet melt 
Using ice breaking ships, satellites and submarines, an army of researchers from over 60 countries will be studying the polar regions in unprecedented detail over the next two years. 

And climate change will be at the heart of many of the research projects. 

Scientists say rising temperatures are warming the polar regions faster than the rest of the planet. 

One of the key questions that scientists will hope the research effort will shed new light on is the potential rise in sea level caused by melting of ice sheets in Greenland and Antarctica. 

The southern polar ice sheet holds 90% of the world's fresh water. 

If it all melted, global sea levels would rise by 200m (650 feet). 

There will also be projects to study the impacts of climate change on the millions of people who live in the Arctic and there will be efforts to study exotic marine life under the Antarctic ice. 
____________________________________________________________________________

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

Source: Reuters
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By Rob Taylor 
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. ($1=A$1.27) 

_____________________________________________________________________________

Reuters: Warming May Kill Off Brazil Species, Studies Find

BRAZIL: March 3, 2007

BRASILIA - A number of animal and plant species in Brazil could die out as rising world temperatures cause more droughts, disease and rainstorms in areas like the Pantanal wetlands and Amazon rainforest, according to studies released on Tuesday.

"All our efforts to protect our biodiversity could be lost," Environment Minister Marina Silva said at an event to publicize the new research coordinated by the ministry and carried out by university, private and government scientists.

Brazil is believed to be home to roughly a fifth of all plant and animal species and the government has invested US$142 million (300 million reais) since 2003 to preserve vast swathes of land in areas like the Amazon, Environmental Secretary Joao Capobianco said.

But rising global temperatures could undermine conservation efforts.

The broadest study, conducted by Brazilian space agency INPE, found that temperatures in the Amazon -- the world's largest remaining tropical rainforest -- could rise as much 8 degrees Celsius (14 F) this century.

Other studies predicted fish species could die out if rising ocean levels flood southern islands and estuaries with salt water. Further inland, the Pantanal wetlands could dry up and turn to savannah as hotter temperatures affect rains.

Prime agricultural areas in southern and southeastern Brazil are already suffering more intense downpours after temperatures rose almost 1 degree Celsius (2 F) in the last century, the INPE study said.

Extreme weather events could increase in general, INPE said, citing the example of Hurricane Catarina. Catarina became the first hurricane to form off Brazil's coast in at least half a century -- more than a year before Katrina flooded the US city of New Orleans.

Brazil's human population could also suffer if warmer weather accelerates mosquito breeding cycles, increasing the chances of disease outbreaks like malaria and dengue.

And while the south could be pounded by heavier rains, drier weather is likely to hit sensitive northern areas like the humid Amazon and the already drought-stricken northeast.

This month, global climatologists released their latest report predicting average world temperatures could rise several degrees this century as heat-trapping carbon gases from burning fossil fuels clog the atmosphere.

Brazil emits less carbon gas than most countries its size partly because of its rainforest cover and partly because nearly half its passenger car fleet runs on sugar-cane ethanol.

US President George W. Bush will visit Brazil next week to discuss ethanol cooperation among other matters.

Bush is encouraging ethanol use to reduce US dependency on oil and to lower its carbon emissions. The United States is the world's single largest producer of atmospheric carbon gas, and Bush was widely criticized for refusing to sign the global Kyoto protocol to cut emissions in 2001.

"I haven't spoken to President Lula, but all of humanity needs President Bush to show more commitment to reducing greenhouse gases," Silva said.

Story by Andrea Welsh
_____________________________________________________________________________
The Independent: Protesters celebrate as blaze forces Japan's whaling fleet to abandon hunt 

By Kathy Marks, Asia-Pacific Correspondent 

Published: 01 March 2007 
Activists ready to risk their lives could not prevent Japan from harpooning whales in the Antarctic. But a fire that crippled the fleet's factory ship has forced the country to cut short its annual whaling operation for the first time in 20 years. 

The fire aboard the 8,000-tonne Nisshin Maru two weeks ago killed a crew member and left the ship stranded in the frigid waters of the Southern Ocean. It restarted its engines last weekend and can now sail under its own power, but Japan's Fisheries Agency said yesterday that damage to equipment would make it difficult to continue the hunt.

The announcement was greeted with glee by anti-whaling groups, including Greenpeace and Sea Shepherd, which had been stalking the fleet before the fire and trying to disrupt its activities. Japan suffered the indignity of a Greenpeace ship, the Esperanza, offering to tow the Nisshin Maru out of the area. It declined the offer.

Takahide Naruko, head of the agency's Far Seas Division, said: "This is the first time in 20 years that we've had to cancel our research. We are very disappointed." Commercial whaling has been banned since 1986, but Japan has continued to hunt whales under the pretext of carrying out scientific research. The meat ends up in restaurants and on supermarket shelves.

This year's operation was hampered by protesters, including militants from Sea Shepherd, which is based in Canada. They rammed the Japanese fleet, bombarded it with smoke canisters and threw containers of acid overboard. They also dropped ropes and nets in an attempt to snag the whalers' propellers.

Japan complained bitterly yesterday about Sea Shepherd's "vicious and reckless actions", which it said violated international agreements and amounted to "inexcusable criminal acts".

But the fire that broke out in the Nisshin Maru's whale processing area has proved a major embarrassment to Japan, with New Zealand leading a chorus of international condemnation. There were fears of an environmental disaster, with thousands of gallons of oil and chemicals at risk of leaking into pristine waters and reaching penguin breeding grounds.

The six-ship fleet was scheduled to continue whaling until the end of March and return to Japan in mid-April. Instead, according to a Greenpeace statement, it sailed out of Antarctica waters yesterday, tailed by the Esperanza. The fleet, which had been in the area since November, had a target catch of 850 minkes and 10 fin whales this season. It caught "only" 550 minkes and three fins, according to Mr Naruko. But he reassured consumers: "We don't think this will have a major effect on the price of whale meat." Japan claims that its whaling programme provides crucial scientific data for the International Whaling Commission on populations, feeding habits and distribution of the mammals.

While Australia and New Zealand have led international protests against the annual slaughter, Japan has been trying to get the moratorium on commercial whaling lifted. Mr Naruko said that the cause of the fire was still being investigated, but it was not believed to be connected with the actions of protesters. He said he hoped the Nisshin Maru would be repaired in time for the next hunt, in the north-west Pacific in May, when they will target 350 whales.

The weather has been calm since the fire, and Japanese officials said that no oil had leaked from the ship. They said it had safely moved away from the Antarctic coast under its own power after drifting near the world's biggest penguin rookery.

_____________________________________________________________________________
The Guardian: An inconvenient truth: eco-warrior Al Gore's bloated gas and electricity bills

Wednesday February 28, 2007

Former US vice-president Al Gore's home in Nashville's exclusive Belle Meade district, Tennessee.

Al Gore's home in Nashville's exclusive Belle Meade district, Tennessee. Photograph: Rusty Russell/Getty Images

 Al Gore knows a thing or two about the vicissitudes of public life. Six years ago he was virtually written off as a has-been vice-president after he won the popular vote only to lose the 2000 race for the White House. On Sunday night his rehabilitation was completed as he was crowned the moral mouthpiece of Hollywood, receiving an Oscar for his global warming documentary An Inconvenient Truth.

In front of the cream of the movie industry and the world's cameras, he stood alongside fellow eco-warrior Leonardo DiCaprio and proclaimed the ceremony the first in the Academy Awards' history to be run on "environmentally intelligent" lines. "And you know what?" he told the adoring crowd. "It's not as hard as you might think. We have a long way to go but all of us can do something in our own lives to make a difference."

Twenty four hours is a long time in green politics. By Monday night Mr Gore found himself back in that all-too familiar place - the eye of the storm.

A little-known group based in his home state, the Tennessee Centre for Policy Research, had the idea of looking up Mr Gore's energy bills for his large home in the Belle Meade area of Nashville to see whether he practised what he preached.

The headline figures, released to the group under federal freedom of information rules, were striking. Last year the Gore household consumed 221,000 kilowatt-hours (kWh) of electricity - more than 20 times the national annual average.

His household consumption of energy rose between 2005 and 2006, the bills showed, from 16,200 kWh a month to 18,400 kWh last year. In addition, he spent on average $1,080 (£550) a month on natural gas. Combined, his electricity and gas bills reached almost $30,000.

The group released the information on Monday night under the title "Al Gore's personal energy use is his own inconvenient truth". Its president, Drew Johnson, told the Guardian that he had no objection to someone spending $30,000 on energy to light and heat a multimillion dollar house. "I only have a problem with that person telling us what light-bulbs to buy and that we should get a new low-energy refrigerator. That's hypocrisy, and I'm proud to have exposed it," he said.

By yesterday the news of Mr Gore's energy bills was flying around the internet at a rate which, were the web petrol-powered, would have led to instant sea level rises. Conservative and libertarian bloggers, from Instapundit to Hot Air and Red State, luxuriated over the details, while progressive and liberal blogs led by the Huffington Post tried to discredit the report by describing it as a typical smear campaign. It had been timed for the Oscars, the Post's blogger said, by a group that had no official status and had connections with rightwing groups funded by ExxonMobil.

Mr Johnson denied the oil industry link and said he had no intention of smearing Mr Gore, but had been motivated simply by a desire to hold public figures to account.

His group, which is registered as a non-profit organisation, describes itself as an independent thinktank that promotes a vision of a free society grounded in property rights, individual liberty and limited government.

By yesterday morning Mr Gore's team was pulled into the controversy. Kalee Kreider, his environmental adviser, told the Guardian that "you can attack the messenger but the message remains the same". She said Mr Gore's fuel bills failed to tell the whole picture. All the energy used for the Nashville home came from a green power provider to the Tennessee Valley that draws its energy from solar, wind-powered and methane gas supplies, among other sources.

The Gores were installing solar panels on the roof of their home, Ms Kreider added, and making efforts to reduce their energy needs. Besides, Mr Gore had adopted a "carbon neutral" life whereby any emissions for which he was personally responsible were offset by buying green credits such as parcels of forests.

"The point about vice-president Gore is that he's devoted 30 years of his life to educating people about global warming. That says something about the man," she said.

Laurie David, the producer of An Inconvenient Truth, said that the furore was only to be expected. A leading global warming campaigner, she is familiar with criticism of this kind having been called a "jetstream liberal" for using private planes. "What this lame attempt to discredit Al Gore tells me is that we are winning. This is comedy at its best - it's straight out of the David Letterman show."

Mr Gore, or the Goracle as he is now known, has so far kept out of the fray. He is flying high, his old image as Bill Clinton's wooden sidekick long since forgotten. The Washington Post has dubbed him Al Gore: rock star, and he is planning a global round of Live Earth concerts for the summer. Rumours persist that he will make a late run for the 2008 election, prompting an elaborate joke at the Oscars in which he pretended to be announcing a presidential bid only to be shooed off stage.

With all that riding in his favour, he will wish to swat away the present noise as quickly as possible. If nothing else, though, this is a reminder that in politics - even if it's green - you should never take anything for granted.
_________________________________________________________________________

Le Monde:Le Brésil redoute l'instauration de critères écologiques internationaux

LE MONDE | 28.02.07 | 15h41  •  Mis à jour le 28.02.07 | 15h42

RIO DE JANEIRO CORRESPONDANCE


La création d'une Organisation des Nations unies pour l'environnement (ONUE), proposée par le président Jacques Chirac, début février à Paris, n'a suscité aucun enthousiasme à Brasilia. Au contraire, le président Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva s'est lancé dans une campagne pour "exiger des pays riches" qu'ils diminuent leur pollution de la planète.

"Les pays riches sont malins, ils édictent des normes contre la déforestation, après avoir détruit leurs propres forêts", a déclaré le président Lula. Il a cité une étude réalisée par l'Institut brésilien de recherche agronomique (Embrapa), où est démontré que l'Europe a conservé 0,3 % des forêts existant il y a huit mille ans, contre 69 % au Brésil, pays découvert en l'an 1500 par des navigateurs portugais. Cela donnerait donc au géant sud-américain "une autorité morale et politique" pour obliger les nations développées à ne pas se contenter de signer des protocoles, mais à agir contre le réchauffement.

"Cette résistance des autorités brésiliennes à l'ONUE me surprend, avoue Sergio Abranches, sociologue spécialiste en écologie politique. Le Brésil apparaît sur la défensive, comme s'il anticipait des pressions futures." Brasilia redoute que des critères écologiques soient inclus dans de futures négociations, par exemple commerciales à l'OMC, et lèvent de nouvelles barrières contre les exportations.

RÉDUCTION DU DÉBOISEMENT

Le ministère brésilien des relations extérieures étudie la création d'un poste d'ambassadeur exclusivement chargé des dossiers liés au changement climatique. Ses attributions et son profil ne sont pas définis, car des diplomates suivent déjà ces sujets au niveau international. Surtout sur le sujet sensible de l'Amazonie.

