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Biofuels demand will increase, not decrease, world food supplies
mongabay
March 27, 2007 


As concerns mount over fuel-versus-food competition for crops, a Michigan State University ethanol expert says that cellulosic ethanol could render the debate moot. 

Bruce Dale, an MSU chemical engineering and materials science professor, notes that ethanol can be made from cellulosic materials, like farm waste, instead of corn grain. 

"We grow animal feed, not human food in the United States," Dale said. "We could feed the country's population with 25 million acres of cropland, and we currently have 500 million acres. Most of our agricultural land is being used to grow animal feed. It's a lot simpler to integrate animal feed production into cellulosic ethanol production than it is to integrate human food production. With cellulosic ethanol, the 'food vs. fuel' debate goes away." 

Dale believes that demand for cellulosic ethanol, which is made from the stems, leaves, stalks and trunks of plants, will result in greater production of grasses and woody materials grown specifically for their energy content. He says that these "energy crops" can be grown on marginal lands not currently used for food of animal feed production. 

"This will reduce pressure on our land resources," said Dale. "We'll be able to get more raw material out of one acre of land." 

"The evidence indicates that large-scale biofuel production will increase, not decrease, world food supplies by making animal feed production much more efficient," Dale argued. 

Many environmentalists have expressed concerns that biofuels will increase food prices and spur forest-clearing in tropical countries. Some have further suggested that cellulosic ethanol production could fuel large-scale deforestation if populations begin to converting trees to high-energy liquid fuel. 

Related 

High oil prices fuel bioenergy push. High oil prices and growing concerns over climate change are driving investment and innovation in the biofuels sector as countries and industry increasingly look towards renewable bioenergy to replace fossil fuels. Bill Gates, the world’s richest man, has recently invested $84 million in an American ethanol company, while global energy gluttons ranging from the United States to China are setting long-term targets for the switch to such fuels potentially offering a secure domestic source of renewable energy and fewer environmental headaches. 

Government pledges $385M for cellulosic ethanol -- 3/8/2007
The U.S. Department of Energy (DOE) announced it will invest up to $385 million over the next four years for six biorefinery projects capable of producing more than 130 million gallons of cellulosic ethanol annually.

Proposed U.S.-Brazil ethanol alliance threatens Amazon rainforest -- 3/6/2007
A proposed ethanol alliance that President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva is expected to forge with U.S. President George W. Bush later this week poses both opportunities and risks for the environment, a top U.N. environmental official said Monday.

Termites can make ethanol -- 3/6/2007
Achim Steiner, Executive Director of the UN Environment Programme (UNEP), says that termites can be used to make eco-friendly ethanol. He cites U.S. government backed research showing that "microbes living in the guts of termites have potent enzymes able to efficiently and cost effectively transform woody wastes into sugars for ethanol production."

Weedy grass could free U.S. of foreign oil dependence says biologist -- 2/16/2007
A weedy grass may hold the key to domestic energy security and mitigating emissions of greenhouse gasese, said a Stanford University plant biologist speaking Friday at the annual meeting of the American Association for the Advancement of Science in San Francisco.

Ethanol always not as green as some believe -- 2/16/2007
Ethanol is generally not as green as some people believe says to Bruce Dale, Michigan State University professor of chemical engineering and materials science. Speaking at the American Association for the Advancement of Science annual meeting in San Francisco, Dale says that while corn ethanol produces less greenhouse gases than gasoline, it can cause other detrimental environmental effects if not carefully manage

​​​​​​​​​​​​​___________________________________________________________________

Norway Post:Oslo Conference on Sustainable Development opens

28.03.2007

The Oslo conference on good governance and social and environmental responsibility opens Wednesday. The conference is hosted by the Norwegian government.
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The three-day conference will be opened at the Oslo City Hall by the Norwegian Minister of International Development, Erik Solheim. 

The meeting will address a broad range of sustainability issues in the global market place: human rights, decent work standards, environmental and climate change, corruption and corporate governance. 

Can we continue to operate as we have, or do we need to think and act in radically different ways? 

The top experts in the field will be speaking at the conference. It will be an innovative and challenging event, with focus on some of the most urgent issues facing us today. It will also provide an excellent environment for networking. 

Prominent speakers include Dr. Muhammad Yunus, Founder of Grameen Bank and Nobel Peace Prize Laureate, Achim Steiner, Executive Director of UNEP, Björn Stigson, President of the WBCSD, Bruce Jenks, Assistant Secretary General and Director of Strategic Partnerships, UNDP, Sharan Burrow, President of the International Trade Union Confederation,  Huguette Labelle, Chair of Transparency International, Justice Mervyn King, Chairperson of GRI, Josè Sergio Gabrielli de Azevedo, CEO of Petroleo Brasileiro SA (Petrobras), Kishor Chaukar, Managing Director of Tata Industries Jannik Lindbæk, Chairman of the Board, Statoil and Georg Kell, Executive Head of the UN Global Compact.  

The conference hosts are represented by Norway’s Ministers of Foreign Affairs, International Development, and the Environment.   

________________________________________________________________________

Citizen Media:Illegal Logging Driving OrangUtan to Extinction

 By Arry Raymond

 Tuesday 27 March 2007
UN Report report has found that illegal logging, which estimated more than 73% of all timber logged in Indonesia, is driving the orang utan towards extinction.

The last stand of orangutan-state of emergency, the latest report published by United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) concludes that the disappear of orangutan habitat at the national rainforest is caused by illegal logging far faster than expert have previously supposed.

The illegal logging, driven by global demand, now entering a new critical phase, as industry and international market are running out of cheap illegal timber, now they look for it at the national park.

Satelit imagery from 2006 reveal that illegal logging is now taking place in 37 out of 41 national parks in Indonesia and is probably still growing but is most severe in Gunung palung, Kutai, Danau Sentarum, Gunung Leuser and Tanjung Pinang. Several of these parks host priority populations of orangutans.

"At current rates of intrusions, it is likely that some parks may become severely degraded in as little as three to five years that is by 2012", the report says.

Further the report says that without direct intervention to counter illegal logging in the national parks of sumatra and kalimantan, orang utans will become progressively scarce, until their populations are no longer viable in the long term.

Previously, released scenario published by UNEP in 2002, suggested that most natural rainforest in Indonesia would be degraded by 2032.

Given the rate of deforestation in the past five years, new calculation suggest that 98% of lowland forest may be destroyed by 2022.

Recent estimates suggest there are between 45,000 to 69,000 Orangutan in Kalimantan and around 7,300 in Sumatra left in the wild.

________________________________________________________________________

All Africa.com:Africa Two More Pesticides Recommended for Trade 'Watch List'

Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (Rome)

March 27, 2007

Rome

A committee of worldwide experts has taken additional steps leading to the inclusion of two pesticides - endosulfan and tributyl tin compounds - in the Prior Informed Consent (PIC) procedure under the Rotterdam Convention, an international treaty designed to ensure that hazardous chemicals do not endanger human health and the environment.

Widely used around the world, particularly for cotton, endosulfan has been recommended for inclusion on the grounds that is poses unacceptable risks to workers and to the environment. Tributyl tin compounds (TBT), used in anti-fouling paints for ship hulls, are a concern because they enter the marine environment, particularly in enclosed harbours, where they are toxic to fish, molluscs and other organisms.

Governments will decide when they meet in Rome in 2008 for their biannual Conference of the Parties of the Rotterdam Convention on the Prior Informed Consent (PIC) Procedure for certain Hazardous Chemicals and Pesticides in International Trade whether to accept the guidance forwarded this week by the Convention's Chemical Review Committee.

Some 70 000 different chemicals are available on the market today, and around 1 500 new ones are introduced every year. This can pose a major challenge to regulators charged with monitoring and managing these potentially dangerous substances.

Many pesticides that have been banned or severely restricted in industrialized countries are still marketed and used in developing countries. Too often they are sold to farmers who lack the equipment and knowledge to use them safely, resulting in large numbers of injuries and even deaths. In other cases, stockpiles of obsolete or unwanted chemicals and pesticides accumulate and then require vast sums of money to clean up.

Jointly supported by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) and the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), the Rotterdam Convention enables its member governments to benefit from the experiences and mistakes of others by promoting transparency and information sharing about potential risks to human health and the environment.

Any trade in the list of pesticides and industrial chemicals included in the Prior Informed Consent (PIC) procedure under the Convention must first be agreed upon by the importing country (see footnote for the current listing of 39 substances). This gives developing countries, in particular, the power to decide which potentially hazardous chemicals or pesticides they want to receive and to exclude those they cannot manage safely.

Exporting countries are responsible for ensuring that no exports leave their territory when an importing country has made the decision not to accept the chemical or pesticide in question.

In this way, the Convention helps governments to improve their national capacity for chemicals management, avoid environmental and health tragedies and minimize clean-up costs. It also encourages the chemicals industry to identify and promote safer alternatives.

________________________________________________________________________

Matangi: Concerned over pesticides Endosulfan and Tributyl tin  
  

28 Mar 2007, 

Rome, Italy:

A COMMITTEE of worldwide experts has taken additional steps leading to the inclusion of two pesticides � endosulfan and tributyl tin compounds � in the Prior Informed Consent (PIC) procedure under the Rotterdam Convention, an international treaty designed to ensure that hazardous chemicals do not endanger human health and the environment.

Widely used around the world, particularly for cotton, endosulfan has been recommended for inclusion on the grounds that is poses unacceptable risks to workers and to the environment. Tributyl tin compounds (TBT), used in anti-fouling paints for ship hulls, are a concern because they enter the marine environment, particularly in enclosed harbours, where they are toxic to fish, molluscs and other organisms.

Governments will decide when they meet in Rome in 2008 for their biannual Conference of the Parties of the Rotterdam Convention on the Prior Informed Consent (PIC) Procedure for certain Hazardous Chemicals and Pesticides in International Trade whether to accept the guidance forwarded this week by the Convention�s Chemical Review Committee.

Some 70,000 different chemicals are available on the market today, and around 1,500 new ones are introduced every year. This can pose a major challenge to regulators charged with monitoring and managing these potentially dangerous substances.

Many pesticides that have been banned or severely restricted in industrialized countries are still marketed and used in developing countries. Too often they are sold to farmers who lack the equipment and knowledge to use them safely, resulting in large numbers of injuries and even deaths. In other cases, stockpiles of obsolete or unwanted chemicals and pesticides accumulate and then require vast sums of money to clean up.

Jointly supported by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) and the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), the Rotterdam Convention enables its member governments to benefit from the experiences and mistakes of others by promoting transparency and information sharing about potential risks to human health and the environment.

Any trade in the list of pesticides and industrial chemicals included in the Prior Informed Consent (PIC) procedure under the Convention must first be agreed upon by the importing country (see footnote for the current listing of 39 substances). This gives developing countries, in particular, the power to decide which potentially hazardous chemicals or pesticides they want to receive and to exclude those they cannot manage safely.

Exporting countries are responsible for ensuring that no exports leave their territory when an importing country has made the decision not to accept the chemical or pesticide in question.

In this way, the Convention helps governments to improve their national capacity for chemicals management, avoid environmental and health tragedies and minimize clean-up costs. It also encourages the chemicals industry to identify and promote safer alternatives. FAO Sub-regional Office for the Pacific Islands, 27/03/07.

________________________________________________________________________

Ag report:Pesticides Added to International Watch List

ROME - Mar 27/07

 - SNS -- Endosulfan and tributyl tin compounds have been added to an international "watch list" under the Prior Informed Consent (PIC) procedure of the Rotterdam Convention, an international treaty designed to ensure that hazardous chemicals do not endanger human health and the environment.