Le gouvernement n'accepte pas les critiques internationales contre la dégradation de la forêt tropicale au Brésil. Il leur oppose les statistiques récentes, qui montrent, entre 2003 et 2006, une réduction de 52 % du déboisement. L'antenne brésilienne de Greenpeace reconnaît cette baisse, attribuée principalement aux actions de l'Etat contre l'exploitation illégale du bois. Mais elle s'inquiète que les queimadas, ces énormes brûlis dus à l'avancée de l´homme en Amazonie, représentent 75 % de la pollution au Brésil, et place le pays est au 4e rang mondial des émetteurs de dioxyde de carbone.

"Même si le Brésil ne rejetait plus de CO2, notre forêt reste menacée par les autres pays pollueurs", affirme Marina Silva, la ministre de l'environnement. Un rapport de son ministère, rendu public mardi 27 février, montre qu'en 2100, la hausse des températures en Amazonie pourrait atteindre huit degrés, et la plus grande forêt tropicale du monde, se transformer en savane.

Si le Brésil critique les pays riches, "qui n'osent pas affronter leurs industries polluantes", il met en valeur ses efforts. Par exemple, sa "révolution énergétique", à travers les biocombustibles.

Toutefois les spécialistes en environnement dénoncent le "programme d'accélération de la croissance", dévoilé fin janvier, qui aggraverait l'option du transport routier, projette de nouveaux barrages fluviaux et veut repousser la frontière agricole. "L'Amazonie n'est pas une frontière agricole, ce doit être une limite à l'expansion du soja", plaide Marcelo Furtado, directeur des campagnes de Greenpeace au Brésil. Au rythme actuel, la couverture forestière pourrait reculer de 5,3 millions de km2 à 3,2 millions de km2 en 2050.

Avant le prochain G8, le président Lula recevra au Brésil, début mars, son homologue américain George Bush. Les deux pays devraient s'entendre pour valoriser la production de biocarburants.

_____________________________________________________________________________

The Guardian:Barking up a new tree for renewable energy sources

Carbon-neutral and cheap, wood pellets look like a good fuel bet - as some schools and businesses are already discovering 

Kim Thomas

Thursday March 1, 2007

Alternative energy sources, such as solar power, tidal power and wind power, are often derided by critics as expensive, impractical or even (in the case of wind turbines) damaging to the environment. But there is another little-discussed alternative which can be used both as a fuel and to provide electricity.

It is widely available, easily renewable and carbon-neutral. And unlike wind and solar power, it provides energy on demand rather than intermittent energy dependent on the weather.

This revolutionary material is wood. Banish from your mind the thought of a homely log fire. Often referred to as biomass - because it is a combustible product of biological origin - wood fuel these days comes in the form of dried pellets, 15mm long and 6mm in diameter.

Pellets provide twice as much energy as wet wood - 1kg of wood pellets provides as much heat as a 1 kilowatt electric fire running for five hours. They are burned in specially adapted boilers that can be used both in ordinary homes and in large buildings to fuel central heating systems.

Widely used in Germany, Austria and Scandinavia, wood pellets have been slow to find a market in the UK. But what exactly is so good about wood? "It's a renewable fuel, because obviously you can plant more trees," says Laura Yates, a climate campaigner at Greenpeace. "And it's effectively carbon-neutral, because trees and plants suck up carbon dioxide when they grow and then emit that same amount of carbon dioxide when they're burnt."

Helped by funding from the Regional Development Agency, Nottinghamshire County Council has over the past three years replaced coal-fired boilers in 15 of its schools with wood pellet boilers. There are now plans to install them in 27 more schools, which will result in an additional reduction of carbon dioxide emissions of 3,000 tonnes a year.

Having achieved its aim, agreed with government, of reducing carbon emissions by 27% by 2006, the authority's long-term aim is to become carbon-neutral in terms of the energy it uses in buildings. It uses other renewable sources, such as wind turbines and hydro-electricity but, says energy manager Alan Allsop, "the best carbon savings per money spent come from the biomass boilers".

The amount the council spends on wood fuel has now grown so much that it has had to put the supply of wood pellets out to tender. This was won last year by the Energy Crops Company, a Surrey-based business founded in 2005. Energy crops is partnering with Biojoule, which is building a new pellet mill in Nottinghamshire that will produce 10,000 tonnes of pellets a year.

Biojoule is sourcing most of its wood from local farmers, who are growing willow, a short-rotation coppice that takes three years to grow and can then be harvested yearly. About 30% of each tree goes to make pellets; the rest is bark or made into planks. Each tree will produce about three tonnes of pellets - enough to keep 200 homes warm for a week.

The wood is broken down into sawdust and then dried, before being forced through a die to make it into pellets and then cooled and stored. A particle of wood takes about two hours to go through the whole process.

New trees will be planted to replace the ones burned, making the wood pellets a carbon-neutral source of energy. What of the cost to users? Compared with oil boilers, which cost between £1,000 and £2,000, wood pellet boilers are expensive, costing between £4,000 and £9,000. They are still cheaper than wind turbines, however - which, per unit of capacity, cost roughly 100 times as much as wood pellet boilers.

Per unit of delivered energy, wood pellets start to look more attractive. At 2.5p per kilowatt hour (kWh), wood pellets are more expensive than coal (2p per kWh) and gas (2.2p kWh) but cheaper than oil (3.5p per kWh) and electricity (6.5p per kWh). People who had previously used oil boilers can expect payback on their investment within about five years, says Graham Hilton, chief executive of Energy Crops.

Cassop School in Durham replaced its old oil boiler with a wood pellet boiler from 3GEnergi three years ago, and head teacher Jim McManners says the school has saved £2,000 a year. Apart from initial teething troubles, he says, the practicalities of using a wood pellet boiler have been no different from those involved in using an oil boiler.

There are downsides. Wood's energy density is about two-thirds that of coal, and half that of oil; you need more wood to get the same amount of energy. Regulations on oil storage, however, require that oil containers are held within a secondary containment system, such as a bund, that will hold any oil that has escaped from its container. This bund must be able to hold at least 110% of the volume of any single container in the storage area, so the storage area used to keep the wood is the same as for oil, says Hilton.

Wood pellets are often imported from Scandinavia, adding to the environmental cost, but this will be reduced as more pellets are produced in this country. Another potential drawback is that land used for growing trees could otherwise be used for crops - although, as Hilton points out, willow tends to grow on land that is unsuitable for crop growing.

Putting waste to use

Yates believes we can reduce the environmental impact further by burning wood that would otherwise end up in landfill: "We should be making sure that all forestry waste is put to use, not just left to rot because then it produces methane, which is a very potent greenhouse gas." She also advocates maximising efficiency by using wood, not only for fuel, but electricity.

Wood supplier Balcas, another Energy Crops partner, is doing just that. Based in Fermanagh, Balcas uses virgin sawdust and wood chips from its own timber processing activities to produce pellets. The pellets will be used in an onsite plant, now under construction, that will provide all its own heating and electricity needs, as well as supplying 10,000 homes in Northern Ireland.

Sourced locally or from waste timber, the case for wood as a carbon-neutral replacement for fossil fuels is compelling - and very simple. As Hilton says: "If you're not burning oil, you're not polluting the environment."

ROAP MEDIA UPDATE
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Scoop, New Zeland : New Measures To Protect Endangered Species

Thursday, 1 March 2007, 11:27 am

Press Release: United Nations  

UN-Backed Body To Discuss New Measures To Protect Endangered Species

A fish and a small primate whose survival is threatened by their use in traditional medicine, pink coral, rosewood and the perennial issue of whether there should be any easing of the ban on ivory are high on the agenda of this year’s meeting of the United Nations-backed body overseeing trade in endangered species. 

They figure among some 40 new government proposals for amending wildlife trade rules to be decided on at the next triennial conference of the Secretariat of the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) in The Hague, Netherlands, from 3 to 15 June. 

With biological diversity facing a host of threats ranging from habitat destruction to climate change to unrestrained commercial harvesting for trade, many of the proposals reflect growing international concern at the accelerating destruction of the world’s marine and forest resources through over-fishing and excessive logging, CITES said in a news release today. 

Administered by the UN Environment Programme (UNEP), CITES seeks to reward people engaged in sustainable trade while protecting the world’s biological diversity by ensuring that the international trade in wildlife is carefully managed. 

New rules proposed by Germany on behalf of the European Community (EC), the United States, Kenya and other CITES members include: 

A permit system and sustainable fishery management programme for the spiny dogfish, a small shark that was once abundant in temperate waters but is now overexploited for its meat, which is highly valued in Europe, often featuring in British fish and chips shops. 

Strict control for trade in pink coral, the most valuable of all precious corals, which has been fished for over 5,000 years and used for jewellery and other decorative items but has suffered a dramatic decline due over-harvesting and the destruction of entire colonies by bottom trawling and dredges. 

A ban on all international commercial trade in sawfishes, which have declined by over 90 per cent, since their rostral saws, teeth, fins and other parts bring high prices for use in traditional medicine and as curios, while live specimens are sought for aquaria. 

A similar ban on two species of slow loris, a small, nocturnal primate native to South and Southeast Asia threatened by high and growing demand in Asia for traditional medicines and pets. 

Trade permits for three species of rosewood which grow only in the swamp forests of southern Belize and nearby regions of Guatemala and Mexico and are threatened by increasing deforestation and their use for musical instruments. 

Similar permits for the cedar of Central and South America, once a common tree valued locally for its resistance to rotting and insects and internationally as a precious wood, which has suffered from extensive deforestation. 

On ivory from the African elephant, the long-running debate pits the benefits that income from ivory sales may bring to conservation and to local communities with concerns that such sales may encourage poaching. CITES banned the international commercial ivory trade in 1989 but in 1997, recognizing that some African elephant populations were healthy and well managed, permitted Botswana, Namibia and Zimbabwe to make a one-time sale to Japan totalling 50 tonnes. 

In 2002, it agreed in principle to allow a second sale from Botswana, Namibia and South Africa. But the sales have not gone forward because a monitoring programme to establish comprehensive baseline data on elephant poaching and population levels is not yet operational. 

Botswana and Namibia are jointly proposing easing the conditions for permitting future sales, while Kenya and Mali are calling for a trade ban in raw or worked ivory from all range States for 20 years, arguing that allowing any trade will increase poaching. 

The CITES Secretariat believes that all this year’s elephant proposals contain technical problems and a meeting of the African range States is scheduled to take place in advance of the conference.

http://www.scoop.co.nz/stories/WO0703/S00003.htm 
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Scoop, New Zealand : Discussions on Lebanon Situation

Thursday, 1 March 2007, 11:19 am

Press Release: United Nations  

UN Official Discusses Latest Situation in Southern Lebanon With Officials in Beirut

New York, Feb 28 2007 4:00PM

A senior United Nations official today discussed with Lebanese officials full implementation of the Security Council resolution that ended last summer’s war between Israel and Hizbollah, following similar talks earlier this week with Israeli authorities.

“We discussed many issues from the question of prisoners, Israeli prisoners in Lebanon, Lebanese prisoners in Israel – we would like to see more progress on that,” Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon’s Special Advisor on the situation in the Middle East Michael Williams told reporters after meeting with officials in Beirut, the Lebanese capital, in preparation for Mr. Ban’s next report to the Council on the situation.

“We also discussed the issue of Israeli overflights which are a violation of Lebanese sovereignty and occur on a regular and indeed a daily basis. We discussed the issue of munitions in the south, both landmines and the far more difficult issue of cluster bombs.” 

Mr. Williams noted that there had been some progress on landmines with Israel providing military maps that have helped with their destruction, but the issue of the far more deadly cluster bombs used by Israel last summer has been far more difficult. UN officials have frequently cited the dangers to civilians in their villages and fields from unexploded cluster bombs.

Last month, a UN Environment Programme (UNEP) report stressed the importance of rapidly removing them, especially in southern Lebanon where large areas of economically important agricultural land have become “out of bounds” for farmers, noting that de-mining could take up to 15 months. 

Council resolution 1701 adopted in August mandated the complete withdrawal of Israeli troops from southern Lebanon together with Lebanese army deployment in the area. 

It also enhanced the UN Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL), first created in 1978 to confirm an Israeli withdrawal after an earlier incursion, to monitor the cessation of hostilities. 

UNIFIL now fields more than 12,000 troops out of its new ceiling of 15,000. Israel has withdrawn from all Lebanese territory except for the northern part of the village of Ghajar which straddles the line separating the two sides. 

http://www.scoop.co.nz/stories/WO0703/S00002.htm 

……………………………………….

Malaysia Star, Malaysia  : New curbs proposed on trade in endangered species

By Robert Evans 

GENEVA (Reuters) - Europeans may soon find some of their favourite fish dishes are off the menu while lovers of coral jewellery and consumers of Asian medicines may have to change their ways, the United Nations indicated on Wednesday. 

The U.N. Environment Programme (UNEP) said proposals on the agenda for a key conference in June would, if approved, impose tighter rules on trade in a range of endangered species -- animals and trees as well as riches of the sea. 

The European Union, UNEP said, wanted to see controls on the sale of the spiny dogfish, a small shark often called "rock salmon" and especially popular as a fish-and-chips dish in Britain and eaten with horseradish in Germany. 

The United States is seeking restrictions on trade in pink coral, the most precious variety of the tiny marine polyp, while Kenya and Mali want a 20-year ban on sales of raw or worked ivory to protect elephants. 