Widely used around the world, particularly for cotton, endosulfan has been recommended for inclusion on the grounds that is poses unacceptable risks to workers and to the environment. Tributyl tin compounds (TBT), used in anti-fouling paints for ship hulls, are a concern because they enter the marine environment, particularly in enclosed harbors, where they are toxic to fish, molluscs and other organisms.

Governments will decide when they meet in Rome in 2008 for their biannual Conference of the Parties of the Rotterdam Convention on the Prior Informed Consent (PIC) Procedure for certain Hazardous Chemicals and Pesticides in International Trade whether to accept the guidance forwarded this week by the Convention's Chemical Review Committee.

Some 70,000 different chemicals are available on the market today, and around 1,500 new ones are introduced every year. This can pose a major challenge to regulators charged with monitoring and managing these potentially dangerous substances.


Banned Chemicals Still on Market
Many pesticides that have been banned or severely restricted in industrialized countries are still marketed and used in developing countries. Too often they are sold to farmers who lack the equipment and knowledge to use them safely, resulting in large numbers of injuries and even deaths. In other cases, stockpiles of obsolete or unwanted chemicals and pesticides accumulate and then require vast sums of money to clean up.

Jointly supported by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) and the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), the Rotterdam Convention enables its member governments to benefit from the experiences and mistakes of others by promoting transparency and information sharing about potential risks to human health and the environment.

Any trade in the list of pesticides and industrial chemicals included in the Prior Informed Consent (PIC) procedure under the Convention must first be agreed upon by the importing country (see footnote for the current listing of 39 substances). This gives developing countries, in particular, the power to decide which potentially hazardous chemicals or pesticides they want to receive and to exclude those they cannot manage safely.

Exporting countries are responsible for ensuring that no exports leave their territory when an importing country has made the decision not to accept the chemical or pesticide in question.

In this way, the Convention helps governments to improve their national capacity for chemicals management, avoid environmental and health tragedies and minimize clean-up costs. It also encourages the chemicals industry to identify and promote safer alternatives.


Numerous Chemicals on PIC List
The chemicals on the Convention's PIC list includes the following hazardous pesticides: 2,4,5-T, aldrin, binapacryl, captafol, chlordane, chlordimeform, chlorobenzilate, DDT, DNOC and its salts, ethylene dichloride, ethylene oxide 1,2-dibromoethane (EDB), dieldrin, dinoseb, fluoroacetamide, HCH, heptachlor, hexachlorobenzene, lindane, mercury compounds, monocrotophos, parathion, pentachlorophenol and toxaphene, plus certain formulations of methamidophos, methyl-parathion, and phosphamidon, as well as dustable-powder formulations containing a combination of benomyl at or above 7%, carbofuran at or above 10% and thiram at or above 15%. It also covers eleven industrial chemicals: five forms of asbestos (actinolite, anthophyllite, amosite, crocidolite and tremolite), polybrominated biphenyls (PBB), polychlorinated biphenyls (PCB), polychlorinated terphenyls (PCT) tetraethyl lead, tetramethyl lead and tris (2,3 dibromopropyl) phosphate.

________________________________________________________________________

This Day (Lagos): Nigeria: 'Water Scarcity Remains an Issue'

March 28, 2007
Achim Steiner
Lagos

Water scarcity is both a natural and a human-made phenomenon. There is enough freshwater on the planet for six billion people but it is shared unevenly and too much of it is wasted, polluted and unsustainably managed.

The reality of climate change compels the world to pay even greater attention to water scarcity given the predicted variability and more extreme weather events likely over the coming years and decades.

The text book planning of a dam on the basis of a one in 100 flow is becoming a hydrological lottery of receding certainty.

Glaciers, water stores and water sources for millions of people alongside wildlife and economically productive ecosystems, are melting three times faster than in the 1980s and could disappear in the decades to come.

A Brazilian study indicates that temperatures in the Amazon could rise as high as 8 degrees C dramatically altering the flows of one of the world's most important freshwater systems. So if we want to avoid "Water Scarcity" as the permanent theme for the 21st century, a big part of the solution is cuts in greenhouse gas emissions of 60 to 80 per cent.

Fortunately, World Water Day 2007 comes in a year of unprecedented momentum on climate change both scientifically and politically. Let us hope that the tide of political opinion is genuinely changing in favour of a meaningful, fair and equitable emissions-reduction regime for when the Kyoto Protocol treaty expires in five short-years time.

Even without climate change addressing water scarcity remains an issue in need of resolution. Environmental degradation, from deforestation to the draining of wetlands is aggravating scarcity as are inefficient forms of irrigation, over-exploitation of underground aquifers and pollution to rivers, lakes and streams.

UNEP's last Governing Council adopted a new water policy and strategy for the organisation. We, in partnership with the UN system and others, are fully committed to its implementation which centers on improved, sustainable management.

Solutions do not always need to be large-scale or require deep, fathomless pockets' take rainwater harvesting. There is, mathematically, enough rain falling on Africa to more than supply 13 billion people. It is a similar story across large parts of the globe including Asia and Latin America.

Reducing water scarcity by, for example, rainwater harvesting has multiple benefits. A Maasai community in Kenya is now storing over half a million litres. It is not only a buffer against drought. Small kitchen gardens and wood lots have also sprouted contributing to food, energy security, overcoming poverty and the achievement of the Millennium Development Goals.

Steiner, Executive Director of United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP) delivered above message on World Water Day 2007 (March 22), with the theme, 'Coping with Water Scarcity'

Other Environment

BBC: Emissions soar from UK generators 

28 March 2007

Carbon dioxide emissions from Britain's power stations have grown markedly in recent years, a report has concluded. 

Commissioned by the environmental group WWF from consultants IPA, it found that UK power sector emissions rose by nearly 30% between 1999 and 2006. 

As gas prices have risen faster than coal, generating companies have used more of the higher carbon fuel. 

WWF says that the "dash for gas" of the early 1990s has been replaced by a de facto "roll to coal". 

UK power sector emissions were 6% higher in 2006 than in the preceding year, it said. 

The government admitted that emissions have risen in recent years, but said that could be tackled with new initiatives. 

Game talk 

"This is a disgrace for Britain, and shows that for the past decade the government has talked a good game on climate change while failing dismally to tackle emissions from this highly polluting sector," said Keith Allott, head of climate change at WWF UK. 

"If the government is serious about climate change, the power sector has to be brought to heel, either through incentives or legislation, so that coal burn is dramatically reduced." 

In the early 1990s, the opening up of North Sea reserves prompted a move to gas, which saw coal-fired power stations close and cleaner gas-fired plants spring up in their place. 

Carbon emissions fell as a result - the main reason why Britain was able to adopt a relatively strict Kyoto Protocol target. 

"Emissions from electricity generation are down substantially on 1990 levels, the base year for our Kyoto target," said a spokeswoman for the Department of Trade and Industry (DTI). 

"They have risen more recently, something we are aiming to stem through measures to bring on more low-carbon energy. 

"Renewable energy in the UK has been growing at a rapid rate over recent years, from only 1.5% in 2001 to almost 5% today, and in May we'll publish our Energy White Paper to develop this and other low-carbon forms of energy even further." 

Low pressure 

Since 2002, coal prices have risen by about one-third and gas prices by two-thirds, with gas showing a lot more volatility. 

The various mechanisms designed to bring down emissions, such as the UK's Renewables Obligation and the European Union's Emissions Trading Scheme (ETS), have not been enough to combat this financial pressure towards coal. 

"It is conceivable that without these measures, emissions from the power sector would have been much higher," the report suggested. 

"However, the policy framework has clearly been insufficient to put the power sector onto a downward path." 

IPA sees a high price for carbon as a key driver towards lowering emissions in the power sector. 

The government admitted last year that it would fail to meet its longstanding commitment to reduce CO2 emissions by 20% from 1990 levels by 2010. 

WWF said that even the government's longer-term targets, announced in the Climate Change Bill earlier this month, of CO2 reductions of about 30% by 2020 and 60% by 2050, would be in doubt unless it curbed the growth in coal burning for electricity. 

________________________________________________________________________

Independent Online: CO2 emissions targets at risk from 'the roll to coal' 
By Michael McCarthy, Environment Editor 

Published: 28 March 2007 

Soaring greenhouse gas emissions from power stations are seriously threatening Britain's new climate-change targets, launched in a blaze of publicity only two weeks ago, according to a new report. 

Emissions of carbon dioxide from the power sector are shooting up because of an increasing switch from burning high-priced gas to cheaper, but more carbon-intensive, coal, says the report, commissioned by the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF).

They have rocketed by nearly 30 per cent since 1999, with a rise of 6 per cent in 2006 alone - and this raises "serious concerns", the report says, about whether the Government can meet its proposed target under the recently launched Climate Change Bill to cut emissions by 26 per cent to 32 per cent by 2020.

The findings, in the report UK Power Sector Emissions - targets or reality? by consultants IPA Energy + Water, show that in 2006, emissions from power stations shot up to 178 million tonnes of CO2 - an increase of 6 per cent in 2005 - after a sector-wide return to coal use which was driven by high gas prices and increasing electricity demand.

The power sector is the biggest source of Britain's greenhouse gases, accounting for about a third of the total. Its emissions have reached the highest level since 1992, cancelling out all of the gains from the "dash for gas" in the 1990s, when power companies went the other way.

"This is a disgrace for Britain, and shows that for the past decade the Government has talked a good game on climate change while failing dismally to tackle emissions from this highly polluting sector," said Keith Allott, the head of climate change at WWF-UK.

"The 'dash for gas' in the 1990s helped drive down carbon emissions almost by accident - but the power sector is now on a 'roll to coal' with profound environmental implications. If the Government is serious about climate change, the power sector has to be brought to heel - either through incentives or legislation - so that coal burn is dramatically reduced."

Paul King, the director of campaigns at WWF-UK, said: "The UK is seen as taking a lead on climate change internationally, but these findings show that we urgently need to get to grips with our own emissions to give us credibility on the world stage."

The report highlights the fact that policies to put the sector on to a low-carbon path are proving woefully inadequate, largely because they are not implemented strongly enough. The first phase of the EU Emissions Trading Scheme has failed to stop the return to coal - and the price of carbon has crashed because European governments issued far too many pollution permits to their industries.

In Britain, electricity consumption continues to rise, despite government promises of a "step change" in energy efficiency - and although renewables are making welcome progress, they are having to run fast to keep up with rising demand. The Department of Trade and Industry forecasts that on current policies, emissions from the power sector will stay broadly unchanged to 2020. Indeed, the WWF report confirms the Government has actually encouraged high levels of coal burn in future by encouraging, and essentially subsidising, coal stations to fit sulphur scrubbers, so prolonging their operating life. 

________________________________________________________________________

The Guardian:Global warming study warns of vanishing climates



James Randerson, science correspondent
Tuesday March 27, 2007

By the end of the century up to two fifths of the land surface of the Earth will have a hotter climate unlike anything that currently exists, according to a study that predicts the effects of global warming on local and regional climates. And in the worst case scenario, the climatic conditions on another 48% of the land surface will no longer exist on the planet at all.

The changes - which will have a devastating affect on biodiversity hotspots such as the Amazonian and Indonesian rainforests - will wipe out numerous species that are unable to move to stay within their preferred climate range. These species will either have to evolve rapidly or die out.

"There is a real problem for conservation biologists," said the lead author, John Williams, at the University of Wisconsin in Madison. "How do you conserve the biological diversity of these entire systems if the physical environment is changing and potentially disappearing?"

Studies already suggest that the ranges of species are shifting towards the poles at around six kilometres a decade, but what will happen when the rate of change intensifies?

His team used emissions scenarios set out by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) - the international scientific group that advises policymakers - to predict where changes in temperature and precipitation will occur.

As is already happening, the analysis predicts that as the planet warms climate zones will move north and south towards the poles. To work out the significance of these changes, the team compared them with the climate variation that occurs naturally. They attach greater weight to changes in regions that are relatively stable. This suggests that some of the worst impacts will happen in tropical and subtropical regions as they shift to new climatic conditions not currently seen.

"That's one of the things that really surprised us," said Professor Williams. "The tropics have very little variability from year to year in temperature, they are a very stable climatic zone. So species that live in those climates expect a limited degree of variability." Other studies have suggested that the Amazon basin, an extremely biologically rich region, will be at increased risk of forest fires because of its hotter and dryer climate.

"One of the things that comes from our paper is that because the species that live in the tropics are adapted or have evolved for a reduced range of variability, it may be that a two to three degree temperature change in the tropics may be more significant than say a five to eight degree change in high latitudes," he added.

Up to now, much of the focus of the impact of global warming has been on polar regions because this is where the climate is changing fastest." At the other end of the scale are climatic regions that will be lost from the planet altogether.

The climate model predicts that these disappearing climates will be lost mainly from tropical mountains and the edges of continents nearest the poles.

As the Earth warms, these climate regions simply have nowhere to shift to. Some of the losers are the tropical Andes, the African Rift mountains, the Zambian and Angolan highlands, the South African Cape region, south-east Australia, parts of the Himalayas and the Arctic.

The team reports in Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences that by 2100, between 12% and 39% of the land surface of the Earth will have a new climate, while the combination of climatic conditions on 10%-48% of the planet will have disappeared altogether. This is using one of the IPCC's business-as-usual global development scenarios. Using a different scenario that assumes more environmentally friendly development, the corresponding predictions are 4% to 20%.

The true effect on species may be more than these numbers suggest, though, because even if a climate still exists somewhere, it is no use unless a species can migrate fast enough to follow it as it shifts. One study published in 2004 predicted that 15% to 37% of species could be driven extinct between now and 2050 assuming moderate climate warming. Globally, this would mean the loss of more than 1 million species.

________________________________________________________________________

Enviroment News Service:Energy Boom Worries Hunters and Anglers 
By J.R. Pegg 
WASHINGTON, DC, March 27, 2007 (ENS) – The Bush administration's expansion of oil and gas drilling on Western public lands is having adverse impacts on fish and wildlife, hunting and fishing advocates told the House Resources Committee today. 

Fish and wildlife are treated as an "impediment" to energy development by federal agencies and industry groups, said Rollin Sparrowe, a board member of the Theodore Roosevelt Conservation Partnership. 

The complaints by hunting and fishing interests, including representatives of two union groups, came in the wake of a series of regulatory efforts by the Bush administration to streamline the environmental review and approval of drilling permits for federal lands. 

Industry groups have long argued for the revisions to reduce the red-tape and litigation that can delay drilling, but critics contend the changes have gone too far and elevated oil and gas drilling above all other interests. 

The government is involved in a "shotgun approach to leasing," Sparrowe told the committee, and is failing to adequately study the impacts to fish and wildlife before approving permits for drilling and putting few constraints on the scope and pace of development. 

"Many promises about seeking balanced development have been made, including by the President, but what has happened on the ground has not been balanced," said Sparrowe, a former director of wildlife research for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. 

Concern about increased pressures to increase drilling prompted a call last month the Western Governors Association for Congress to revoke provisions of the 2005 energy bill that eased environmental review of some oil and gas development in wildlife habitats. 

Westerners understand the "need for appropriate, well planned and reasonable development of the region's energy resources," said Dan Gibbs, a Democratic state representative from Colorado. "However oil and gas drilling also has the potential to bring lasting and needless damage to the habitat fish and wildlife need to survive … it is time wildlife interests had a seat at the table when decisions are made about energy development 

Gibbs has introduced legislation in Colorado to require more cooperation between state agencies to protect wildlife from oil and gas drilling and he urged Congress to follow suit. 

The bill has gained the support of more than 50 hunting, fishing and conservation groups as well as the Colorado state oil and gas association and the state's petroleum association. 

That broad support demonstrates "the sense of urgency we all feel about this problem," Gibbs told the panel. "We need you, our federal legislators to act and introduce federal legislation that would complement what we are trying to do in Colorado." 

Republicans on the committee rejected that suggestion and questioned the extent of the conflict between energy development and the interests of hunters and anglers. 

Cooperation between the U.S. Bureau of Land Management (BLM), which issues drilling permits, and federal wildlife authorities is "already required under federal law," said Representative Steven Pearce said. 

"Less than 5 percent of BLM land is used for oil and gas production," Pearce added. "We are being led to believe the sky is falling when it is actually a very small area that is being dealt with." 

But Steve Williams, who served as the director of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service from 2002-2005, called the manner in which energy development is being conducted "troubling." 

Federal and state agencies are underfunded, understaffed and ill-equipped to handle the mandate for more drilling, according to Williams, president of the Wildlife Management Institute. 

States in particular are in a predicament, Williams said, and in need of additional federal funding to help balance energy development with fish and wildlife interests. 

"It is quite a paradox, state agencies must use their funds to conserve species under their authority that occur on federal lands," said Williams, who also called for greater coordination between federal and state authorities. 

"Federal agencies must involve their counterparts," Williams said, "and not just to satisfy process and procedure." 

Williams urged greater accountability and transparency of the oil and gas permitting process, as well as for the identification of certain unique and special places that are too valuable for any development. 

The lone industry representative who testified at the hearing said new technologies make energy development on public lands compatible with hunting and fishing. 

The industry is spending some $1 billion to mitigate wildlife and environmental concerns at Wyoming's Pinedale gas field alone, Charles Greenhawt, government affairs manager for Questar Corporation told the committee. 

This mitigation will leave 92 percent of the area unaffected, he said, "while ultimately supplying enough domestic natural gas to supply ten million U.S. households for over 30 years." 

Greenhawt also noted that natural gas operations have far less impact than nature on wildlife, suggesting that recent concerns are linked more to drought than to increased oil and gas drilling. 

But Sparrowe said the mitigation efforts at Pinedale, the nation's second-largest gas field, illustrate the problem, not the solution. Winter range for muledeer in the area has declined nearly 50 percent, he said, and the affected herd has seen a 27 percent decline in reproductive success - an impact that has affected other herds in the state. 

"This has occurred with less than 500 wells and approximately 5,000 acres of disturbance," Sparrowe said. "A proposed project being considered would add over 4,000 wells … and 12,000 acres of new surface disturbance and set aside wildlife protections for year-round drilling." 

The concern is "not just Pinedale," Sparrowe added. 

Current BLM plans could allow more than 118,000 oil and gas wells on federal land in the Rocky Mountains, affecting more than 1 million acres. 

"Vast areas of important habitat for fish and wildlife have been, and continue to be leased without proper predictions on how development will take place," Sparrowe told the committee. 

Representative Don Young, an Alaska Republican, said critics were misguided, calling the issue "a stalking horse to stop the development of energy." 

"This is not about stopping energy production," Williams responded. "Everyone here has stated that."

________________________________________________________________________

Reuters: Two Chemicals to be added to Toxic Trade Blacklist 

 March 28, 2007
ROME - Two pesticides -- one used on crops, the other painted onto boats to keep them clean -- are to be added to a list of substances which are considered so harmful they can only be traded in special circumstances. 

The United Nations said on Tuesday the toxic chemicals will only be allowed to be exported to countries which have explicitly chosen to permit them, a measure aimed at protecting humans and the environment in developing countries. 
Endosulfan, a chemical sprayed onto food crops and cotton, and tributyl tin (TBT), used in "antifouling paint" for ships' hulls, are already banned in many countries, but may be traded freely in countries without tight environmental legislation. 

A committee of experts advising the UN Environment Programme and the Food and Agriculture Organisation has recommended adding the chemicals to a list of 39 substances that require "prior informed consent" from importing countries. 

Chemicals already on the list include asbestos and the pesticides lindane and DDT. 

Governments have to approve the decision before it can come into force, something they are expected to do next year at a meeting of the Rotterdam Convention on trade in chemicals. 

"It's great that these two have been added to the list so countries have the choice whether to import them or not," said David Santillo, who works at the research centre of environmental group Greenpeace at Britain's Exeter University. 

Both chemicals were considered very useful when developed but have since been found to be environmental hazards. 

According to Santillo, endosulfan can damage humans' nervous systems while TBT can devastate marine life in harbours. Both can disrupt hormone systems in animals. 



Reuters:New, Unknown Climate Zones Seen By 2100 - Study 
US: March 28, 2007

WASHINGTON - Global warming could re-make the world's climate zones by 2100, with some polar and mountain climates disappearing altogether and formerly unknown ones emerging in the tropics, scientists said on Monday. 

And when climate zones vanish, the animals and plants that live in them will be at greater risk of extinction, said Jack Williams, lead author of a study published in the journal Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences. 
"What we've shown is these climates disappear, not just regionally, but they're disappearing from the global set of climates, and the species that live in these climates really have nowhere to go as the system changes," said Williams, a geographer at the University of Wisconsin-Madison. 

Previous studies have raised the concern about species extinctions in specific areas -- such as the cloud forest of Costa Rica or the Cape region in South Africa -- but this is the first to predict this global change, Williams said in a telephone interview. 

As Earth warms, predicted to happen by up to 15 degrees F (8 degrees C) at some latitudes by the end of this century, climate zones are likely to shift away from the equator and toward the poles, the study said. 

"It's those climates near the poles or at the tops of mountains that are being pushed out...," Williams said. "It's getting too hot." 

Polar bears and ring seals, which depend on Arctic ice, could be among those species threatened by the shifting of climate zones, Williams said, but the study did not specifically address the fate of these animals. 

As polar climate zones disappear, new zones will be created in the parts of the world that are already the hottest, the study predicted, using models of climate change. 

The change in temperature is likely to be greater in the Arctic and Antarctic because when snow and ice melt, their ability to reflect sunlight goes away too, accelerating the warming effect. 

However, because normal fluctuations in temperature and rainfall are smaller in the tropics, even small changes in temperature can make a big difference in this warm region, co-author John Kutzbach, also of the University of Wisconsin-Madison, said in a statement. 

Williams attributed the warming to the building of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases in the atmosphere. A report in February by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change said that with 90 percent probability, human activities are responsible for the warming of the planet. 


Story by Deborah Zabarenko, Environment Correspondent 

________________________________________________________________________

Reuters: Zimbabwe to Cull Elephants as Numbers Explode - Report 
March 28, 2007

HARARE - Zimbabwe plans to cull its growing elephant population to limit damage to the environment and reduce conflict with humans, state media said on Tuesday. 

The reports came after a rampaging elephant trampled to death a British woman and her 10-year-old daughter on Saturday in the Hwange national part in northwest Zimbabwe. 
The animals have also often stomped through villages, destroying crops and property. 

Zimbabwe's parks and wildlife authority says the southern African country's elephant population has risen above 100,000, more than twice the 45,000 it can sustain. 