The proposals will be discussed at the three-yearly gathering of signatory states to the U.N.'s Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES), to be held in The Hague from June 3 to 15. 

CITES, whose secretariat works with UNEP, was adopted by more than 100 countries in 1973 and now has 169 signatories. 

Among other species for which greater protection is on the agenda for the June gathering are the tiny, wide-eyed Asian slow loris primate, European eels, sawfish, Caribbean lobsters and Latin American cedar and rosewood trees. 

Cambodia, which is seeking a full CITES ban on trade in the loris, argues that the animal -- popular as a pet in Asia but threatened mainly because its bones are used in Asian traditional medicines -- could soon die out. 

Countries calling for restrictions on trade in eels, sawfish and lobsters say their numbers are declining rapidly because they are grossly over-fished, while the defenders of tropical trees say they are being logged to extinction. 

The proposal for a total ban on ivory trade is likely to be fiercely contested by countries from southern Africa, which argue they have been successful in limiting illegal killing of elephants, which CITES experts say has yet to be proved. 

Botswana and Namibia want an easing of CITES rules on one-off ivory sales, and Botswana itself is to ask the conference for approval to sell 40 tonnes from its existing stocks and an annual export quota of eight tonnes. 

Kenya and Mali -- which also have elephant populations and have waged a bitter struggle against illegal killing to harvest the animals' tusks -- say any easing of the CITES rules would encourage poachers. 

Another proposal experts say is likely to cause controversy is one from Uganda to end a total ban on the export of leopard parts and replace it with less onerous restrictions which would allow a limited trade in skins as hunting trophies. 

http://thestar.com.my/news/story.asp?file=/2007/3/1/worldupdates/2007-03-01T004335Z_01_NOOTR_RTRJONC_0_-289574-1&sec=worldupdates 
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Cosmos, Australia : New rules for endangered species

Thursday, 1 March 2007Agençe France-Presse 

GENEVA: Pink coral, cedar trees, fish that end up on the dinner plate and a wide-eyed mammal prized in Asian medicine are among the animal and plant species that could gain greater U.N. protection this year.

The United Nations Environment Program, which administers CITES - the Convention on the International Trade of Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora - unveiled some 40 new government proposals for changes to wildlife trade rules that will be considered at the organisation's conference in June.

The agency said many of the proposals reflected growing international concern about the accelerating destruction of the world's marine and forest resources through overfishing and excessive logging.

"Biological diversity faces many threats, ranging from habitat destruction to climate change to unrestrained commercial harvesting for trade," said Achim Steiner, executive director of the U.N. Environment Program.

The conference allows countries to amend rules aimed at defining and protecting endangered species. Currently some 530 animal and 300 plant species benefit from complete protection under CITES, while only restricted trade is allowed for another 4,460 animal and 28,000 plants.

Potentially the most endearing new candidate for a complete ban on trade is the endangered slow loris, a small, furry, nocturnal primate from south and southeast Asia. Cambodia, which is sponsoring full protection under the terms of CITES Appendix I, says the Loris is threatened by a combination of the destruction of its forest habitat, growing demand for traditional medicine and as a pet.

Officials underlined a shift in focus this year away from the more traditional endagered species to commercially over-exploited fish and trees. "Commercial timber and fish species have long been kept away from CITES. Those species were considered off limits," said CITES Secretary General Willem Wijnstekers. "That is changing."

"Extensive deforestation" of the cedar tree in South and Central America is prompting the European Union to seek trade restrictions for the species, which is valued for its insect and rot resistant wood. The EU also wants the trade in European eels, a popular food in coastal areas of northern Europe, and the spiny dogfish, a type of shark prized in fish and chip shops, to be subject to a permit system and fisheries management, CITES said.

Germany, which currently holds the European Union presidency, said the spiny dogfish was vulnerable because of its tendency to travel in large schools that are easily trawled by fishing boats and its slow reproductive rate. Meanwhile European eel stocks have declined "dramatically" due to overfishing, according to CITES.

Other fish species up for protection due to over-exploitation include Brazilian lobsters and the Banggai cardinalfish. A popular item in home aquariums, the striking tropical is up for listing, because about 700,000 to 900,000 of them are collected every year.

The United States wants to control the trade in pink coral for the first time, because of the over-exploitation of tropical coral reefs that have been rendered fragile and bleached by climate change. The pink variety of the polyp has been prized in jewellery and for decoration for 5,000 years.

Several countries sought to lower protection on species, including the black caiman, a species of reptile similar to the alligator, in Brazil. Uganda asked for a ban on trade related to Ugandan leopards to be lifted to allow limited trade in sports trophies, CITES said.

Wijnstekers said other bids to remove species from protection altogether suggested that measures to save endangered species were successful. This year's list included the North American bobcat and several types of cactus.

http://www.cosmosmagazine.com/node/1077 

General Environment News

The Jakarta Post : Researchers discover 20 new shark, ray species in Indonesia 

BANGKOK (AP): Twenty new species of sharks and rays have been discovered in Indonesia during a five-year survey of catches at local fish markets, Australian researchers said Wednesday.

The survey by the Australian Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organization, or CSIRO, represents the first in-depth look at Indonesia's sharks and rays since Dutch scientist Pieter Bleeker described more than 1,100 fish speciesfrom 1842-1860.

Researchers said six of their discoveries have been described in peer review journals, including the Bali Catshark and Jimbaran Shovelnose Ray, found only in Bali, and the Hortle's Whipray, found only in West Papua.

Papers on the remaining 14 are being prepared.

"Indonesia has the most diverse shark and ray fauna and the largest shark and ray fishery in the world, with reported landings of more than 100,000 tons a year," said William White, a co-author of the study. "Before this survey, however, there werevast gaps in our knowledge of sharks and rays in this region." 

Based on the survey's findings, the Australian Centre for International Agricultural Research has published a 330-page, full-color, field guide titled: "Economically Important Sharks and Rays of Indonesia."

From 2001 to 2006, researchers photographed and sampled more than 130 species on 22 survey trips to 11 ports across Indonesia.

More than 800 specimens were lodged in reference collections at the Museum Zoologicum Bogoriense at Cibinong, Java, and the Australian National Fish Collection at Hobart.

The survey was part of a broader project working toward improved management of sharks and rays in Indonesia and Australia, researchers said.

"Good taxonomic information is critical to managing shark and ray species, which reproduce relatively slowly and are extremely vulnerable to overfishing," White said in a statement. "Itprovides the foundation for estimating population sizes, assessing the effects of fishing and developing plans for fisheries management and conservation." (**)

http://www.thejakartapost.com/detailgeneral.asp?fileid=20070228135632&irec=5 
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The Jakarta Post : Quake at 5.5 on Richter scale jolts Maluku 

JAKARTA (Antara): The Meteorology and Geophysics Agency recorded a tectonic earthquake measuring 5.5 on the Richter scale in Labuha subdistrict, Halmahera Selatan district, North Maluku province, at 1.53 am on Sunday.

The agency said the epicentre of the tremor was located at 67 kilometers west of Labuha in the depth of 44.3 kilometers from sea surface at the coordinates of 0.88 south latitude and 126.91east longitude.

A bigger quake (6.6 on the Richter scale) also occurred in Labuha on Tuesday (Feb 20) afternoon damaging tens of houses and public facilities.

http://www.thejakartapost.com/detailgeneral.asp?fileid=20070225151508&irec=41 
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The Nation, Thailand : Dam will displace thousands

Subhatra Bhumiprabhas

Reservoirs could send 100,000 more refugees into Thailand 

Karenni and Shan refugees from Burma yesterday urged the Thai government to stop building hydroelectric dams on the Salween River - warning that they would displace another 100,000 people.

The last Yintalie tribe would be driven from its home if the dams went ahead, according to April Moe, a 23-year-old Karenni woman who spoke in Bangkok yesterday about the refugees' plight.

The Karenni state community numbers just 1,000 today.

Speaking at the office of the National Human Rights Commission, Moe warned the government the dams it is building with the Burmese military junta would displace tens of thousands.

As many as 30,000 people in her state and another 35,000 from Karen state, plus more people from Shan and Karen communities in Thailand would be affected, she said.

The governments of Thailand and Burma agreed in 2004 to build four dams on the Salween River.

Last October, Thailand's Energy Minister Piyasvasti Amranand said the projects would be deferred, but on February 24 the Electricity Generating Authority of Thailand included construction of the Hut Gyi and Thasang dams in its draft power-development plan.

"I want the people who are going to build this project to reconsider their plans, if they do not want to prolong people's suffering under the military dictatorship," she said.

The dams are being built in the middle of an area contested by the Burma junta and ethnic minorities. Already more than 100,000 Karenni have been driven from their homes. Another 22,000 Karenni have fled to Thailand since the mid-1990s. 

"I want you to think carefully about internally displaced persons in Burma and the refugees who are living in camps in Thailand," Moe said. She has lived in a Mae Hong Song refugee camp since she was four. "Everyone wants to go back to our home," she said.

The Salween dams will affect another 100,000 people - or one third of the all people in Karenni state - who rely on the river for their livelihoods, she said. And more refugees would flee to Thailand.

Shan refugee Charm Tong said more than 400,000 villagers in Shan and Karen states had been displaced since the Salween dam projects were started. 

"There are lots of Shan villagers still hiding in jungles and many more fleeing to Thailand who cannot find shelter because there is no refugee camp for the Shan [in Thailand]," she said via relay from Norway.

http://nationmultimedia.com/2007/03/01/national/national_30028167.php 

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

Malaya, Philippines : Global warming debate over;  time to act now, says report

WASHINGTON — Declaring the global warming debate over, an international team of scientists urged the world’s nations on Tuesday to act now to keep climate change from becoming a catastrophe.

The international community needs to take stronger steps to cut the pace of global warming, adapt to the climate changes that have already taken place and ensure development can be sustained throughout the process, the scientists said in a report released at the United Nations.

"We make the argument that it is essential that we get started now: not next year, not next decade, but now," said John Holdren, a professor of environmental policy at Harvard University and member of the scientific panel that crafted the report.

This report is a logical next step after the February 2 release of a much-heralded document by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change in Paris, which stated that global warming is real and human activities caused much of it over the past half-century.

The earlier report was prohibited from making policy recommendations; the current one, funded by the non-profit UN Foundation and Sigma Xi scientific society, centers on just such recommendations.

And while the recommendations are global, certain specific items are sure to affect the United States, Holdren said in a telephone interview before the report’s formal release.

For example, scientists said no country should build any traditional coal-burning power plants — big emitters of the greenhouse gas carbon dioxide — unless they are designed to be able to capture and bury the carbon dioxide they emit.

The United States, which emits about 25 percent of the world’s carbon dioxide, relies heavily on coal-fired power plants.

One recommendation urges improved energy efficiency for vehicles, homes, commercial buildings and in industry, to save money, cut dependence on oil and reduces the balance of payments to pay for oil imports.

Biofuels, such as the ethanol advocated by the Bush administration, should increasingly replace oil in transport, the report said.

In the tropics, the international community should aim to slow and eventually reverse deforestation, a major source of greenhouse gas emissions, Holdren said.

Global investment in advanced energy technology should be tripled or quadrupled, the report said. This and the other recommendations are aimed at cutting global warming but also providing economic opportunity and new jobs, he said.

The report stressed the reality of the global warming problem now, and noted the inadequate response to the stronger storms, worse droughts and heat waves and more severe wildfires that are a consequence of higher world temperatures.

"We need to make greater investment in the capacity of the world to deal with those sorts of extreme events, not only because climate is changing, making those events ever more frequent, but because the suffering already associated with our inadequate responses to those needs to be corrected," Holdren said.

The scientists considered nuclear power as a carbon-free option, but said this energy source must address the problem of disposal of radioactive waste and break the link between nuclear technology and weapons proliferation.