"We are having an explosion of the elephant population," the regional Chronicle newspaper quoted wildlife authority spokesman Edward Mbewe as saying. "This has proved to be destructive to the environment and there are more cases of humans encountering elephant invasions and attacks". 

The culling plans face opposition from local conservation groups who dispute the official figures, arguing that the government had not conducted a wildlife audit for almost seven years. 

Mbewe said the cull would take place within the country's annual hunting quota of 500, allowed under the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES). Zimbabwe earns about US$15 million every year from elephant hunting. 

There were no immediate figures on how many elephants on average Zimbabwe has allowed to be hunted in recent years, but environmentalists say such poaching is a growing problem. 

Some CITES member states and international lobby groups are also opposed to elephant culling as well as ivory trade, which is banned in the country due to illegal poaching but which has a strong black market in Africa. 

Neighbouring South Africa also recently announced a new elephant management plan which could include both culling and contraception, saying the current elephant population of some 20,000 could double by 2020 with disastrous ecological consequences unless steps are taken to bring numbers down. 

________________________________________________________________________

The Guardian: If we want to save the planet, we need a five-year freeze on biofuels


Oil produced from plants sets up competition for food between cars and people. People - and the environment - will lose 

George Monbiot
Tuesday March 27, 2007

It used to be a matter of good intentions gone awry. Now it is plain fraud. The governments using biofuel to tackle global warming know that it causes more harm than good. But they plough on regardless. In theory, fuels made from plants can reduce the amount of carbon dioxide emitted by cars and trucks. Plants absorb carbon as they grow - it is released again when the fuel is burned. By encouraging oil companies to switch from fossil plants to living ones, governments on both sides of the Atlantic claim to be "decarbonising" our transport networks. 

In the budget last week, Gordon Brown announced that he would extend the tax rebate for biofuels until 2010. From next year all suppliers in the UK will have to ensure that 2.5% of the fuel they sell is made from plants - if not, they must pay a penalty of 15p a litre. The obligation rises to 5% in 2010. By 2050, the government hopes that 33% of our fuel will come from crops. Last month George Bush announced that he would quintuple the US target for biofuels: by 2017 they should be supplying 24% of the nation's transport fuel. 

So what's wrong with these programmes? Only that they are a formula for environmental and humanitarian disaster. In 2004 I warned, on these pages, that biofuels would set up a competition for food between cars and people. The people would necessarily lose: those who can afford to drive are richer than those who are in danger of starvation. It would also lead to the destruction of rainforests and other important habitats. I received more abuse than I've had for any other column - except for when I attacked the 9/11 conspiracists. I was told my claims were ridiculous, laughable, impossible. Well in one respect I was wrong. I thought these effects wouldn't materialise for many years. They are happening already. 

Since the beginning of last year, the price of maize has doubled. The price of wheat has also reached a 10-year high, while global stockpiles of both grains have reached 25-year lows. Already there have been food riots in Mexico and reports that the poor are feeling the strain all over the world. The US department of agriculture warns that "if we have a drought or a very poor harvest, we could see the sort of volatility we saw in the 1970s, and if it does not happen this year, we are also forecasting lower stockpiles next year". According to the UN food and agriculture organisation, the main reason is the demand for ethanol: the alcohol used for motor fuel, which can be made from maize and wheat. 

Farmers will respond to better prices by planting more, but it is not clear that they can overtake the booming demand for biofuel. Even if they do, they will catch up only by ploughing virgin habitat. 

Already we know that biofuel is worse for the planet than petroleum. The UN has just published a report suggesting that 98% of the natural rainforest in Indonesia will be degraded or gone by 2022. Just five years ago, the same agencies predicted that this wouldn't happen until 2032. But they reckoned without the planting of palm oil to turn into biodiesel for the European market. This is now the main cause of deforestation there and it is likely soon to become responsible for the extinction of the orang-utan in the wild. 

But it gets worse. As the forests are burned, both the trees and the peat they sit on are turned into carbon dioxide. A report by the Dutch consultancy Delft Hydraulics shows that every tonne of palm oil results in 33 tonnes of carbon dioxide emissions, or 10 times as much as petroleum produces. I feel I need to say that again. Biodiesel from palm oil causes 10 times as much climate change as ordinary diesel. 

There are similar impacts all over the world. Sugarcane producers are moving into rare scrubland habitats (the cerrado) in Brazil, and soya farmers are ripping up the Amazon rainforests. As President Bush has just signed a biofuel agreement with President Lula, it's likely to become a lot worse. Indigenous people in South America, Asia and Africa are starting to complain about incursions onto their land by fuel planters. A petition launched by a group called biofuelwatch, begging western governments to stop, has been signed by campaigners from 250 groups. 

The British government is well aware that there's a problem. On his blog last year the environment secretary David Miliband noted that palm oil plantations "are destroying 0.7% of the Malaysian rainforest each year, reducing a vital natural resource (and in the process, destroying the natural habitat of the orang-utan). It is all connected." Unlike government policy. 

The reason governments are so enthusiastic about biofuels is that they don't upset drivers. They appear to reduce the amount of carbon from our cars, without requiring new taxes. It's an illusion sustained by the fact that only the emissions produced at home count towards our national total. The forest clearance in Malaysia doesn't increase our official impact by a gram. 

In February the European commission was faced with a straight choice between fuel efficiency and biofuels. It had intended to tell car companies that the average carbon emission from new cars in 2012 would be 120 grams per kilometre. After heavy lobbying by Angela Merkel on behalf of her car manufacturers, it caved in and raised the limit to 130 grams. It announced that it would make up the shortfall by increasing the contribution from biofuel. 

The British government says it "will require transport fuel suppliers to report on the carbon saving and sustainability of the biofuels they supply". But it will not require them to do anything. It can't: its consultants have already shown that if it tries to impose wider environmental standards on biofuels, it will fall foul of world trade rules. And even "sustainable" biofuels merely occupy the space that other crops now fill, displacing them into new habitats. It promises that one day there will be a "second generation" of biofuels, made from straw or grass or wood. But there are still major technical obstacles. By the time the new fuels are ready, the damage will have been done. 

We need a moratorium on all targets and incentives for biofuels, until a second generation of fuels can be produced for less than it costs to make fuel from palm oil or sugar cane. Even then, the targets should be set low and increased only cautiously. I suggest a five-year freeze. 

This would require a huge campaign, tougher than the one which helped to win a five-year freeze on growing genetically modified crops in the UK. That was important - GM crops give big companies unprecedented control over the foodchain. But most of their effects are indirect, while the devastation caused by biofuel is immediate and already visible. 

This is why it will be harder to stop: encouraged by government policy, vast investments are now being made by farmers and chemical companies. Stopping them requires one heck of a battle. But it has to be fought.

________________________________________________________________________

Antara news:Norwegian bishops urge global warming action

27 March 2007

Oslo  Bishops from Norway`s Lutheran state church urged the government on Monday to do more to fight global warming in a new sign that religious leaders are getting worried by climate change, Reuters reported.

"We are causing terror in creation and we must see that the way we are living today means ruthless exploitation," Bishop Finn Wagle said in a statement.

All 11 Lutheran bishops in Norway, the world`s third largest oil exporter, signed up for an appeal drafted by the charity Norwegian Church Aid saying "Norway must start reducing greenhouse gas emissions now."

It said that more than half the cuts should be made in Norway, rather than by buying rights to emit greenhouse gases on a European market or by investing in renewable energy projects in developing nations.

Norway`s centre-left government has merely said that a "considerable" share of the cuts in emissions, largely from burning fossil fuels, has to be taken at home.

The appeal also said Norway`s aid policies should focus on avoiding damaging climate change in poor countries and that Norway should work for international cuts in emissions. The bishops` plea will be handed to the government.

Norway`s emissions of greenhouse gases, mainly from burning fossil fuels, were 8.5 percent above 1990 levels in 2005 -- far above a goal under the U.N.`s Kyoto Protocol of a maximum one percent rise over 1990 by 2008-12.

More and more religious leaders, including those from the Muslim, Christian and Jewish communities, are urging action on global warming. (*)

________________________________________________________________________

Antara News:New, unknown climate zones seen by 2100 - Study

27 March 2007

Washington (ANTARA News) - Global warming could re-make the world's climate zones by 2100, with some polar and mountain climates disappearing altogether and formerly unknown ones emerging in the tropics, scientists said on Monday.

And when climate zones vanish, the animals and plants that live in them will be at greater risk of extinction, said Jack Williams, lead author of a study published in the journal Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences.

"What we've shown is these climates disappear, not just regionally, but they're disappearing from the global set of climates, and the species that live in these climates really have nowhere to go as the system changes," said Williams, a
geographer at the University of Wisconsin-Madison.

Previous studies have raised the concern about species extinctions in specific areas -- such as the cloud forest of Costa Rica or the Cape region in South Africa -- but this is the first to predict this global change, Williams said in a telephone interview.

As Earth warms, predicted to happen by up to 15 degrees F (8 degrees C) at some latitudes by the end of this century, climate zones are likely to shift away from the equator and toward the poles, the study said.

"It's those climates near the poles or at the tops of mountains that are being pushed out...," Williams told Reuters. "It's getting too hot."

Polar bears and ring seals, which depend on Arctic ice, could be among those species threatened by the shifting of climate zones, Williams said, but the study did not
specifically address the fate of these animals.

As polar climate zones disappear, new zones will be created in the parts of the world that are already the hottest, the study predicted, using models of climate change.

The change in temperature is likely to be greater in the Arctic and Antarctic because when snow and ice melt, their ability to reflect sunlight goes away too, accelerating the warming effect.

However, because normal fluctuations in temperature and rainfall are smaller in the tropics, even small changes in temperature can make a big difference in this warm region, co-author John Kutzbach, also of the University of Wisconsin-Madison, said in a statement.

Williams attributed the warming to the building of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases in the atmosphere. A report in February by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change said that with 90 percent probability, human activities are
responsible for the warming of the planet. (*)

________________________________________________________________________

CNN:Marine biologists unlock polar secrets to fight disease

March 27, 2007 

By Marsha Walton 
CNN

 They may not have the charisma of penguins or polar bears. But plants and animals like seaweed, sea stars and sponges may be just as important in understanding the Earth's polar regions. 

During International Polar Year, (IPY) scientists from more than 60 countries are working at the far ends of the Earth, looking for clues about climate change, weather forecasting, even cures for diseases.

Researchers from the University of Alabama at Birmingham will spend February to May of this year at Palmer Station in the Antarctic. They are looking at how the defense mechanisms of marine plants and animals may provide keys to cancer fighting drugs. 

"The vast majority of our work has been in trying to understand how organisms like seaweeds and invertebrate animals like sponges that cannot get up and run away when something is trying to eat them use chemistry to deter their predators," said professor Charles Amsler, a marine ecophysiologist. 

He says understanding this "chemical warfare" is leading to some promising drug development. The team has shared its findings with the National Cancer Institute and the Cystic Fibrosis Research Institute at the University of Alabama at Birmingham.

"We do have a compound from a sea squirt -- a sponge-like, blob-like organism that sits on the ocean bottom and doesn't move," said professor James McClintock, a marine invertebrate zoologist.

"It turns out this compound is very active against melanoma and it is currently being pursued by a drug company," he said. McClintock said Antarctic plants and invertebrates have adapted well over thousands of years to the freezing conditions of the region. 

But he says climate change could have a dramatic effect on many of these polar creatures. 