On Capitol Hill, House Speaker Nancy Pelosi said late on Monday she hoped to see a "substantial package" of global warming legislation by June 1.

http://www.malaya.com.ph/mar01/envi1.htm 
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Malaya, Philippines : Global warming hits world’s largest tiger reserve

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, recognized 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 colors 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 cut their numbers to 3,700. Some wildlife experts say the total could be as low as 1,200.

http://www.malaya.com.ph/mar01/envi4.htm 
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Maathai decries raping environment as invisible enemy
Addis Ababa, Ethiopia (PANA) - Kenyan Nobel Peace Prize laureate Prof. Wangari Maathai Wednesday called on Africa's policy-makers to change their narrow concept of security and embrace it with the environment that is threatened by an invisible enemy. Underlining the environment as an important part of the security of humankind, the human rights-cum-environment activist also appealed to African leaders to protect the Congo River ecosystem and the indigenous mountain forests across the continent from destruction. Maathai was addressing more than 100 key civilian and military professionals specializing in African security who are attending a two-week seminar in Addis Ababa. She said the forest ecosystems of the Congo and the Amazon River in South America must be protected from destruction by multinational miners and lumberjacks because they are extremely important for the survival of Africa and a large part of the world. "If we don't wake up now, the Sahara and the Kalahari (deserts) will wipe us off the surface of the world," said Maathai, noting that the snow-capped Mount Kilimanjaro in Tanzania and Mount Kenya in her country were losing their icy cover due to climate change. She said scientific predictions indicate that Africa would be the most hit by the impact of the current climate change around the world, and, for that reason, environment protection should be the top agenda of every African nation. "We are extremely unprepared for this enemy. When rains come in plenty, our people die. When drought comes we suffer as well. We need to be prepared to deal with the forces of nature on this continent. "We must be prepared by planting more trees," Maathai said, urging industrialized countries to assist in environmental rehabilitation because they were responsible for the rising green gases." Maathai wondered why African governments continued to consider the environment as a luxury issue. "Environment degradation is our invisible enemy. This enemy steals our natural resources, our land and water slowly, silently and non- violently. The frontline of this enemy is deforestation," she said. "For Africa, protection of primary resources is very important for our survival, otherwise we shall become environmental refugees," Maathai added, calling for the inclusion of environment and natural resource protection in the curricula of all education institutions starting from the primary level. http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng014156&dte=28/02/2007
E. Africa starts fish conservation on Lake Victoria
Nairobi, Kenya (PANA) - East African countries have embarked on a major training programme for beach management units around Lake Victoria to stem the growing threat of over-fishing in the second largest fresh water mass in the world, media reports said here Wednesday. The programme will involve nearly 135,000 anglers in communities around the lake. Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania moved to protect marine resources in the lake following warnings by scientists that, unless the three governments imposed stringent fishing controls, the lake would begin experiencing dwindling fish stocks in the next two years as a result of over-fishing. Dr Richard Abila of the Kenya Marine and Fisheries Research Institute (Kemfri) told journalists in the lakeside town of Kisumu that the training programme would cover over 1,000 community-based beach management units around the lake. "Over-fishing in particular areas and [human] resettlement endanger the fish in the lake," Abila was quoted as saying. During the training that began Tuesday this week, 55,000 Kenyan, 40,000 Tanzanian and 38,000 Ugandan anglers will be equipped with skills on size of the net and fish to catch. Kenya with only six per cent of the lake has the highest number of anglers, compared with Uganda's 43 per cent and Tanzania's 51 per cent share of the lake. Under the East African Community treaty, Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania have undertaken to protection the lake's marine resources through the Lake Victoria Environmental Management Programme (LVEMP). http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng014138&dte=28/02/2007
AETFAT 81st Congress underway in Cameroon

Douala, Cameroon (PANA) - Researchers from about 15 countries are attending the 81st Congress of the Association for the Study of the Flora of Tropical Africa (AETFAT) convening in the Cameroonian city of Yaoundé, organizers said here. The congress, convening for the first time in a Central African country, opened Monday and will end 2 March deliberating on the theme "Systematics and conservation of African plants". Established in 1950 to study, protect and conserve African plants, AETFAT convenes every three years to take stock of research on plants. The Yaoundé congress will seek to identify and approve new species found in tropical Africa, assess the conservation of the tropical flora, and examine progress at the level of medicinal plants and the distribution of these plants. According to research findings, Cameroon has nearly 12,000 species of floral plants and several microscopic plants that are among the African plants threatened by forest-related activities and bush fires, hence the need for researchers to find ways to protect them. http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng014134&dte=28/02/2007
Greenpeace condemns illegal logging in DR Congo
Paris, France (PANA) - Environment watchdog, Greenpeace, Monday in Paris, called for an end to "illegal logging" in DR Congo's forests, describing local wood processing company, ITB, as a major culprit. The NGO said in a statement that ITB was operating in the Tumba Lake region with two logging permits it secure in May 2002, "in full breach of a moratorium." "The region where ITB operates is identified as priority on environment conservation. It is a vital area for the Bonobo monkey and other endangered animal species such as the forest elephant and the hippopotamus," Greenpeace charged. It called for "all permits in breach of the 2002 moratorium, including those held by the ITB, to be cancelled." "Greenpeace further requests an extension of the moratorium until a zoning plan is drafted and proper governance set up in the sector," the statement added. In Cannes, southern France, 15 February, French President Jacques Chirac, called for the renewal of the moratorium on the development of primary forests in the Congo Basin. http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng014034&dte=26/02/2007
Algeria: Fighting Desertification through Conservation

Inter Press Service (Johannesburg): In May, Algeria will inaugurate a reserve around a small oasis in the south-west where plants and animals will 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. http://allafrica.com/stories/200702280251.html
Kenya: Exodus to Lake with Healing Powers and Mystic Wildlife

The Nation (Nairobi): Local and foreign tourists are increasingly heading to Lake Bogoria in Nakuru District to sample its hot saunas, among other attractions. The saunas, reputed to be rich in minerals and detoxifiers, are virtually free of charge. All that one has to do is stand close to a geyser and face the wind in minimal clothing. Geysers at Lake Bogoria National Park have pungent vapors. They spring from water fissures deep in the bowels of the earth, and have temperatures of 100 degrees centigrade and above. Increased information on the importance of geysers - medically and economically - has led to the current exodus. The park was established in 1974 and is managed by Baringo county council. Lake Bogoria is in the North Rift tourist circuit, which has some of the world's most popular attractions. But unlike most of these, the park is relatively unknown, due to ineffective marketing and poor infrastructure. Kenya and Ethiopia are so far the only African countries with geysers. http://allafrica.com/stories/200702280950.html
Burkina Faso: Fespaco and Eco-Citizenship: A Healthy and Clean Environment for all Festival-Goers. 

FESPACO News (Ouagadougou): The Ministry of environment and its various stakeholders initiated an operation called "FESPACO and eco-citizenship" whose aim is to ensure a permanent cleanliness of the various sites of FESPACO. Some of the actions undertaken by the Ministry of environment and its stakeholders include latrines, mobile urinaries, garbage cans and the collection of plastic bags and waste for festival-goers' trash. Senior staff of this ministry want to create a healthy and clean environment for all festival-goers and to prove Ouagadougou as the clean capital. Sanitation works have been placed at the "maison du people," FESPACO's office, the "maison des jeunes" and other strategic places in town.  The ministry also sets up a big pavilion where people can discover various branches of the ministry for the safeguard of environment at "la place de la nation" and an eco-citizen stand at "la maison du people" to inform the public of environmentally related activities. Besides, young trainers give people appropriate technical information in all the sites. A plastic bag and waste collection campaign started on the February 25 throughout the entire district of Ouagadougou and will last until the March 4. Places for plastic waste recycling have been established to solve the plastic issue. All over the sites, festival-goers appreciate the initiative of FESPACO 2007 eco-citizenship. This initiative allows users to ease themselves with dignity. http://allafrica.com/stories/200702280637.html
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The Green Line

Sustainable fishing supported in lieu of shark slaughter  

By Talli Nauman/The Herald Mexico 

El Universal 

Lunes 28 de febrero de 2007 

For those of you who were left squirming over recent revelations that the market for shark fin soup induces commercial fishers to mutilate tens of thousands of sharks and throw them back in the water to die, I have good news to share: Mexico just joined the ranks of the most advanced countries in banning the practice, and you can support the ban.

 

Not only that but the ban is part of a more comprehensive standard protecting sharks and manta rays that took effect with its Feb. 15 publication. It marks the first time that fishing of these species will be regulated in this country. Not only will it protect their declining population numbers, but it will help preserve associated species in danger of extinction. 

GILLNET PROVISION 

The new Mexican Official Standard 029 sees to it that capturing endangered giant manta rays and three species of endangered sharks is prohibited. It establishes seasons for lawful capture for other shark species and off-limits areas. It also forbids medium and large fishing boats casting gillnets adrift. This in turn will safeguard protected species, including whales, sea lions, dolphins and sea turtles. 

It’s a darn good thing, too. A plethora of conservation groups that have been promoting these standards said in a joint statement that shark populations had dropped 22 percent from 1990 to 2003. At the end of that time, the new standard was ready to publish. It had been steadily taking shape for at least 10 years. But it languished in National Fishing Commission (Conapesca) offices for the past three years due to misinformed opposition from sport fishers and the Senate tourism commission. 

INTERNATIONAL PRESSURE 

One week before the publication of the  standard, 115 scientific experts from renowned institutes around the country and the world sent a letter to Alberto Cárdenas, Cabinet chief of Agriculture and former Cabinet chief of Environment, pleading for the publication of the measure. It was the umpteenth time that the federal government had received such a petition. 

Now Mexico has one of the world’s best legal frameworks for conservation of sharks and manta rays, according to petitioners, which include: the Mexican Environmental Law Center (Cemda), Teyeliz, Mexican Marine Mammal Conservation (Comarino), Defenders of Wildlife, the International Fund for Animal Welfare (IFAW), Greenpeace, and the International Coalition for Sharks. 

GOOD FOR ALL INVOLVED 

The standard will be good for sport fishing, commercial fishing, the shark population, and the endangered species, because it will put things in order and stimulate reproduction. It makes possible application of the National Shark Conservation and Management Plan, which outlines actions to improve fishing communities’ environmental education. It calls for permanent, mandatory monitoring of shark fishing to replace a voluntary observation program. 

In addition to these provisions for raising awareness and for continuous oversight, a key to success of the measure will be enforcement. That will take sufficient funding, as well as political will. 

The standard is not the only way to help save the sharks, either. Seafood outlets can do their part. They can follow the example set by Arturo Armenta, owner of the Chinese café Che Che Chino, located in La Paz, Baja California Sur. He recently decided not to offer shark fin soup on the menu, joining the campaign to defend the sharks. 

“I want to be part of the protection of the environment, not part of its destruction,” he told the Mexican environmental organization IEMANYA Oceanica, which has committed to publicize eating establishments that shun shark fins. The group declared Armenta’s diner the first certified Friends of the Ocean venue in an international crusade to take shark fins off the menu. 

Consumers can support this movement by encouraging participating restaurants. For example, they can eat at Che Che Chino next time they are in the vicinity of the place at Calle 5 de Febrero, between the streets of Abasolo and B. Domínguez. 

Another thing to do is use Goodsearch. Any time you need to look up something on the Internet, go to this search engine by typing www.goodsearch.com. You will see the question, “Who do you goodsearch for?” Type in IEMANYA Oceana, and Yahoo will donate one red hot U.S. cent to the organization for each item you search. That way, even if you are far from the source of seafood, responsible fish trade is something you foster, not just read about.

www.laprensa.pa

Foro sobre cambio climático en Latinoamérica.

Además de ser candidato al premio Nobel de este año, Gore logró el pasado domingo el Oscar al mejor documental por la cinta "An inconvenient truth" ("Una verdad incómoda").Infolatam 
Miami (EEUU), 28 de febrero 2007
El ex vicepresidente de EEUU Albert Gore analizará en Miami el impacto en Latinoamérica del cambio climático en un forum al que asistirán científicos, políticos y expertos.

El "Green Forum" debatirá la evolución de cuatro grandes materias relacionadas con el medio ambiente: el calentamiento global, el acceso al agua potable, el desarrollo de las ciudades y el impacto en los océanos, informó hoy la revista Poder que organiza la conferencia.

"Esta es la primera vez que se organiza un fórum de esta magnitud dirigido a Latinoamérica y a los hispanos de Estados Unidos", afirmó hoy Nicolás Ibarguen, editor de la revista Poder y presidente del "Green Forum".

La conferencia se celebrará el 19 y 20 de abril en Miami y contará con la participación y patrocinio de organizaciones como "Envoronmental Defense", "Natural Resources Defense Council", la revista National Geographic y las universidades Columbia y Georgetown, entre otros.

Gore pronunciará una conferencia y será el invitado de honor al representar hoy la mayor figura política mundial que está defendiendo que gobiernos, empresas y organismos de todo tipo tengan en cuenta la trascendencia del impacto del cambio climático en el planeta.

Además de ser candidato al premio Nobel de este año, Gore logró el pasado domingo el Oscar al mejor documental por la cinta "An inconvenient truth" ("Una verdad incómoda").

"Tenemos que hacer algo, se trata de un tema que trasciende lo político, es una cuestión moral y está en nuestras manos solucionarlo", afirmó Gore al recibir el Oscar y en referencia al peligro del cambio climático que denuncia en su película.

El documental explica las graves consecuencias del calentamiento global de la tierra, la progresiva desertización y la disminución de recursos naturales básicos.

Además de Gore, participarán, entre otros, en el "Green Forum" de Miami el argentino Raúl Estrada, uno de los expertos legales que redactó el Tratado de Kyoto, el mexicano Mario Molina, científico experto en estudios sobre la capa de ozono, el economista peruano Hernando de Soto y el presidente del Canal de Panamá, Alberto Alemán.

www.ips.org
BOLIVIA:
Inundaciones ponen sitio a ciudad amazónica
Por Franz Chávez, enviado especial 

TRINIDAD, Bolivia, 28 feb (IPS) - La capital del departamento boliviano de Beni se ve desde el aire rodeada de un inmenso pantano, mientras sus habitantes esperan que no se desborden las contaminadas aguas estacionadas a sólo 40 centímetros de la barrera defensiva y vía de circunvalación de la ciudad.
La pequeña pista del aeropuerto de Trinidad, en el amazónico noreste boliviano, se asemeja a un centro militar de operaciones con intensa la actividad de aterrizaje y despegue de enormes aeronaves, como los Hércules C-130 de las fuerzas aéreas de Bolivia y de Venezuela, y de los pequeños Cessna. 