"For example, marine invertebrates, and especially their offspring, are sensitive to even very small changes in seawater temperature. Should global warming result in warming of the Southern Ocean, then metabolic and growth processes in these organisms and their offspring may be significantly altered," said McClintock. 

Ice diving

McClintock and Amsler have traveled more than 20 times to the Antarctic. Both are veteran divers in the icy waters, with views of nature few people ever get to experience. Amsler said visibility is sometimes 500-600 feet, about three times what a good dive in the Tropics might provide. "Swimming with penguins is just one of the most spectacular things you could ever imagine," said Amsler"In 300 plus dives I've only had four or five chances to do it. They are spectacularly acrobatic. We think of them as flightless birds but they are spectacular flyers in their own medium which is under the surface of the sea," he said. 

Working at the bottom of the world still includes a certain amount of isolation. But technology has made dramatic improvements, both in scientists' professional and personal lives. 

"My first trip to the Antarctic in 1983, I can remember my only means of communication with my fiance was by Western Union Telegraph that cost about four dollars a word," said McClintock. "This year I show up at Palmer Station and what is given to me when I arrive? A satellite cell phone." 

When they return from their dives or a day in the laboratory, the UAB scientists can post information on their blogs, put photographs on Flickr, and videos on YouTube. Views of their work are at www.antarctica.uab.edu. 

"An educational outreach program has become possible, that is now touching people around the world and exciting them about the science that is going on here in Antarctica, and the style of life that we live here," said McClintock. 

Camp life

Daily life for these Antarctic researchers also has evolved over the years. Water comes from a desalinization process. There's a gymnasium and many of the comforts of home. Forty four people are now living at Palmer Station, in a dorm setting with two people per room. 

"There are 16 men sharing one shower, which is a little tight sometimes in the morning," laughed Amsler. "It's a family," said McClintock. "It doesn't matter whether you are a scientist or a carpenter or a cook, or a plumber everybody pitches in. 

Everybody cleans up the station together. It's a very innovative approach to living together and it works very well," he said. Globally, more than 200 scientific projects will be part of the IPY agenda. 

Oregon State University oceanographer David Carlson, who is serving as director of the International Polar Year program office, says technology enables scientists on ships, at universities, or in polar regions to share data almost in real time. 

That's quite a leap from the last IPY in 1957-58. But he says there's still plenty of mystery and possibility in the Arctic. "Working in polar regions is hard; it's challenging; it has an edge to it. 

These people want to do great science, and they also see the Poles as places of awe and wonder," said Carlson.

________________________________________________________________________

The Monitor (Kampala): Uganda: Mabira Central Forest Reserve Must Go

March 28, 2007


Austin Ejiet

LET us have a little vote. If you want to be really nice to your bed mate what do you say? Do you say: "I love you like Mabira tropical rain forest, my Mabira-heart?" or do you tell him or her: "sweetheart, I love you like honey?"

Even if the ballot is rigged massively like the presidential elections of a country known to me, there can be only one outcome. Sugar, honey, sucrose or whatever, will prevail all the time, for we all have a weakness for sweetness.

Sugar, once the exclusive preserve of great European kings and queens, was responsible for one of the most monumental upheavals in human history. The trans-Atlantic Slave Trade which changed the course of all history was spurred by the need to produce sugar in the sweltering tropical islands of South America and the so called West Indies to satisfy the dainty appetites of European aristocracy.

So here's the deal. If millions of Africans could be bought, sold and shipped to far-flung corners of the globe to produce sugar-a trade that lasted some 300 years-what is Mabira forest reserve with its miserable trees, birds and snakes?

Who needs a pre-historic rain forest straddling the only entry road into the country, and located only thirty or forty miles from the capital city of the world's newest economic tiger?

Is the first impression we want to give visitors to this country who come by road one of primitive primeval jungles or one of orderly industrial estates of sugar and tea and flowers?

Foolish scientists have argued that the destruction of Mabira forest reserve will impact negatively on the ecological balance. They have presented bogus arguments to the effect that Lake Victoria will lose its water and eventually dry up.

They argue moreover that Mabira is the largest bird habitat in the world and also the favourite destination of migratory birds, which flee their cold climes during the winter months to come and make their babies. So the damn thing is also a bird brothel?

You wait. The minister for Ethics and Integrity will hear of this abomination, if it is the last thing I do this side of eternity. The said scientists also claim that the River Nile will dry up, rain will somehow be withheld and the country will quickly become a desert, and that the thousands of eco-toursists who come here annually to look at birds, butterflies and trees will stop coming.

Rubbish. A man who leaves his country just to come and look at birds mating needs to have his head examined. Birds! If such a tourist sought out a kimansulo(nudity)joint in our Las Vegas to indulge his perverse appetites, at least one would understand. But birds?

Me I don't take sugar. Kids stuff. I attack Adere (Malwa calabash) instead. That is the diet for real men. And let me let you in on a secret: too much sugar can make a man impotent. For us in the NRM (No Room for Mischief), manhood is not negotiable.

Take all the plots, forests, etc but don't touch my avocado pears thank you. But if we prevent Mehta from accessing his 7100 acres i.e a quarter of what is left of Mabira forest reserve, who will produce sugar for high profile smugglers to ferry to the virgin markets of Southern Sudan?

Perhaps it takes a hundred years or longer for a rain forest to develop, but surely we can relocate the damn thing the way Shimoni Primary School has been relocated. In fact we can relocate Lake Victoria and plant rice or something in that vast enclave. While we are still at it, we can relocate the mountains of the Moon so that we can plant wheat and apples in that quasi temperature zone. For Sugar and My Country.
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UN or UNEP in the news

The Sydney Morning Herald: UN considers summit on climate change

March 28, 2007

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

General Environment News

The Standard: Fly-tipping of building materials on the rise

Timothy Chui - March 27, 2007

Despite favorable results in its first year of operation, legislators expressed concern at the increasing number of cheats trying to work their way around the Construction Waste Disposal Charging Scheme.

According to the Environment Protection Department, the amount of construction waste dumped in landfills fell by 40 percent from 6,600 tonnes per day in 2005 before the scheme was introduced to around 4,000 tonnes per day last year.

However, the number of detected fly-tipping of spent building materials increased by more then 400 percent from 365 cases in 2005, to 1,587 last year.

The EPD, after mounting 5,000 regular inspections and ambushes at known illegal dumping sites, has only been able to convict six people with illegal dumping with another six receiving fixed penalties.

Explaining the exceptionally low enforcement rate, EPD Environmental Infrastructure assistant director Ellen Chan Ting-lung told the Legislative Council's environmental affairs panel that in order to prosecute successfully, the department needed to catch the culprits red-handed.

"You must have concrete proof, and [illegal dumping reporting] is quite difficult in terms of the burden of proof, it is no easy task," she said.

The department is currently forming a construction waste fly-tipping spotting system to encourage people to report illegal dumping activities.

But spotters, working on a voluntary basis, would have to make reports in addition to providing testimony in court which, according to at least one legislator, is fraught with danger.

Although the scheme has yet to be finalized, the department is expecting the program to be launched by the middle of the year.

Legislator Choy So-yuk pressed the EPD to find a more sensible and effective means of reporting illegal dumping, saying the EPD "has to identify something more straightforward. For example, I have a picture with a date and license number, but if you ask people to risk their lives to appear on TV and in court, they will be reluctant."

The EPD also reported about 350 vehicle loads of construction waste, disguised as regular municipal solid waste, were caught by inspections at landfills during the first year of the scheme. The EPD has issued 26 written and 104 verbal warnings during checks at landfills, Chan said.

Under the scheme, which came into effect on January 20, 2006, the EDP levies a charge depending on the mix of reusable materials, such as metals, plastics and earth, in loads dumped at local landfills.

The charges are lower for loads consisting entirely of inert construction waste such as soil, rocks and concrete at HK$27 per tonne, while mixed loads cost HK$125 per tonne for disposal.

As of December 2006, the scheme has generated HK$55 million.

http://www.thestandard.com.hk/news_detail.asp?we_cat=4&art_id=41014&sid=12843028&con_type=1&d_str=20070327 
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The Daily Yomiuri: Getting a handle on plastic bag consumption

Yasuji Muro- March 27, 2007

The revised Containers and Packaging Recycling Law due to come into effect in April, aims to reduce the use of plastic shopping bags at supermarkets and other retail stores.

In January, local governments and consumer organizations in Kyoto and Suginami Ward, Tokyo, introduced several novel ideas in cooperation with supermarkets.

At an Aeon store in Kyoto and a Summit outlet in Suginami Ward, plastic bags, which were previously distributed for free, began to be sold for 5 yen per bag.

Suginami Ward Office and other organizations distributed reusable cloth shopping bags to residents around the Summit store.

Consumer organizations in Kyoto became involved in a campaign to encourage more people to shop at the Aeon store.

As a result, about 80 percent of shoppers at the two stores now bring their own shopping bags. This high figure is thanks to the campaign.

The two supermarket operators confessed relief that customer numbers did not dwindle after the free bag system was withdrawn.

The efforts were driven by the revised Containers and Packaging Recycling Law, which requires supermarkets and other retailers to reduce the use of plastic bags and plastic trays for fresh foods.

The original law was introduced in 1997. According to the law, "containers and packaging" covers any item used to hold a product, including glass and plastic bottles and candy wrappers.

The law aimed to raise the recycling ratio for containers and packaging, rather than merely burning or burying them.

Household waste in Japan totals about 50 million tons a year, with each person producing about a kilogram of waste every day.

Containers and packaging constitute about 60 percent of household waste, and account for about 30 percent of its total weight.

The law stipulates that product manufacturers and retailers must bear the cost of recycling containers and packaging.

Although recycling has been heavily promoted over the past decade, the volume of waste has not decreased.

The revised law is an attempt to reduce the amount of waste per se, as recycling consumes yet more resources.

According to the Environment Ministry, plastic bags account for about 15 percent of plastic waste from households, in terms of volume and weight.

The Japan Polyolefin Film Industry Trade Association, comprising plastic bag manufacturers and others, said about 30.5 billion plastic bags, weighing about 300,000 tons, are consumed annually in Japan. It takes 558 million liters of crude oil to produce this quantity of bags--a volume of oil equal to the amount of crude oil the nation imports on a daily basis, according to the association.

Supermarkets and other retailers have taken steps to reduce the consumption of plastic bags by using lighter bags and offering discounts to customers who supply their own shopping bags. However, these efforts have only yielded about a 10 percent reduction in plastic bag consumption.

Charging for plastic shopping bags is considered to be an effective method for curbing their use--the main aim of the revised law.

At Co-op retail stores, which have been involved in the efforts to reduce plastic bag usage since the 1980s, the introduction of a charging scheme slashed the use of plastic bags by between 70 percent and 90 percent.

Similar results can be observed at other stores, including supermarkets operated by OK.

In other countries, including Ireland and South Korea, the introduction of charging schemes reportedly has cut the use of plastic bags by about 70 percent.

However, some consumers have complained that there is only one size of plastic bag on sale at the supermarkets, as well as saying they are convenient for disposing of raw garbage.

Many supermarkets consider the distribution of free plastic bags to part of their customer service, and are concerned about losing customers if they start charging for the bags.

Convenience store operators say they sell many items which require the use of plastic bags, such as oden. Now, they are attempting to reduce their usage by asking shoppers if they actually need a bag.

Although there have been some complaints from consumers, most seem accepting of the charging schemes. This is partly because many local governments charge residents for garbage collection.