Todos transportan medicamentos y alimentos para las 19.000 familias damnificadas en el departamento de Beni, con 406.982 habitantes, de los cuales 89.613 residen en Trinidad. 

Las aguas del río Mamoré, el más importante de la región, se salieron de cauce e invadieron las viviendas rurales de barro y hojas de palmera y las extensas haciendas ganaderas, dejando a decenas de miles de personas sin techo desde hace 20 días, aunque la calma retornó este miércoles con la luz de sol, luego de semanas de lluvias torrenciales. 

La sonrisa ha vuelto al rostro de Claribel Solano, de unos 35 años, que tres semanas atrás vivía en la desaparecida Villa Monasterio y ahora está instalada exactamente a las puertas del aeropuerto de Trinidad, junto a la avenida de circunvalación que al mismo tiempo es el dique de contención de las aguas. 

A cada instante ve pasar las aeronaves que llegan con grandes cargamentos de alimentos y ropa, pero su presencia y la de decenas de otros evacuados ha pasado inadvertida hasta para los medios de comunicación. 

Solano también ha visto pasar al menos cuatro veces la veloz caravana del presidente Evo Morales, quien en persona ha visitado las zonas inundadas. Pero los vidrios oscuros de los vehículos de seguridad no permitieron ver a los desplazados por las aguas, que preguntan al periodista de IPS sobre el destino de los alimentos y otras donaciones. 

"Aquí --a escasos metros del aeropuerto-- no llega nada, y por eso quiero preguntarle al presidente Evo, ¿dónde están los alimentos?", dice Juanito Florián, de 40 años, piel morena, descalzo y vestido con vieja camiseta oscura y pantalón corto. 

Su familia, integrada por su esposa y seis hijos, está instalada bajo una tienda de plástico azul, con sus pocos bienes desordenados sobre el suelo de fina tierra colorada, en medio de matorrales rebeldes al borde del camino. 

En los brazos de Marlene Noé, una joven de pelo negro, descansa su hija de pocos años, y su mirada pide respuestas para el drama, hoy matizado por sonrisas, bromas y cierta esperanza por el retorno del sol, con sus 31 grados de temperatura. 

Solano no ha perdido el entusiasmo, responde con sonrisas y continúa trabajando en la venta de pastelería, tortas, empanadas y algunos refrescos fabricados en base a fruta seca. 

Los medios prefirieron mirar otras regiones alejadas, encomendando a sus periodistas a los reñidos intentos de ocupar uno de los pocos espacios libres en los dos helicópteros UH-Huey, prestados por la Fuerza Aérea argentina para sobrevolar las zonas devastadas. 

Este miércoles, el gobierno declaró el "estado de desastre" para tres provincias de Beni. 

El presidente argentino Néstor Kirchner dispuso el préstamo de cinco helicópteros. Alguien ha comentado que en la base estadounidense antidrogas de la central Santa Cruz de la Sierra, hay cinco naves del mismo tipo con la bandera boliviana en el timón de cola, pero nadie se explica por qué no están asignadas a las tareas de rescate y asistencia a los damnificados. 

Unos metros más allá, en medio de la carretera para llamar la atención, tres familias instalaron tiendas de material impermeable donadas por el gobierno peruano, pero están pendientes de recibir algún alimento. 

Jesús Ibáñez, hombre de varios oficios como el de moto-taxista, lamenta haber perdido sus electrodomésticos, una computadora y el televisor. A poca distancia están sus muebles malogrados por las lluvias. 

Mientras Ibáñez habla con IPS, una mujer cae al agua desde una improvisada embarcación impulsada por maderos a manera de remos. Unos adolescentes logran rescatarla, y llega con alguna dificultad a la orilla del inmenso lago formado por el desborde del Mamoré, única fuente de la que beben los damnificados y destino final de animales muertos, aguas servidas y desechos sólidos. 

"A pocos metros de esta agua están las lagunas de oxidación de las aguas servidas de Trinidad, y ahora las dos aguas se han juntado", dice una mujer preocupada, mientras sus hijos juegan en el oscuro líquido. 

En la pista militar de Trinidad, el director ejecutivo de Defensa Civil del Beni, coronel Alejandro Núñez, cuida cada detalle de los despachos de donaciones a poblaciones a las cuales sólo se llega por aire. 

Con uniforme de combate, Núñez dirige a decenas de soldados sudorosos por el trajín de trasladar a hombro alimentos y ropa recolectados en el resto del país. 

Su experiencia en las operaciones de emergencia, durante el sismo de mayo de 1998 que afectó parte del central departamento de Cochabamba, le dejó algunas lecciones y por eso es minucioso al registrar la entrega de donaciones. 

Hasta Trinidad llegaron unas 240 toneladas de alimentos donados por privados y por el Programa Mundial de Alimentos de Naciones Unidas, a los que se agregan un contenedor con instrumental médico y fármacos entregados por la organización internacional Visión Mundial, por un valor de 1,7 millones de dólares, pero la falta de vías de transporte crea limitaciones, dice Núñez. 

La distribución depende de un avión Hércules con una capacidad de 20 toneladas, dos avionetas Cessna, que pueden trasladar media tonelada cada una, y dos helicópteros argentinos que soportan hasta una tonelada de alimentos por unidad. 

La región nororiental ha sido la más afectada por las torrenciales lluvias caídas desde diciembre en todo el país y atribuidas por los expertos al periódico fenómeno climático de El Niño. Unas 350.000 personas han sido damnificadas y han muerto más de 35. 

En los ríos, grandes embarcaciones de la fuerza naval de este país mediterráneo trasladan hasta 25 toneladas de donaciones, pero la mayor preocupación de Núñez es la provisión de comida y medicamentos en los próximos dos meses, cuando las aguas bajen y la gente vuelva a sus tierras con la expectativa de reconstruir sus casas. 

"La provisión de víveres está garantizada por los próximos 15 días, siempre que el anillo de protección no sea roto por el agua", dice mientras ordena la entrega de bolsas de agua purificada a los soldados extenuados.(FIN/2007)
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Abu Dhabi has 100,000 water wells

Abu Dhabi, Feb. 27th, 2007 (WAM) - It is estimated that about 100,000 water wells exist in the Emirate of Abu Dhabi. However, these wells had been drilled in the absence of regulatory control, were unregistered and data about them was lacking. 

The Environment Agency - Abu Dhabi (EAD) has now commissioned GTZ/Dornier Consortium to register more than 10,000 wells, located in Al Ain and Liwa. This comes in line with one of EAD's main responsibilities to manage the Emirate's groundwater resources.

In a press conference held today at EAD Headquarters, the Agency announced that work began last month and is expected to last over the next 17 months. The rest of the Emirate's wells are all expected to be registered by the end of 2010. 

During the press conference, EAD called on the general public to lend their cooperation, in order for this important national project to run smoothly. 

For ease of identification, each well will be assigned a unique well registration identity number and a plate will be fixed to it. The level of groundwater will be measured and a pumped water sample will be taken for analysis of routine hydrochemistry at EAD's laboratories. The wells will also be checked for the presence of any pollution. 

All information collected and as well as photographs of the sites will be stored in EAD's online Abu Dhabi Water Resources Data Management System, which is expected to be online by April 2007, in association with Schlumberger Middle East. 

The information will be used to conduct detailed water resources assessments in the areas, including aquifer sustainability and mapping of groundwater quality. The information will also offer a good estimate about present water use and efficiency of this water use in the Emirate. This will greatly help EAD to develop more measures to conserve this valuable resource and ensure the sustainability of its use for generations to come

http://www.wam.org.ae/servlet/Satellite?c=WamLocEnews&cid=1167632225123&pagename=WAM%2FWamLocEnews%2FW-T-LEN-FullNews
 Oman

Wastewater plant opened at Masirah

MASIRAH — Masirah wastewater facility was inaugurated here yesterday under the auspices of Mohammed bin Hamoud al Toobi, Ministry of Tourism Under-Secretary.  The project was implemented by the Ministry of Regional Municipalities, Environment and Water Resources at a cost of RO 1.7 million

http://www.omanobserver.com/
Jordan

Environment Ministry proposes alternate location for Dibbeen tourism complex       

By Mohammad Ghazal

AMMAN —  The Ministry of Environment on Wednesday proposed an alternate location for the construction of the JD100 million tourist complex in Dibbeen.“The ministry suggested the new site due to many reasons, mainly because it believes that implementing the project in the new site will cause no environmental damage to Dibbeen Forest,” Minister of Environment Khalid Irani told The Jordan Times yesterday. Environmentalists have expressed concern over the ecological ramifications of the proposed 500 dunum complex — a joint venture by Jordan Dubai Capital (JDC) and the Social Security Corporation.

They say the infrastructure for such a complex, including the construction of roads, water pipelines, sewage networks and parking lots, would harm the forest, the southern-most natural pine forest in the world.

Irani said the ministry suggested a new site on the outskirts of the forest as it had its own reservations on the original location.

Less than one per cent of the Kingdom’s total area is forested. The proposed project, lying adjacent to the Dibbeen reserve, would entail cutting down 160 trees out of a total 9,000, calculated after a topographic study was carried out by the Royal Society for the Conservation of Nature last year.The minister said the new location was proposed as it is owned by the SSC and already contains infrastructure, “which means if the project  goes through, no trees will be cut and the company can make use of the construction already present and build on it.”Irani said the JDC and the SSC had agreed to carry out an environmental impact assessment, which would take from a 30 to 45 days, to determine if the project could be implemented in the new site.“When the study is completed, and if it shows that there will be no damage to the environment, it will be referred to the Higher Regulation Council, which is the body to grant the go- ahead for the implementation of the project,” Irani said.

http://www.jordantimes.com/thu/homenews/homenews3.htm
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BAN KI-MOON SUPPORTS MEETING ON IRAQ BRINGING TOGETHER US, IRAN AND SYRIA 

A spokesperson for United Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon today voiced support for the new diplomatic initiative that will bring together Iraq’s neighbours and the five permanent members of the Security Council in a meeting in Baghdad. 

Responding to press questions, Michele Montas noted that the United States, Syria and Iran would be represented and said Mr. Ban would be sending his Special Representative for Iraq, Ashraf Jehangir Qazi, to attend the meeting as an observer. 

“The Secretary-General hopes that the participants in the preparatory meeting will focus on urgently needed steps to reduce violence in Iraq and help stabilize the situation in the region,” Ms. Montas added, noting that he had discussed this idea with Iraqi Foreign Minister Hoshyar Zebari during their recent meeting in Berlin. 

“It is in keeping with the call the UN has been making for a convergence of national, regional and international efforts in support of the people and Government of Iraq,” she said. 

* * * 

SUDAN: BAN KI-MOON CALLS FOR ‘DIALOGUE’ FROM ALL SIDES AS DAILY VIOLENCE CONTINUES 

Painting his grimmest picture yet of the humanitarian and security situation in Sudan’s strife-torn Darfur region, Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon has reiterated the urgent need for a ceasefire, calling for “dialogue and negotiation” from all sides, while the United Nations mission in the country today reported more abductions, hijackings and tribal fighting throughout the region. 

In his latest report on Darfur to the Security Council, which was released today and covers the past three months through January, Mr. Ban in particular condemns the recent aerial bombings by the Government and the arrest and physical abuse of international humanitarian staff by local police last month. 

“I am distressed by the deteriorating humanitarian and security situation on the ground. All parties must cease violent attacks on civilians. I particularly deplore the aerial bombings by Sudanese Government forces, which have expanded to new areas since 16 January, resulting in more civilian casualties and suffering,” he writes. 

“I appeal, in the strongest possible terms, to the Government of the Sudan and the other parties to desist from further hostilities, which destabilize the entire region and render peace an increasingly distant prospect. All parties must submit to dialogue and negotiation, and commit themselves to a non-military solution to the devastating conflict in Darfur.” 

Mr. Ban says the increasing violence since November last year has also stretched the capacity of the African Union Mission in Sudan (AMIS), and he appeals for more international assistance to the Mission and also for the UN support packages to this operation. 

Highlighting his attendance at last month’s African Union Summit in Addis Ababa, Mr. Ban also writes of his frank discussions with Sudanese President Omar Hassan Al Bashir, noting their views “clearly differed on the gravity of the security situation” in Darfur, but adding that the President had reiterated his support for a hybrid UN-African Union force. 

“I look forward to receiving from the Government of the Sudan a confirmation of their readiness to implement both the heavy package of United Nations support to AMIS and the hybrid African Union-United Nations operation. In the meantime, the United Nations is proceeding with the preparatory work to implement these plans.” 

Mr. Ban said last week he had sent a letter to President Bashir on 24 January stressing the importance of more support for AMIS, as well as the need for the rapid deployment of the hybrid force. 

Today’s release of the Secretary-General’s latest report on Darfur, comes as the UN Mission in Sudan (UNMIS) reports continuing violence throughout the region, and also as the Acting Special Representative of the Secretary-General in the country said much still needs to be done to follow-up on the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) that ended 21 years of separate civil conflict between north and south Sudan. 

In north Darfur, UNMIS reports that military authorities denied access for a UN agency and other aid organizations to an internally displaced persons (IDP) camp on Tuesday, while in a separate incident elsewhere, local police say Arab nomads abducted four women who were out collecting firewood. 

In south Darfur, fighting is still continuing between Targem and Rezegat Maharia tribes in the Kass area, while in west Darfur on Tuesday three armed men attempted to hijack two vehicles belonging to a UN agency in Dorti IDP camp. 

On the separate issue concerning the CPA that was signed in January 2005 ending the conflict between north and south Sudan, Acting Special Representative of the Secretary-General and UNMIS Head of Mission Tayé-Brook Zerihoun told reporters today that while some progress had been achieved, pressing legislation still needs to be passed, especially in the area of security reform. 

* * * 

UN OFFICIAL DISCUSSES LATEST SITUATION IN SOUTHERN LEBANON WITH OFFICIALS IN BEIRUT 

A senior United Nations official today discussed with Lebanese officials full implementation of the Security Council resolution that ended last summer’s war between Israel and Hizbollah, following similar talks earlier this week with Israeli authorities. 

“We discussed many issues from the question of prisoners, Israeli prisoners in Lebanon, Lebanese prisoners in Israel – we would like to see more progress on that,” Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon’s Special Advisor on the situation in the Middle East Michael Williams told reporters after meeting with officials in Beirut, the Lebanese capital, in preparation for Mr. Ban’s next report to the Council on the situation. 

“We also discussed the issue of Israeli overflights which are a violation of Lebanese sovereignty and occur on a regular and indeed a daily basis. We discussed the issue of munitions in the south, both landmines and the far more difficult issue of cluster bombs.” 

Mr. Williams noted that there had been some progress on landmines with Israel providing military maps that have helped with their destruction, but the issue of the far more deadly cluster bombs used by Israel last summer has been far more difficult. UN officials have frequently cited the dangers to civilians in their villages and fields from unexploded cluster bombs. 

Last month, a UN Environment Programme (UNEP) report stressed the importance of rapidly removing them, especially in southern Lebanon where large areas of economically important agricultural land have become “out of bounds” for farmers, noting that de-mining could take up to 15 months. 

Council resolution 1701 adopted in August mandated the complete withdrawal of Israeli troops from southern Lebanon together with Lebanese army deployment in the area. 

It also enhanced the UN Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL), first created in 1978 to confirm an Israeli withdrawal after an earlier incursion, to monitor the cessation of hostilities. 

UNIFIL now fields more than 12,000 troops out of its new ceiling of 15,000. Israel has withdrawn from all Lebanese territory except for the northern part of the village of Ghajar which straddles the line separating the two sides. 

* * * 

IRAN CONTINUES NUCLEAR ENRICHMENT IN BREACH OF SECURITY COUNCIL CALL, UN REPORTS 

Iran has continued uranium enrichment despite a Security Council call that it suspend such activities, the United Nations atomic watchdog says in a new report, adding that without greater transparency and spot checks it cannot affirm that Tehran’s nuclear programme is solely for peaceful purposes to produce energy and not weapons. 

“Iran has not agreed to any of the required transparency measures, which are essential for the clarification of certain aspects of the scope and nature of its nuclear programme,” UN International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) Director-General Mohamed ElBaradei says in the report, which was released by the Security Council today. 

As announced by Iran itself, the report notes that the country has continued uranium enrichment, which can produce fuel for providing electricity or, at a much higher level, making nuclear bombs. 

Iran insists its programme is purely for energy production but many other countries maintain it is for making weapons, and in December the Council imposed limited sanctions and called on Tehran to suspend all enrichment related and reprocessing activities. 

Mr. ElBaradei reports that Iran continued to feed uranium into enrichment machines at the Pilot Fuel Enrichment Plant (PFEP). Between 2 November and 17 February it declared enriching some 66 kilos of uranium hexafluoride (UF6) to levels below 5 per cent, consistent with fuel production, in two 164-cascade machines. A much higher level of enrichment is required for bombs. 

The report stresses that Iran had for nearly 20 years concealed its nuclear activities in breach of its obligations under the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) and it was this discovery in 2003 that gave rise to the current crisis over its nuclear programme. 

Given this history, “it is necessary for Iran to enable the Agency, through maximum cooperation and transparency, to fully reconstruct the history of Iran’s nuclear programme,” Mr. ElBaradei states. “Without such cooperation and transparency, the Agency will not be able to provide assurances about the absence of undeclared nuclear material and activities in Iran or about the exclusively peaceful nature of that programme.” 

The Security Council called on Iran to promptly ratify the Additional Protocol to the NPT, which in effect which guarantees the IAEA access on short notice to all declared – and, if necessary, undeclared – facilities in order to assure the absence of undeclared nuclear material and activities, but Tehran has not done so. 

“The Agency is able to verify the [current] non-diversion of declared nuclear material in Iran,” Mr. ElBaradei declares. “The Agency remains unable, however, to make further progress in its efforts to verify fully the past development of Iran’s nuclear programme and certain aspects relevant to its scope and nature. 

“Hence, the Agency is unable to verify the absence of undeclared nuclear material and activities in Iran unless Iran addresses the long outstanding verification issues through the implementation of the Additional Protocol (which it signed on 18 December 2003, but has not yet brought into force) and the required transparency measures.” 

* * * 

UN REPORT WARNS OF DANGERS OF UNREGULATED SALES OF BOTH CONTROLLED AND COUNTERFEIT DRUGS 

Unregulated sales – in places such as street markets and the Internet – of both internationally controlled and counterfeit drugs endanger the lives of people worldwide, according to a United Nations-backed annual report of an independent drug control body released today. 

“It is important for consumers to realize that what they think is a cut-price medication bought on an unregulated market may have potentially lethal effects whenever the consumed drugs are not the genuine product or are taken without medical advice,” said Dr. Philip O. Emafo, President of the Vienna-based International Narcotics Control Board (INCB). 

“Instead of healing, [these drugs] can take lives,” he added. 

The 2006 INCB report warns that unofficial drug sales, due to a lack of standards, result in substandard and even lethal medications going to unsuspecting customers. The drugs sold on the black market are often stolen from legitimate health-care centres or retailers, illicitly manufactured or sold illegally on the Internet. 

To combat this problem, the Board urges States Parties to at least one of the three main drug control treaties – the 1961 Single Convention on Narcotic Drugs (as amended by the 1972 Protocol), the 1971 Convention on Psychotropic Substances and the 1988 Convention Against Illicit Traffic in Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic Substances – to strengthen their law enforcement mechanisms, as well as implement effective policies to combat the production and sale of counterfeit drugs. 

The INCB urges UN agencies, such as the World Health Organization (WHO) and the UN Office on Drugs and Crime (UNDOC), to assist Member States with better understanding the ramifications of illicit drug sales on the unregulated market as well as preventing the trafficking of these drugs. 

The report also highlights developments in specific regions of the world. For example, the Board points out that the cultivation and production of cannabis and the trafficking of cocaine is on the rise in Africa, suggesting that African countries continue efforts to enhance their respective drug control policies. 

Although an independent body, the Board was established by the UN Single Convention on Narcotic Drugs of 1961, the 1971 Convention on Psychotropic Substances and the 1988 Convention against the Illicit Traffic in Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic Substances. 

The Board's 13 members may be nominated by their countries, but serve in their personal or expert capacities, providing information to the general public and experts around the world on matters of drug control, both from the standpoint of illegal drugs and also the standpoint of ensuring the availability of drugs that are controlled, but also legal and medically useful. 

* * * 

UN TO SHIFT SOME $9 BILLION FROM ITS STAFF PENSION FUND TO ‘PASSIVE MANAGEMENT’ 

The United Nations will move some $9 billion from its Pension Fund to “passive management,” a senior budget official said today, adding that more than a dozen bids for external management have been received and are under review. 

The Pension Fund covers 100,000 staff worldwide, providing monthly pension benefits for over 55,000 retirees, said UN Controller Warren Sach. The principal of the Fund amounted to some $37.4 billion as of last week. 

Last year it was decided to place a part of the Pension Fund portfolio in “passive management,” Mr. Sach said. Approximately $9 billion – or about one quarter of the total – would be transferred from active to passive management. 

The active management had exceeded the benchmark in only five out of the past 20 years, he said. “Basically means that most of the time we haven’t done quite as well as the market. A quarter of the time we’ve done better but three quarters not as well.” 

The move to passive management aimed to improve overall performance while reducing risk. Active management, he explained, involves buying and selling securities with the goal of outperforming a benchmark index, “doing better than the market, trying to pick stocks well and being ahead of the game.” Passive management aims to equal the market and benchmarks. 

Following a lengthy consultative process involving not just experts but also the General Assembly and its Advisory Committee on Administrative and Budgetary Questions (ACABQ) it was decided to go ahead with external management of indexed investments, Mr. Sach said, acknowledging that this decision provoked some controversy. 

“We are now moving towards making this decision effective,” he said. Expressions of interest for external management were reviewed earlier this year. A number of bids were received, and on 16 February there was a public meeting on the issue and 13 bids were made, “mostly US-based which is not to be surprised given that we are talking about the management of North American equities.” A technical evaluation is now in progress. 

Mr. Sach stressed that this was a “prudent movement” that would not put the Fund at risk. 

Asked about an investigation of the UN’s Office of Internal Oversight Services (OIOS) concerning the management of the Fund, Bernard Cochemé, Chief Executive Officer of the UN Joint Staff Pension Fund (UNJSPF), said he had requested the probe following “certain allegations” put forward by some staff members. 

The OIOS conducted an investigation of conflict of interest and favouritism in the procurement of a company called Sprig. Its subsequent, “strictly confidential” report found that neither the UNJSPF nor the UN Procurement services followed all of the established rules, but it also found no evidence that the UNJSPF manager concerned held any financial interest in Sprig, nor that he had colluded with Sprig. 

The initial contract was renewed and the systems were satisfactory, he said. “An important lesson learned from the investigation is that prudence should be exercised in any procurement action,” he said, adding that the Pension Fund could better document its proceedings. 

He said he had established a Procurement Advisory Committee aimed at addressing these needs. 

“These actions were discussed and reviewed by OIOS and it was concluded that they were appropriate and that UNJSPF has therefore implemented the recommendations of the OIOS,” he said. 

“We can be confident that the Fund continues to be efficiently managed and that internal control mechanisms have been enhanced,” he stressed. 

He also said press allegations that he had instructed staff members not to talk to the media were “totally nonsense.” 

* * * 

LOW-COST INTERNET NEXT STEP IN CLOSING DIGITAL DIVIDE, OFFICIALS TELL UN-BACKED FORUM 

Bringing down the costs of Internet access could set off the same wave of connectivity that has made mobile phone usage commonplace in developing countries, said innovators and corporate leaders from some of the world’s leading technology firms meeting today in northern California with government leaders, activists and United Nations officials. 

For instance, telecom deregulation and skyrocketing cell phone use in Nigeria have produced “spin-offs of spirituality and spin-offs of profit” in that country, Titi Akinsanmi of SchoolnetAfrica Project told the meeting of the UN Global Alliance for Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) for Development, explaining that subscribers are devising value-added information services that fill social and religious needs. 

In 2004 alone, Africa added some 15 million new mobile phone subscribers, a figure which has more than doubled since 1999, according to the International Telecommunication Union (ITU). 

But making available low-cost computers and cheap Internet depends on a complex chain of on-the-ground realities, of which technological innovation is only one component, Intel Corporation Chairman Craig Barrett pointed out. Among these are strong connection to international Internet, domestic connections and service providers, and content in local languages which meet local needs, said Mr. Barrett, who serves as Chairman of the Alliance’s Steering Committee. 

A sound regulatory system that encourages fair competition and innovative business models is also a pre-requisite, said ITU Secretary-General Hamadoun Touré, an Alliance Steering Committee member. 

With its budget of virtually zero, the Global Alliance is a “low-bureaucracy organization,” Mr. Barrett told some 100 Silicon Valley technology executives, venture capitalists, academics and media members. Its aim is “to improve entrepreneurship, education, health care and government services,” said Mr. Barrett, who travelled last fall to 10 developing countries to explore how technology was being used in rural areas. 

Today’s exchange of ideas and experiences covered issues such as bringing broadband to Africa, building a volunteer cyber corps and linking venture capital to development. Also on the agenda were talks on crafting local content, encouraging the spread of telecentres, and mining technological innovations for development payoffs. The Silicon Valley meeting was jointly organized by the Global Alliance and Intel Corporation. 

Founded in 2006, the Global Alliance brings together private, public sector and civil society organizations to collaborate on multi-faceted mechanisms to spread the digital revolution worldwide. 

The Alliance’s next meeting on 26 March at UN Headquarters in New York will feature assistive technologies for persons with disabilities. In May, there will be a global forum on youth and ICT for development in Geneva, Switzerland. 