The local governments collect garbage contained in designated plastic bags which have been paid for at supermarkets. So the free plastic shopping bags distributed by retailers are merely considered to be garbage.

As a result, major convenience store operator Lawson Inc. has recently received complaints from customers that store clerks have ignored their refusal of a plastic bag, and placed the purchased items into a free plastic bag. Such a complaint was previously unthinkable, according to the firm.

Ikuo Sugimoto, president of Kyoto-based environmental nonprofit organization Citizens Environmental Foundation, said that many fashionable and functional shopping bags are available in different sizes as a substitute for the plastic bags distributed by stores. "There are many other ways for consumers to reduce the volume of garbage, such as purchasing meat and fish at stores that sell by the measure, and which are usually sold on plastic trays at supermarkets, and by buying beer in recyclable bottles," he added.

http://www.yomiuri.co.jp/dy/national/20070327TDY04004.htm .....................................................................………………………

People’s Daily Online: China provides half of world's carbon credits under Kyoto Protocol

March 27, 2007

China has provided half of the world's carbon credits under the Kyoto Protocol after developing 279 foreign-invested carbon reduction projects, the National Development and Reform Commission (NDRC) announced on Monday.

These projects involved total investment of nine billion U.S. dollars, said Xie Zhenhua, vice chairman of the NDRC.

As a developing country, China is not obligated to meet targets set by the Kyoto Protocol, but under the clean development mechanism (CDM) it can provide so-called carbon credits to developed countries if they invest in projects that help reduce carbon emissions in China.

A carbon credit is given for the reduction of every ton of carbon that prevented from being emitted into the atmosphere.

The CDM allows developed countries to fulfil their emission reduction obligations at much lower cost by investing in clean energy projects in developing countries.

The projects include upgrading equipment in factories or converting coal burning factories to alternate energy sources.

Xie said the Chinese government would step up industrial restructuring and tighten controls on energy consumption this year.

At the conclusion of China's annual Parliamentary session this month, Premier Wen Jiabao pledged the government would honour its international responsibilities and reduce the country's greenhouse gas emissions.

The government had set a target to reduce energy consumption per unit of GDP by 20 percent from 2006 to 2010, Wen said.

http://english.people.com.cn/200703/27/eng20070327_361232.html ……………………………………………….

The Financial Express: Over 200 Indian cos apply for CDM in race for carbon credit

March 27, 2007

AHMEDABAD, MAR 26 :  India seems to have emerged as the dark horse in the race for green bucks as more than 200 Indian entities have applied for registering their Clean Development Mechanism (CDM) Project under Kyoto Protocol for availing carbon credits. Out of the total CDM projects for registration under Kyoto Protocol across globe, 32.86% projects are from India, followed by Brazil with 17.12%.

Dr Ram Babu, managing director-India, CantorCO2 India Pvt Ltd, a leading global provider of financial services to the world’s environmental and energy markets, said, “Unless you have clean energy, you would be faced with the threat of losing your competitiveness.

More than 1,000 companies have applied for registering their CDM projects under Kyoto Protocol across the globe for availing CERs (Certified Emission Reductions).” He also pointed out that of the total CDM projects applied for registration, 200 entities are from India, which roughly works out to be 32.86%, followed by Brazil with 17.12%, China 7.59% and Republic of Korea 1.95%, while other countries collectively account for 19%. Elaborating on carbon credits, he said, any company, which reduces carbon dioxide emissions, are entitled for carbon credits, which can be sold in the market. Currently, the rate of one carbon credit is 13 euro. “Indian entities can have higher incomes more from carbon credits than their core business”, he claimed.

According to Jotdeep Singh, Head Renewables and Carbon Credit, RaboBank India Finance Ltd, “The carbon credit market was $25 billion last year and It is growing at tremendous space”. Not only that, there is a demand to reduce 1 billion tonne of carbon emissions in the world, so that threats like global warming could be mitigated.

If India meets one fifth of carbon emission reduction demand, it works out to be 200 million tonne of carbon emission reduction. With this the Indian entities can earn 2 billion euro by the year 2012.

Gujarat has also remained a leader in registering CDM projects as Gujarat Flourochemicals Ltd (GFL) was among the early birds to register CDM project.

http://www.financialexpress.com/fe_full_story.php?content_id=159157 …...............................................………………………………

The New Zealand Herald: Greens release polluter-pays climate change policy

March 26, 2007

The Green Party has unveiled a climate change policy that would charge polluters for their greenhouse gas emissions.

In late 2004 the Government dumped a proposed carbon tax, due to political opposition.

But Green Party co-leader Jeanette Fitzsimons today said the party had come up with a policy that was a viable and better alternative to a carbon tax.

Under the system big companies in polluting industries, such as electricity, transport and agriculture -- in particular dairying -- would have to purchase international Kyoto carbon credits.

They would then hand these over to the Government to cover the cost of their emissions under New Zealand's Kyoto Protocol obligations, removing a projected five-year $600 million burden off taxpayers.

http://www.nzherald.co.nz/category/story.cfm?c_id=37&objectid=10430963 ..........................................................................

WWF: Kazakhstan "steppes" up protection of endangered antelope

March 27, 2007

Almaty, Kazakhstan – A new nature reserve in north-western Kazakhstan will protect unique wetlands and habitats of rare saiga antelopes living on the country's famous steppes.

More than 93 per cent of the Irgiz-Turgay nature reserve, with an area of 763,549 hectares, will become a protected pasture for wild ungulates, including saiga antelope.

“This large reserve is an important step in achieving our goal of creating a system of protected areas of more than 6 million hectares, first of all for rare ungulates and birds,” says Tatyana Bragina, Coordinator of the Altyn Dala Conservation Initiative.

The Altyn Dala Conservation Initiative (ADCI) is aimed at protecting the steppes and semideserts of Kazakhstan, along with the species inhabiting them. The initiative is made up of a coalition of international NGOs, which includes the Frankfurt Zoological Society, Royal Society for the Protection of Birds, WWF, and Association for the Conservation of Biodiversity in Kazakhstan, in cooperation with Kazakhstan's Committee for Forestry and Hunting (the Ministry of Agriculture) and the Ministry of Environment.

The creation of the Irgiz-Turgay nature reserve is also an important step in implementing WWF's ECONET project, which aims to see a system of reserves connected by ecological corridors and buffer zones. Such a system would allow local communities to benefit from the area's natural resources, while at the same time protecting the biodiversity.

“The nature of the Irgiz-Turgay area has long been affected by overgrazing, agriculture and commercial fishing," says Olga Pereladova, head of WWF's Central Asia Programme.

"Now these activities will be prohibited on part of the territory of the Irgiz-Turgay nature reserve and limited in the rest of the area.” 

The reserve also provides habitat to various species of waterbirds that use it for breeding and feeding. The area is also home to the globally threatened dalmatian pelican and white-headed duck during the molting season.

The lakes of the lower Irgiz and Turgay river basins were included in the list of wetlands of international importance by the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands in 1975.

http://www.panda.org/news_facts/newsroom/index.cfm?uNewsID=97582 ...........................................................................

The Manila Times: Experts call for public support to avert water crisis in Luzon

March 28, 2007

CITY OF SAN FERNANDO, Pampanga: Environmental experts here are calling for public support in averting an impending water crisis that could hit Central Luzon anytime.

Citing the indiscriminate use of water resources of the region over the last several decades, the Department of Environment and Natural Resources (DENR) here stressed the urgency of the need for conservation efforts.

A deficit in available fresh water for domestic, agricultural, and industrial use is likely to be felt in the next five years.

However, the likelihood that this problem could turn more severe is not far fetch, unless conservation measures are immediately put in place, says Regidor de Leon, regional executive director of the DENR in Central Luzon.

Also citing research findings of forestry scientists from the University of the Philippines in Los Baños, Laguna, de Leon said the region’s demand for fresh water will soar to twice the 12.5 million cubic meters of potential supply in the next two decades.

“It is very important to protect our water sources, and it is critical that we do this now,” he said adding that pollution from indiscriminate dumping of garbage, over-population, and over extraction of water worsen the problem of water shortage by reducing fresh water usability and recharge of water aquifers.

Increased water demand from a burgeoning population leads to over extraction, and, eventually, saline intrusion, he explained, saying that the overall effect is the lowering of the water table and the creation of an artificial vacuum for salt water intrusion.

He said saline water intrusion has affected at least 23 kilometers of the Pampanga River while maximum intrusion has been reported at 45 kilometers inland of the river.

De Leon said increased population likewise puts stress on food production resulting to a more massive use of chemical pesticides and synthetic fertilizers to boost agricultural productivity, the surface run-off of which flows through drainage and irrigation canals, and eventually to rivers and seas.

“If we cannot address the present environmental problems today, we will experience a far greater effect of water crisis in the next two decades. Water is life. It is critical to human health and well being as well as to environmental integrity,” he said.

Earlier, Environment Secretary Angelo Reyes proposed a multisectoral approach for the management of water supply sources in the recently concluded conference of the Integrated Water Resources Management Group at the DENR main office.

The conference was called for the collaboration of all sectors in the proper utilization of water resources that shall prevent the water crisis and conflicts in the country.

Reyes has called on all DENR regional offices to raise 20 million seedlings and embark on a massive tree planting in denuded portions of mountains throughout the country.

“If only each of the 20,000 DENR employees would just plant at least 10 seedlings a year, then that’s 200,000 trees in a year, and one million trees in five years, more than enough to sequester the carbon emissions of the country’s five million vehicles,” he said.

About 1.4 billion people today do not have access to safe drinking water resulting to deaths of seven million annually from water-borne diseases, two million of which are children below five years of age, explained Perla Collado, DENR chief of public affairs.

“Each of the eight million people in Central Luzon needs at least 400 liters of fresh water a day,” she said, appealing for greater public vigilance and cooperation in government’s water conservation efforts in the face of an impending water crisis in the region.

She said simple good housekeeping efforts, like looking out for faucet leaks and illegal connections, and reporting this to authorities would come a long way in conserving water, and so too are the use of pails and basins for household cleaning and washing, and glass while doing daily personal hygiene like tooth brushing.

She said the Pantabangan and Angat dams in Nueva Ecija and Bulacan are the only two major sources of domestic, industrial and irrigation water for Central Luzon, both of which are now threatened by siltation caused by forest degradation of surrounding watersheds.

Pantabangan and Angat dams irrigate a total of 130,000 hectares of farmlands in Nueva Ecija, Tarlac, Pampanga and Bulacan, and supply a combined 500 megawatts of power to the Luzon grid.

Angat Dam is the only source of domestic water to at least 10 million people in Metro Manila, but water in the dam now stands at 199 meters, which is below the safe level of 206 meters. This also means that there is 132 million cubic meters less water in the dam.

“We have to make sure that the Pantabangan and Angat watersheds are adequately forested. This would spell either survival or disaster to us all in the next two decades,” Collado said.

http://www.manilatimes.net/national/2007/mar/28/yehey/prov/20070328pro1.html ..................................................................................................

News.com.au: One in 10 at risk from rising seas – report

Alister Doyle- March 28, 2007

ONE in 10 people in the world, mostly in Asia, live in coastal areas at risk from rising seas and more powerful storms that may be caused by global warming, an international study shows.

The researchers urged governments to make billion-dollar policy shifts to encourage more settlements inland rather than in coastal regions from China to Florida that may suffer ever more storm surges and erosion.

A zone less than 10 metres above sea level "contains some 2 per cent of the world's land and 10 per cent of its population," according to the study to be published in the April edition of the journal Environment and Urbanisation.