* * * 

NOTORIOUS CONGOLESE MILITIA LEADER BEGINS DISARMAMENT BUT DEMANDS AMNESTY – UN 

In a hopeful development towards peace in the war-torn northeastern Ituri province in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), the notorious leader of the a local militia group has ordered the surrender and disarmament of 170 of his troops – including numerous children – while demanding amnesty, the United Nations peacekeeping mission in the country, known as MONUC, announced today. 

“I want peace, as does the DRC Government,” Peter Karim, commander of the Front des Nationalistes and Intégrationnistes (FNI), told MONUC in a rare interview. 

However, he stated that neither he nor his senior deputies would surrender without a definite official pardon. “If an amnesty was guaranteed for us, I would be willing to surrender tomorrow.” 

Of the 170 troops that laid down their arms under the supervision of UN blue helmets yesterday, MONUC Bunia’s Child Protection division and the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) ascertained that 42 are children. These children will be looked after at a special camp where they will be identified before the UN agencies try to reunite them with their families. 

The remaining adult troops were taken to by a Government-run disarmament, demobilization, repatriation, reintegration and reinsertion camp. 

This week’s surrender was made possible in large part by MONUC, which facilitated three weeks of negotiations with Mr. Karim. 

The disarmament of the troops is “a good sign, but we have not yet solved the problem,” said MONUC Bunia Political Affairs officer Jacob Mogeni. “The issue of Peter Karim’s demands for amnesty as a condition of surrender is critical, but it’s the responsibility of the DRC Government to decide.” 

Mr. Mogeni expressed optimism that the Government is resolute in ending the conflict and added that he anticipates further negotiations. 

For his part, Mr. Karim also told MONUC that the FNI has no plans to militarily engage the Armed Forces of DRC (FARDC), which has weakened his group significantly through encirclement and cutting off supply lines. 

MONUC has overseen the DRC’s transition from a six-year civil war – widely considered the most lethal conflict in the world since World War II – costing four million lives, to gradual stabilization, culminating in the first democratic elections in over four decades last year, the largest and most complex polls the UN has ever helped to organize. 

* * * 

UN RIGHTS CHIEF CALLS FOR ACTION TO TACKLE ‘PLAGUE’ OF VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN 

Progress has been made already this year in protecting human rights worldwide, such as the recent adoption of a convention against enforced disappearances and other legislation, the top United Nations rights officer said today, but she stressed that more must be done in other areas, particularly to curb the “plague” of violence against women. 

High Commissioner for Human Rights Louise Arbour also told a press briefing in New York that Tuesday’s decision by the International Criminal Court’s (ICC) chief prosecutor to name a Sudanese minister and a militia commander as the first suspects for war crimes in Darfur would help deal with the issue of impunity although this was still a major concern. 

She voiced optimism about progress in the work of the Geneva-based Human Rights Council. “I think in the general landscape of human rights normative work this year, we’ve seen lots of progress,” she said, citing the adoption of the treaty against enforced disappearances and other initiatives, including on torture and the protection of indigenous peoples. 

But she said gender-based attacks remain a cause for grave concern. “The continuing plague of violence against women…continues to be a very serious issue in times of war, in times of peace, in times of transition to peace and I think we need to be much more proactive,” Ms. Arbour said, adding she hoped this issue would be highlighted again next week on 8 March, which is International Women’s Day. 

“The second thematic issue…that I think should trouble all of us is the question of impunity,” she added. 

Ms. Arbour also said she sensed a “renewed interest and momentum” this year by the international community in looking toward abolishing the death penalty, adding she hoped there is now public interest in looking at this. 

Turning to country-specific issues, earlier this year she travelled to Nepal, where the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) has a large presence and is working toward helping the peace process. Ms. Arbour also visited Bolivia to sign an agreement on opening an office there. 

Responding to a reporter’s question on the failure earlier this month of the Human Rights Council’s fact-finding mission to obtain visas to get into Darfur, Ms. Arbour said she would not characterize the reasons put forward by the Government for refusing entry, but strongly disagreed with the decision. 

“My understanding is that they had objected to a member of the high-level mission and to a staff member and, assuming that my information on that is correct, I think it’s entirely unacceptable that United Nations staff not be granted access in the discharge of their professional responsibilities,” she said. 

“The mission was launched by the Human Rights Council in late December, there were interminable discussions…about the proposed dates for the visit and the need of course for visas, so frankly I think an allegation that they were not given sufficient time is not credible,” she said, highlighting however that the mission was not aborted but travelled elsewhere in the region and will soon report to the Council. 

Earlier this month, Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon also expressed his disappointed that the team could not get into Sudan. 

* * * 

HAITI NEEDS INTERNATIONAL AID AT CURRENT CRUCIAL JUNCTURE, SAYS UN OFFICIAL 

Immediate urgent action and increased aid, especially financial support, from the international community are necessary to improve the humanitarian situation in Haiti which is at a “crossroads in its history,” a United Nations envoy to the country said today in New York. 

“We’ve seen statistically that countries that are coming out of a long period of tension or conflict have a strong tendency to relapse” without “strong and coherent support from the international community,” Joel Boutroue, the Secretary-General’s Deputy Special Representative for Haiti, told reporters at a press briefing. 

He called for an intensification of actions such as those currently underway to reform the police and justice system in Haiti. 

Mr. Boutroue cited positive gains the country has made recently, pointing out that recent presidential, legislative and local elections have given the Government much-needed credibility, while Haiti’s investment in development projects reflects its commitment to stability. 

The envoy also lauded the efforts to rid the capital Port-au-Prince of gangs, allowing the residents of notorious slum areas such as Cité Soleil to regain freedom and a sense of security. 

However, without a large infusion of cash into the neighbourhoods, the population will remain mired in poverty and will “rapidly lose confidence or trust in its Government and in the international community as a whole,” he warned. Haitians must be made aware that there is a marked difference between when gangs operated with impunity and now, when the Government, with the strong support of the world, “runs the show.” 

The UN peacekeeping mission in Haiti, known as MINUSTAH, has been conducting sweeps to rid Port-au-Prince of violent crime. Blue helmets have arrested almost 60 suspected gangsters since a crack-down was launched on armed marauders earlier this month. 

* * * 

UN GOODWILL AMBASSADOR ANGELINA JOLIE VISITS DARFUR REFUGEES IN CHAD 

Actress and United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) Goodwill Ambassador Angelina Jolie wrapped up a two-day trip to a refugee camp in eastern Chad housing refugees from Sudan’s war-torn Darfur region, praising humanitarian workers for their tireless efforts in providing assistance while calling for more aid to those in need. 

“Years into this situation, now finding themselves coming under attack, humanitarian workers’ spirits are unbroken,” she said, on her first trip to the region since visiting both Chad and Darfur three years ago. 

At the same time, Ms. Jolie called for greater support to aid refugees, such as those she met in the Oure-Cassoni camp, which is home to 26,000 refugees and is less than five kilometres from Chad’s border with Sudan. 

“It’s always hard to see decent people, families, living in such difficult conditions,” she said. “What is most upsetting is how long it is taking the international community to answer this crisis.” 

After travelling through a sandstorm to the Oure-Cassoni camp, the northernmost of 12 camps run by UNCHR in eastern Chad sheltering more 230,000 refugees from Darfur, Ms. Jolie was welcomed by singing schoolchildren. At one of the camp’s many schools, she spoke with students about their wishes to return to their homes in Sudan one day. 

Yesterday, she met with a group of women who told her that they want to engage in income-generating activities and one day return home to Darfur, yet they acknowledged they cannot repatriate given the precarious security situation, the agency said in a news release. 

Many of the refugees Ms. Jolie spoke to declared their wishes for an international peacekeeping force in Chad to protect civilians and prevent attacks from across the border in Sudan. They also said they were relieved after hearing radio reports that the International Criminal Court (ICC) had named a Sudanese Government Minister and a militia leader as suspects wanted for war crimes. 

“The decisions of the ICC could make a big difference in the lives of these women and their children,” and “many refugees seemed to have a new sense of hope” upon hearing the news, Ms. Jolie said. “In order to feel safe enough to return home, these people said they would need to know that the men who attacked them had been stripped of their weapons.” 

Yesterday, UNHCR launched a $6.2 million supplementary appeal to help Chad manage up to 150,000 internally displaced persons (IDPs) expected to be forced from their homes this year. In addition to the over 200,000 refugees from Darfur, Chad also hosts 46,000 people from the Central African Republic (CAR). 

* * * 

UN AGENCY SEEKS $26 MILLION TO REVAMP PALESTINIAN REFUGEE CAMP FROM ‘BOTTOM UP’ 

The main United Nations agency caring for Palestinian refugees has appealed for $26 million to improve the living conditions of some 18,000 Palestinians living in Neirab camp near Aleppo, Syria, as part of a new project emphasizing community participation. 

“This is a bottom-up project, where the refugee community prioritized the development of their neighbourhood,” UN Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA) Director in Syria Panos Moumtzis said. 

The top priority for refugees is improvement of education and health facilities. They also would like to have open public spaces, leisure facilities and neighbourhood nurseries. In addition, the project will create opportunities for skills training and employment coaching activities. 

Neirab camp originally housed World War II troops. Six decades later, Palestine refugees still live in the original barracks and no renovations or re-building has been done to accommodate the expanding population over the years. This has led to overcrowding and unsafe building structures that pose health and safety hazards. 

In 2003, UNRWA started a project to relocate 300 families to new houses on land made available by the Syrian Government in the nearby camp of Ein Al-Tal. This represented Phase I of the project, but the need remains to improve conditions in Neirab camp itself. Phase II will utilize the newly available space in Neirab to reconstruct the camp and to develop housing units and community facilities. 

“The Neirab project represents a prototype that will empower Palestinians to secure their livelihoods, meet their needs and address their concerns,” UNRWA Commissioner-General Karen Koning AbuZayd said yesterday. 

The project reflects the co-operation between the Syrian Arab Republic, UNRWA and donor countries to provide better services to Palestinian refugees. So far, the Syrian Government has been the strongest supporter to the project, contributing $6.5 million. 

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. 

* * * 

UN-BACKED BODY TO DISCUSS NEW MEASURES TO PROTECT ENDANGERED SPECIES 

A fish and a small primate whose survival is threatened by their use in traditional medicine, pink coral, rosewood and the perennial issue of whether there should be any easing of the ban on ivory are high on the agenda of this year’s meeting of the United Nations-backed body overseeing trade in endangered species. 

They figure among some 40 new government proposals for amending wildlife trade rules to be decided on at the next triennial conference of the Secretariat of the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) in The Hague, Netherlands, from 3 to 15 June. 

With biological diversity facing a host of threats ranging from habitat destruction to climate change to unrestrained commercial harvesting for trade, many of the proposals reflect growing international concern at the accelerating destruction of the world’s marine and forest resources through over-fishing and excessive logging, CITES said in a news release today. 

Administered by the UN Environment Programme (UNEP), CITES seeks to reward people engaged in sustainable trade while protecting the world’s biological diversity by ensuring that the international trade in wildlife is carefully managed. 

New rules proposed by Germany on behalf of the European Community (EC), the United States, Kenya and other CITES members include: 

A permit system and sustainable fishery management programme for the spiny dogfish, a small shark that was once abundant in temperate waters but is now overexploited for its meat, which is highly valued in Europe, often featuring in British fish and chips shops. 

Strict control for trade in pink coral, the most valuable of all precious corals, which has been fished for over 5,000 years and used for jewellery and other decorative items but has suffered a dramatic decline due over-harvesting and the destruction of entire colonies by bottom trawling and dredges. 

A ban on all international commercial trade in sawfishes, which have declined by over 90 per cent, since their rostral saws, teeth, fins and other parts bring high prices for use in traditional medicine and as curios, while live specimens are sought for aquaria. 

A similar ban on two species of slow loris, a small, nocturnal primate native to South and Southeast Asia threatened by high and growing demand in Asia for traditional medicines and pets. 

Trade permits for three species of rosewood which grow only in the swamp forests of southern Belize and nearby regions of Guatemala and Mexico and are threatened by increasing deforestation and their use for musical instruments. 

Similar permits for the cedar of Central and South America, once a common tree valued locally for its resistance to rotting and insects and internationally as a precious wood, which has suffered from extensive deforestation. 

On ivory from the African elephant, the long-running debate pits the benefits that income from ivory sales may bring to conservation and to local communities with concerns that such sales may encourage poaching. CITES banned the international commercial ivory trade in 1989 but in 1997, recognizing that some African elephant populations were healthy and well managed, permitted Botswana, Namibia and Zimbabwe to make a one-time sale to Japan totalling 50 tonnes. 

In 2002, it agreed in principle to allow a second sale from Botswana, Namibia and South Africa. But the sales have not gone forward because a monitoring programme to establish comprehensive baseline data on elephant poaching and population levels is not yet operational. 

Botswana and Namibia are jointly proposing easing the conditions for permitting future sales, while Kenya and Mali are calling for a trade ban in raw or worked ivory from all range States for 20 years, arguing that allowing any trade will increase poaching. 

The CITES Secretariat believes that all this year’s elephant proposals contain technical problems and a meeting of the African range States is scheduled to take place in advance of the conference. 

* * * 

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

28 February, 2007

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

Good afternoon.

**Guest Today
Our guest today is Louise Arbour, High Commissioner for Human Rights.

** Lebanon
Michael Williams, the Secretary-General’s Special Adviser on the situation in the Middle East, is continuing his mission related to the preparation of the Secretary-General’s next report on Security Council resolution 1701.

Following his meetings with Israeli officials in Israel earlier this week, Williams met in Lebanon yesterday and today with Lebanese officials concerned with the implementation of that resolution.  The discussions focused on a whole range of issues, including overflights, the issue of prisoners, and respect for the arms embargo, as well as the situation in the south, the Shebaa Farms and along the Blue Line.  Williams stressed the general need to sustain a commitment by all parties to resolution 1701.

Among the officials that Williams met were Lebanon’s Prime Minister, Defence Minister, Interior Minister, former Energy Minister, and senior security officials.  Williams was accompanied by the UN Special Coordinator for Lebanon, Geir Pedersen.  We have in our office a transcript of a press encounter that Williams gave in Beirut today.

**UNRWA
The UN Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA) has appealed for $26 million to improve the living conditions of some 18,000 Palestine refugees living in Neirab camp near Aleppo, Syria.

The Agency explains the reason behind this appeal by saying that the Neirab camp originally housed troops during World War II and no renovations have been performed ever since.  This has led to unsafe building structures that pose health and safety hazards and overcrowding due to the large number of refugee families set up there.

** Sudan
The Secretary-General’s most recent report on Darfur is out as a document today.  It covers the months of November, December and January.

In it, the Secretary-General says he is distressed by the deteriorating humanitarian and security situation on the ground, and he particularly deplores the aerial bombings by the Sudanese Armed Forces, which have expanded to new areas since January 16, resulting in more civilian casualties and suffering.  He urges the Government to put an end to the aerial bombings and to take immediate action to hold accountable the perpetrators of attacks against civilians.

All parties, he says, must submit to dialogue and negotiation, and commit themselves to a non-military solution to the devastating conflict in Darfur.

We also have today the transcript of a press conference held today in Khartoum by the acting Special Representative for Sudan, Taye Brook-Zerihoun, together with the UNMIS Force Commander, Lieutenant General Jashir Lidder.  We also have a daily update from the UN Mission in Sudan.

**Security Council
There are no meetings or consultations of the Security Council scheduled for today, the last day of the Slovakian Presidency.  Starting tomorrow, South Africa assumes the Council Presidency for the month of March.  Ambassador Dumisani Kumalo of South Africa is scheduled to brief you on Friday on the Council’s programme of work for the month.  Also, the IAEA’s report on Iran is out as a document today.

**Democratic Republic of Congo
After three weeks of intense negotiations, the UN Mission in the DRC reports that militia leader Peter Karim yesterday took an important first step towards the consolidation of peace in the Ituri Province by disarming and ordering the surrender of some 170 fighters from his National Integrationist Front.

Among the surrendering fighters, 42 were identified as children by UNICEF and the Mission’s Child Protection Division.  The disarmament operation, which was supervised by UN peacekeepers, also netted heavy weapons including AK-47s, machine guns, anti-tank mines and ammunition.

**Timor-Leste
The United Nations Integrated Mission in Timor-Leste (UNMIT) reports that 21 instances of fighting, stone-throwing and arson were reported in Dili over the past 24 hours.  The situation is now reported as calm, but tense.

**WHO
A new report from the World Health Organization (WHO) shows that neurological disorders, ranging from epilepsy to Alzheimer disease, affect up to 1 billion people worldwide.  However, according to the report, health systems need to be strengthened to deliver better care for people suffering from such disorders.

In that context, Margaret Chan, WHO’s Director-General, says that, despite the fact that highly effective, low-cost treatments are available, as many as 9 out of 10 people suffering from epilepsy in Africa go untreated.  We have more on that in my office.

**Climate Change
Clarifications on climate change and the question that was asked yesterday.  The Secretary-General is actively consulting with a range of actors on climate change and is looking at all options for building consensus on how best to address this common threat.  He plans to attend the G8 meeting in June, where climate change will be a central topic of discussion.

The United Nations is also preparing for a UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) conference in Bali in December.  At this time there are no plans for a Summit.

**INCB
The International Narcotics Control Board (INCB) -- which is an independent and quasi-judicial monitoring body for the implementation of the UN international drug control conventions -- today launched its annual report at the UN’s office in Vienna.  A similar launch will also take place today in Washington, D.C.

We have a press release on the report in my office.

**Press Conferences
At 3 p.m., there will be a briefing on the UN Pension Fund.  Just a reminder, with Comptroller Warren Sach and Bernard Cosheme, Chief Executive Officer of the UN Joint Staff Pension Fund.

Tomorrow, at 11 a.m., another reminder, 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.

This is all I have for you.

**Questions and Answers
Question:  You just said that there is no plan for organising a summit on the climate changes…

Spokesperson:  At this time.

Question:  At this time.  Yesterday, we were talking that it may happen still?

Spokesperson:  We’re saying that, yes, I said yesterday the Secretary-General was considering the options. At this time, I’m stressing, there is no plan.

Question:  I know you don’t like hypothetical questions.  However, if that summit happens, will the Secretary-General invite Mr. Al Gore to attend?

Spokesperson:  I don’t know at this point, since it is a hypothetical question.

Question:  I wanted to ask you about the International Narcotics Control Board report that’s out.  We always get a briefing on this every year and for some reason, they’re briefing in Washington -- I think it’s tomorrow.  Is there any way that I can, we can request a briefing on the report?

Spokesperson:  We can try.  We can try to get them to come here, yes.

Question:  As soon as possible since it’s out this week?

Spokesperson:  Okay, sure, we’ll request that.

Question:  Yesterday, I think you said that the Secretary-General met with the families of the Israeli soldiers, prisoners.  Will the Secretary-General also consider meeting with the families of prisoners now in the US jails, as reported by Human Rights Watch yesterday, by the CIA?

Spokesperson:  He hasn’t been asked yet.

Question:  What resulted out of that meeting with the two ladies he met yesterday from Israel?

Spokesperson:  I have a readout out for you, I have one upstairs.  And as you know, they had a stakeout yesterday when they came out.  So, I think you have maybe the information you need from the stakeout also.

Question:  The Secretary-General’s side, we heard from their side.

Spokesperson:  Okay, I’ll give you a readout of their meeting.

[The Spokesperson later added that the Secretary-General promised that he would keep working hard to seek the Israeli soldiers’ release.  She added that the Secretary-General had been receiving reports from and working with the “facilitator,” and that the UN strongly hoped for the prisoners’ release.]

Question:  Is there a readout from the meeting of the Secretary-General with Mr. Djinnit on the Darfur crisis?  Did he get any good answers?  Are things moving ahead on the heavy package?

Spokesperson:  On the heavy package, nothing is moving yet.  As you know, the Secretary-General is still expecting that letter which hasn’t come yet, which we announced as a possibility last week.  So this is really what I have, but I can give you a more and more accurate readout of the meeting.  This is what we have.

[The Spokesperson later added that, in addition to Darfur, the Secretary-General and Mr. Djinnit discussed Guinea and Somalia.]

Question:  There’s plans now to have a meeting in Iran with all the neighbours.  Since the Secretary-General, anyway, plans to be around those dates in the region, or maybe even a little later, does he have any plan to…?

Spokesperson:  Well, what we have is the fact that the Secretary-General supports this new diplomatic initiative and will be sending his Special Representative in Iraq, Mr. Ashraf Qazi, to attend the meeting as an observer.  This is what we have.

Question:  Which means he is not…?

Spokesperson:  Exactly.  So the Secretary-General has discussed this idea with Foreign Minister Zebari during the recent meeting in Berlin.  And it is keeping with the call the UN has been making for national, regional and international efforts in support of the people and Government of Iraq.  The Secretary-General hopes that the participants in the preparatory meeting will focus urgently needed steps to reduce violence in Iraq and help stabilize the situation in the region.  This is what I have.

Question:  A follow-up on this -- SRSGs have not yet been reshuffled for whatever it is -- what’s the status of Ashraf Qazi?

Spokesperson:  We don’t have anything at this point yet.  His contract is still on.

Question:  (Inaudible).

Spokesperson:  I don’t have the exact date; I can get it for you.

Question:  Today is the 28th, which is the end of the contracts of quite a number of the Under-Secretaries-General.  Can you tell us whether they’re all departing, or are some of them staying on until their successors arrive?  What’s the status?

Spokesperson:  Well, this week, we are going to have the signing of the declaration by three of them, Mr. Holmes, as you know with OCHA.  There will be also the signing by Lynn Pascoe of the declaration -- it will be on Friday morning.  And the third person will be Muhammad Shaaban of Egypt who will be also, I will say, sworn in, will sign the declaration, which is the term that we have adopted.  And it’s going to be 9 a.m., the signing of the declaration.  And I can already announce that Mr. Holmes will brief you next week; that will be Monday at 11:15.

Question:  (inaudible).

Spokesperson:  We have asked.  We are waiting for an answer.  Yes?

Question:  Is Mr. Ban Ki-moon going to discuss with Mr. Jumblatt why the Israeli army militia (inaudible) especially (inaudible) that he asked the United States to provide him with more weapons?

Spokesperson:  I don’t know what will be discussed at that meeting.  We’ll give you a readout once that meeting takes place.

Question:  But will he raise that?

Spokesperson:  I don’t know.  I can’t answer that question.

Question:  Kofi Annan had almost 74 Special Representatives around the world.  Do you know how many people has this new Secretary-General?

Spokesperson:  At this point, I could just give you the ones I had, which were announced the other day.  And if you want to find out, as I said, they are still serving -- those who are there -- even until their contract expires.  Then we’ll have new nominations as the contracts expire.

Question:  Can you…?

Spokesperson:  Yes, sure.

Question:  On the item you read on the Democratic Republic of Congo -- Peter Karim.  He had taken peacekeepers hostage last summer.  So I’m wondering, as a follow-up, about the arrangement for disarmament.  Number one, is it the UN’s understanding that he’s going to be put into the Congolese Army?  Was he given money to disarm and what’s going to happen on this child soldier issue?  If, as you said, he clearly recruited child soldiers, isn’t that a crime under international law?

Spokesperson:  Well, as you know, the judicial process is a separate process.  In terms of his status, I know that he has been integrated as an officer in the Congolese Army.  What will happen on the judicial front, you will be able to ask Ms. Arbour that when she comes.

Question:  There’s a story in today’s New York Times about reform that says, among other things, for those 12 mobility posts that were advertised in the UN system at large, there have been 1,200 applications for it.  I thought Mr. Nambiar had said 500 -- have more…?

Spokesperson:  More have come in.

Question:  Because I think there was a deadline.

Spokesperson:  But there were people applying from outside Headquarters also.

Question:  And of the three that are signing the declaration on Friday, do you know if any of them are going to make their financial disclosure public?

Spokesperson:  I don’t know.  I don’t know at this point.  As soon as they are public, I’ll let you know also.

Question:  Can we assume that the Under-Secretaries-General that have not been replaced will be serving another term?  I mean it’s the end of their…

Spokesperson:  Well, we’ll just have to wait until their contract expires.  Then we’ll know whether they are being renewed or whether they are going to be replaced.

Question:  But isn’t it true that most of their contracts are expiring now?

Spokesperson:  No, some of them it’s March, some of them it’s April.

Question:  Is there a list of those deadlines in your office?

Spokesperson:  Well, we can try to get one for you, because some of them have asked for minor extensions, so the original list has been modified slightly because some of them have to, of course, move out.

Question:  I was just wondering:  we know that the Secretary-General is meeting with the former USG for disarmament, Mr. Dhanapala, today.  Do we know what the meeting is going to cover?  And if not, will we get a readout tomorrow?

Spokesperson:  Yes, we’ll try to give you a readout tomorrow. […] As you know, disarmament is one of the departments that is being studied, and for which there is a restructuring plan.  So…

Question:  Will Mr. Dhanapala meet about this issue, about disarmament, or about Sri Lanka?  Because he is the Special Adviser to the President of Sri Lanka.

Spokesperson:  I don’t know yet.  I will have a readout for you after the meeting, of course.

[The Spokesperson later added that the Secretary-General and Jayantha Dhanapala discussed disarmament and the Secretary-General’s proposal for restructuring that department.  Sri Lanka was not discussed.]

Question:  Considering the Secretary-General’s meeting today with Ms. Arbour -- is the Secretary-General planning to contact the Iraqi (inaudible) concerning the death sentence issued against Mr. Taha Yassin Ramadan?

Spokesperson:  I can’t answer that question, but you can ask Ms. Arbour.  She met with the Secretary-General this morning and she should be here shortly.  She’s here.  Yes.

Question:  When Mr. Jumblatt applied for this meeting with Mr. Ban Ki-moon, what was the reason for the meeting?  What was the reason given?

Spokesperson:  Well, to discuss the Lebanese situation.

Question:  Is he a representative of the Government or in his personal capacity?

Spokesperson:  I can inquire for you in what capacity.  Yes.  Thank you very much.  Ms. Arbour.

* *** *
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