"Settlements in coastal lowlands are especially vulnerable to risks resulting from climate change, yet these lowlands are densely settled and growing rapidly," the researchers in the United States and Britain said in the article released today.

Based on new computer population models and NASA satellite data, it estimated that 634 million people lived in the coastal zone in 2000, including 360 million in towns and cities.

More than 75 per cent were in Asia. Globalisation is promoting a shift towards coasts in countries including China and India by fostering a world trade largely dependent on shipping.

UN climate experts projected last month that sea levels could gain by 18 to 59cm by 2100, and keep rising for centuries. They also forecast shifts including more powerful storms, droughts and heatwaves because of emissions of greenhouse gases, mainly from burning fossil fuels.

Today's report said even people living up to 10m above sea level could be vulnerable to cyclones, subsidence, erosion of river deltas or intrusion of salty sea water onto cropland.

"If you are in that zone you need to take the issues of sea level rise seriously," said Gordon McGranahan, lead author at the London-based International Institute for the Environment and Development.

Many countries cannot afford Dutch-style dykes to keep out rising seas but the researchers said governments could do a lot with better long-term planning and incentives for settling on higher ground.

http://www.news.com.au/story/0,23599,21461421-1702,00.html 
……………………………….

The Jakarta Post : Save the forests, rich nations told 

World News - March 24, 2007 

Abdul Khalik, The Jakarta Post, Jakarta

Developed nations must provide around US$10 billion per year to stop deforestation in developing countries, particularly Indonesia, to help slow greenhouse gas emissions and climate change, a top climate change expert says.

Head of the Stern Review on the Economics of Climate Change, Nicholas Stern, said here Friday that as the entire world had a major stake in the success of reforestation efforts in countries like Indonesia, the international community must provide immediate support in terms of equipment, technical assistance and funds. 

"I would have thought probably around US$10 billion per annum. It's a kind of international funding that we would be able to assemble quickly to support the reforestation programs. 

"I think that sum of money could lead to reducing deforestation by around a half," Stern, who is also an adviser to the British government on climate change and development, told reporters after presenting a report at the World Bank office in Jakarta. 

According to the latest report from the World Bank, the British Department for International Development and the consultancy company Peace, Indonesia has become the world's third largest greenhouse gas emitting country, after the United States and China. Much of these gases are released from the destruction of the country's vast tropical forests. 

Yearly emissions in the U.S. are 6,005 million tons of carbon dioxide equivalent (MtCO2e), while China has 5,017 MtCO2e. The majority of the emissions in both countries come from energy uses. Indonesia's yearly emissions are 3,014 MtCO2e, with land-use change and forestry alone estimated to release about 2,563 MtCO2e, or 83 percent of the total emissions and 34 percent of global forestry emissions. 

Stern said there was a powerful interest for rich countries to assist Indonesian reforestation efforts because they would all be affected by climate change. 

"It's investing in the future of which they are a big part, and investing in projects, programs and actions in which they will be big beneficiaries. So, it's absolutely not charity, it's in their interests," he said. 

Stern warned that greenhouse emissions, the main cause of global warming, could cost the world trillions of dollars through increased sea levels, flooding and bad weather. 

"The temperature will increase by 5 degrees Celsius under the business-as-usual scheme by the early part of the next century. Our estimate suggests that the cost of climate change will be 1 percent of world's GDP, or about $400 billion a year," he said. 

Stern said it would be possible to integrate the support from rich nations into carbon trading schemes, currently applied to help developing nations cope with greenhouse gasses, in the latter stages. 

"It is for Indonesia to design the policy and think through the challenges of the implementation, and it is for the rest of the world, who have a lot to gain from the success of the program, to support it," Stern said. 

He underlined the importance of incorporating mitigation efforts to limit greenhouse gas emissions and policy change into development strategy. 

State Minister for the Environment Rachmat Witoelar said Indonesia had implemented mitigation programs as well as policy change in its national environmental strategy. 

"Environmental issues have moved up to become the fourth most important item on the agenda for the Cabinet," he said. 

His deputy, Masnellyarti Hilman, said Indonesia has put reforestation, fire fighting and other programs into place to cut greenhouse gas emissions. 

"We have allocated Rp 4 trillion for reforestation programs and around Rp 700 billion to fight and prevent forest fires," she said.

http://www.thejakartapost.com/yesterdaydetail.asp?fileid=20070324.@02 
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General Environment News

African ministers to meet on MDGs in Addis Ababa

Cotonou, Benin (PANA) - African Finance, Planning and Economic Development ministers will meet 2-3 April in Addis Ababa to examine measures for accelerated attainment of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), official sources said here Tuesday. The meeting is organized by the Economic Commission for Africa (ECA) on the theme "Accelerate Africa's growth and development to achieve the MDGs: new challenges and ways forward". Growth, employment and inequalities in Africa, fundraising to achieve the MDGs, governance and institutional innovations as well as partnerships and fulfilling commitments will be addressed during the conference. The agenda also provides for a think-tank due to be attended by prominent personalities such as former Tanzanian President Benjamin Mkapa as well as renowned economists like Professors Jeffrey Sachs and Sir Nicolas Stern. The conference of African Finance, Planning and Economic Development ministers is held annually and provides an opportunity to adopt common positions on the strategies to meet the development challenges in Africa. It will follow a preparatory meeting of the experts committee. Recent overall data reveal that only a small number of African countries are poised to meet significant MDGs in September, halfway through the 2015 deadline. 

East Africa: EA to Harmonize Laws On L. Victoria

The Nation (Nairobi): East African countries will harmonize laws on transport and fishing in Lake Victoria. East Africa Community minister John Koech announced in Kisumu yesterday that a draft Bill had been prepared to be presented before the East African Legislative Assembly soon. "Managing the common resources in the lake have in the past led to a lot of tension because each of the three countries have tried to do things their own way, which in the final end has not been of any benefit," said Mr. Koech. The minister said common laws will promote better use of the lake and curb pollution. The new move is expected to prevent cross-border fishing conflicts and insecurity that have lately dogged the lake. It will also ease movement of people and goods across the water mass and promote conservation. "What currently happens is that when Kenyan police are chasing criminals in the water body and they escape to the Uganda side, the officers must go through Kampala to get the thief who is just a few metres away," said the minister. The laws are also expected to guide patrols of the lake by security and fisheries officials from Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania. The minister announced that the three countries had received Sh11 billion from donors through the Victoria Basin Commission to help conserve the lake. In addition, Britain will provide a ship that will assist in mapping the lake. http://allafrica.com/stories/200703271151.html
Ethiopia: 640 Metric Tons Obsolete Pesticides Shipped for Disposal

The Ethiopian Herald (Addis Ababa): Some 640 metric tons of obsolete chemicals have been shipped in the second round 'waste disposal project', the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development announced. The ministry said the project has exported over 1,100 tons of obsolete pesticides, stockpiled in the country over the last 40 years, for incineration. Ministry Crop protection department Pesticide prevention and disposal project manager Biratu Oljira told ENA recently that the disposal of the obsolete chemicals would be completed until September 2007. The project has collected 860 tons of toxic chemicals from over 580 sites for incineration, he said. Meanwhile, he said the Ministry has already allocated six million US dollars for the prevention of the stockpile of obsolete chemicals.  The Japanese government has donated one million US dollars for the same cause, he added. Ethiopia has become exemplary in disposing obsolete chemicals in Africa, he said adding the project would enable the country to secure up to 2.5 million US dollars from the "Africa Stockpiles Programme". According to Biratu, 2,500 tons of obsolete chemicals had been shipped at a cost of over 6 million US dollars in the first round of the waste disposal project. http://allafrica.com/stories/200703270654.html
Uganda: Over 160,000 Trees Grown Annually

New Vision (Kampala): OVER 160,000 trees were grown last year to replenish the forest cover in Karamoja, Teso and northern Uganda. The project is an initiative of the World Food Programme (WFP) and the Straight Talk Foundation.  The WFP country director, Tesema Negash, said in a statement on Thursday that more than 200 schools had each planted 244,000 trees on an acre of land in the last 12 months but only 166,000 seedlings survived. Negash announced that another 293,000 trees would be planted on 255 acres this year. Trees planted under the 'Tree Talk Plus' project include mvule, neem, eucalyptus, nsambya and senna. Negash noted: "Planting trees is a great opportunity to save the environment especially in Karamoja. The population explosion has increased the demand for fuel and wood in the semi-arid areas." Cathy Watson of Straight Talk Foundation said Uganda had the fastest-growing population in the world and it was using up more trees than it was growing. Uganda's forests are disappearing at a rate of 2% per year, the highest in the world. Tree Talk Plus is contributing to making green areas where scarcity is severe, in the drier places which have suffered unrest in the past 20 years. http://allafrica.com/stories/200703270063.html
Uganda: Public Speaks Out On Mabira

New Vision (Kampala): The Cabinet has in principle agreed to give part of Mabira Forest to Lugazi Sugar Corporation, although Parliament is yet to debate the proposal. However, the parliamentary committee on natural resources yesterday announced it will hold a public hearing on the forest. "I want to tell the public that they should not lose hope. The committee is going to handle the issue professionally and according to their expectation once the Government makes an application to degazette the forest," said the committee's chairman, Emmanuel Dombo. http://allafrica.com/stories/200703270090.html
60% of Cameroonians lack access to safe drinking water
Yaoundé, Cameroon (PANA) - Sixty percent of Cameroon's estimated 17 million population have no access to safe drinking water, according to Energy and Water resources Minister, Jean-Bernard Sindeu. Speaking at a ceremony here Thursday to mark the International Water Day under the theme: "Fight against shortage," he said Cameroon, despite its huge water potential, suffered shortage of safe drinking water in several regions. In the capital, Yaoundé for instance, while the daily water requirement is estimated at 150,000 cubic meter, only 100,000 cubic meter is available, and even less during the dry season. But according to the Minister, government plans to increase access to safe drinking water to 75% of the population by 2015 and 100% by 2025. The UN estimates that about 700 million people in 43 countries in the world lack access to safe drinking water, warning that this figure could reach two billion by 2025. http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng015732&dte=23/03/2007
Nigeria: Nuclear Waste - FG Places Shell MD, Others under Surveillance

Vanguard (Lagos): The Federal Government has placed twenty-one accused persons including the Managing Director of Shell Petroleum, Mr. Basil Omiyi and three corporate persons under security surveillance pending commencement of their trial over illegal transportation and dumping of radio active materials in the country. The suit was placed before the Abuja Federal High Court sitting in Abuja. In a 27 count-charge, the SPDC, two international companies among other accused were accused of violating the Nuclear Safety and Radiation law. In the charge filed before the court on March 22, the accused are said to have allegedly conspired between September 9 and October 9, 2006 to carry, transport, handle, stored and transfer the radio active sources to an unauthorized person. The DPP said the accused failed to obtain requisite clearance from the Department of the state Services. The FG stated further that the accused contravened section 5(2)(c) of the Nigerian safety and security of radioactive sources regulatory 2006 and therefore punishable under Section 45(1)(a) of the Nuclear Safety and Radiation Protection Act 1995. Other accused persons Western Atlas International Nigeria Ltd, Mr. Taiwo Akinokun, Samuel Ndahbros and Azuka Onianwa. Also under surveillance for the purpose of facing trial are Blessing Nwaogu, Babatunde Oribido, Maxwell Weeksee, Moses Edafe, Joseph Kintum, O and X Nigeria, Julius Joram, ED. Wayles International Services, Oyinbo Afeyebo and C and E Global Nig. Ltd. http://allafrica.com/stories/200703270171.html
Rabat, Russian firm mull nuclear power station
Rabat, Morocco (PANA) - Officials of the Moroccan Electricity Board (ONE) and experts of the Russian company, Atomstroyexport, have held preliminary talks on the construction of a nuclear power station in Morocco, the local press reported Friday. Discussions focused on the project's technical feasibility, cost and effects on Morocco's energy production, the reports said. The nuclear power station project for energy production in Morocco, touched on during the visit of Russian President Vladimir Putin last September, is expected to be installed in Sidi Boulbra, near the coasts of the Atlantic Ocean, some 600km south of here. The type of nuclear reactor proposed by the Russian constructor is estimated to cost of 1.5 billion dollars, the reports added. Energy production in Morocco is largely done by the Jorf Lasfar power station and fuel import is reported to be around 4.4 billion euros per year. http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng015780&dte=23/03/2007
____________________________________________________________________________
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	HONDURAS: Chiquita Turns to Organic Bananas 
	

	TEGUCIGALPA, Mar 26 (Tierramérica) - The U.S. transnational company Chiquita Brands has proposed a plan to the Honduran government to grow organic bananas, free of agrochemicals, in the southern part of the country. 

This was reported to Tierramérica by the vice-minister for agriculture, Mario Ramón López, who also said the first 100 hectares of this pilot project will be cultivated before the end of the year. 

The investment of 1.3 million dollars will be channeled through the state-run National Agricultural Development Bank as soft loans to some 52 banana growers in the southern department of Valle. 

"In addition to fomenting an environmentally friendly approach, the idea is to reactivate development in that region, one of the country's poorest. The studies presented by Chiquita ensure production without great risk," said the official. 

Bananas are the second leading national export of Honduras, mainly through Chiquita, and generate about 150 million dollars annually. 

 

 

CUBA: Precautions Against Dengue 
HAVANA, Mar 26 (Tierramérica) - The imminent rainy season in Cuba is expected to be very warm, and has put authorities on the alert because of the potential for wide proliferation of the Aedes aegypti mosquito, which carries the dengue virus. 

The government-run newspaper Granma issued an appeal on Mar. 19 for citizen responsibility and compliance with health and environmental measures to prevent dengue outbreaks. 

Manuel García, a resident of Plaza, a district in Havana, told Tierramérica that the pro-government Revolutionary Defense Committees, working block by block, collaborate in all health campaigns, "and will do so on this occasion." 

In 2006, the word was that there were at least 15,000 cases of dengue across Cuba, but the figure was never officially confirmed. The worst epidemic was in 1981, with 344,203 ill, 10, 312 cases of hemorrhagic dengue, and 158 deaths. 

 

 

CHILE: Anti-Dam Campaign Goes International 
SANTIAGO, Mar 26 (Tierramérica) - From Mar. 23 to 30, a delegation of the U.S.-based non-governmental Natural Resources Defense Council will visit the Chilean Patagonia region to see the areas affected by the construction of four hydroelectric dams. 

The group is being led by Jacob Scherr, director of the NRDC international program. Also traveling will be the former vocalist for the hit Chilean band La Ley, Beto Cuevas. 

"We hope to keep giving the conflict more visibility. Our motto is radical: 'No dams in Patagonia'," Juan Pablo Orrego, director of the group Ecosistemas and coordinator of a citizen environmental action group, told Tierramérica. 

The itinerary includes Pumalín Park, the Futaleufú River, and the cities of Coyhaique and Cochrane, all in southern Chile. 

 

 

BRAZIL: Scientists Promote Hybrid Cars 
RIO DE JANEIRO, Mar 26 (Tierramérica) - Hybrid vehicles -- which run on a combination of electricity and gasoline -- emit 50 to 80 percent less pollution, according to a study by the Polytechnic Institute of the University of Sao Paulo. 

The options of electricity and gasoline, ethanol or diesel allow the engine "to function in optimal conditions" and increase the distance traveled on the same amount of fuel by 50 percent, explained Marcelo Massarani, master thesis adviser for engineer Juliana Queiroz and her research on the issue. 

Hybrid engines are seen as essential for curbing emissions that contribute to climate change, and can generate credits for the international carbon market and improve quality of life. 

So far, Brazil manufactures only hybrid buses, not the lighter individual vehicles that are conquering markets in the wealthy nations, although there are excellent conditions for creating production incentives by reducing taxes that are five times higher than in the United States, said Massarani. 
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CARIBBEAN:
Keeping a Look-Out for Tsunamis
Patricia Grogg

HAVANA, Mar 26 (IPS) - Fear of a tragedy similar to the one caused in Asia by the tidal wave in the Indian Ocean just after Christmas in 2004 has alarms buzzing in the Caribbean, where moves are afoot to establish an Early Warning System (EWS) for tsunamis. 

Scientists working on the project are convinced that the occurrence of tsunamis in the region is entirely possible, and they emphasise the importance of complementary prevention and risk mitigation programmes alongside the EWS. 

"As well as investing in satellite systems, buoys and probes, people must be trained and educated. Prevention is essential to reduce the risk of a disaster," Enrique Arango, an expert at the Cuban National Seismological Research Centre (CENAIS), told IPS. 

All over the world, statistics indicate that natural phenomena are causing increasingly large losses of human lives and material damages, owing to the increase of population density in coastal areas, and the social and economic vulnerability of many island territories. 

Arango warned that "a technocratic view of the problem could lead to the conclusion that a disaster can be avoided simply by implementing an EWS," which is a network of seismic and wave sensors on land and sea, linked by radio to a satellite that transmits continuously to a monitoring centre. 

This centre issues an automatic alert if an earthquake capable of generating tidal waves is detected, or if an unusual wave pattern signals the creation of a tsunami. 

"The problem is not merely to issue a tsunami warning. Risk evaluation and risk management must be worked on in parallel, which means diagnosing and eliminating existing vulnerabilities, and not creating new ones in the danger areas," Arango said. 

A regional alert system needs to include seismological, oceanographic and civil defence services, interconnected in real time. The population must be educated and prepared, and because of the speed of the tidal wave, it must be taken into account that places close to the epicentre will receive their warning too late. 

More than 220,000 people died in Asia and parts of Africa in late December 2004 as a result of the tsunami, a Japanese word for the enormous waves formed as a result of undersea earthquakes or volcanic eruptions. 

The tsunami was produced by an earthquake registering a magnitude of nine on the Richter scale, with its epicentre close to the Indonesian island of Sumatra. After the tsunami, many islands and coastal countries began to study the risks and develop local prevention and contingency programmes. 

But implementing a regional EWS will require more resources, and will depend above all on the good will and real capacity for participation of many countries and institutions with disparate interests. 

"To a certain extent this makes it difficult to create a regional EWS in a short time that satisfies all countries equally," said Arango, who said it was important for Cuba to be part of this network, even though the main threats to his country were really hurricanes or earthquakes. 

The expert said that CENAIS has a network of seismological stations with technical equipment capable of detecting earthquakes in the Caribbean and along the Pacific coast of Central America, which it is willing to share with the planned EWS. 

Since the 15th century there have been between 30 and 40 tsunamis in the Caribbean, caused by undersea earthquakes, landslides resulting from the quakes, or volcanic eruptions in the Lesser Antilles. 

In Arango's opinion, the data indicate that there is a real risk of new tidal waves. One of the danger points is Kick-'em-Jenny, an active underwater volcano about eight kilometres from the small island of Grenada, which has erupted more than 10 times since its discovery in 1939. 

"The islands located on the arc of the Lesser Antilles are exposed to the greatest danger, because the tectonic process at work there is subduction, which is when one tectonic plate slides under the edge of another. That's when the strongest earthquakes happen, and they frequently generate tsunamis," Arango said. 

The expert said that this process is similar to that which occurs in the Indian Ocean, and in the "Ring of Fire" bordering the Pacific coast from Asia to America, where a large number of tectonic plates are undergoing subduction and other movements, and there is high seismic activity. 

Subduction leads to the formation and development of active volcanoes, which can erupt and cause tsunamis, like the eruption of Mont Pelée on the island of Martinique in 1902, he said. 

The tsunami risk for Central American countries is far greater on the Pacific coast than on their Caribbean shores. One of the worst tsunamis was in Nicaragua in 1992, which caused the deaths of 170 people. 

The southeast of Cuba is prone to earthquakes because of its proximity to the contact zone between the North American plate, to which the island of Cuba belongs, and the Gonave microplate, located between Cuba, Jamaica and Haiti. Along the fault line known as the Cuban Margin (falla Oriente), these two plates slide horizontally past each other at a rate of 20 mm a year. 

However, this sliding type of movement is very unlikely to cause earthquakes of high enough magnitude to generate a tsunami that would be catastrophic for Cuba or any nearby country. 

The most likely source of tidal waves produced by an earthquake near Cuba is the subduction zone located north of the islands of Hispaniola and Puerto Rico. 

In mid-March, Venezuela played host to the second meeting of the Intergovernmental Coordination Group for the Tsunami and Other Coastal Hazards Warning System for the Caribbean and Adjacent Regions (ICG-C). 

This meeting, that followed a previous conference in Barbados in January 2006, decided to create an information centre and to study the feasibility of making Venezuela or Puerto Rico the headquarters of the EWS. 

The vast majority of Latin American and Caribbean countries with a coastline do not have advanced systems for measuring earthquakes on the sea bed. They are practically entirely dependent on the Pacific Tsunami Warning System, based in Hawaii. (END/2007)
t
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 Saudi Arabia

Meteorology and Environment Conservation observes international Day  

Jeddah, March 24, SPA-The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia represented by the General Presidency Meteorology and Environment Conservation today observes "Meteorology international Day" under the title " Polar Meteorology, A study of international effects" at King Khalid airbase in the southern region.

This was stated by Prince Turki bin Nasser bin Abdulaziz, the General President of Meteorology and Environment Conservation to Saudi Press Agency (SPA).

He that the Kingdom observes this day along with other word countries. 

He recalled that the Kingdom was among the first of Arab states which joined the international organization for Meteorology (50 years ago).

He noted that the Kingdom also set up the regional center for drought observation and early warning with regard to tough atmospheric phenomena.

" The Kingdom is currently working to complete the regional center for studies, Meteorology research and environment in Assir region," Prince Nasser added.

The center is expected to be an international reference to measuring carbon dioxide. It is also the first of its kind in the Middle East.

http://www.spa.gov.sa/English/details.php?id=435045
UAE

Scientist debunks reports on global climate change

By a staff reporter 

DUBAI — A visiting scientist from New Zealand has expressed his scepticism regarding international reports that have raised global concerns about climate change and its effect on the environment.

Speaking during the third community lecture of the Emirates Environmental Group (EEG), Dr Chris de Freitas, Associate Professor and Assistant Dean of the School of Geography and Environmental Science at the University of Auckland, has challenged the report recently released by the United Nations Framework Conference for Climate Change (UNFCCC), which concluded that climate change is real and needs to be addressed as soon as possible.

“Broad scientific uncertainties still exist with regard to the causes and assessment of global warming. Human beings may not be chiefly to blame for it,” he said, adding that as per his observation, global temperatures have not risen appreciably in the past 20 years.

In his presentation, Dr Freitas contradicted the studies and reports emerging from most climate review panels who have in the past insisted on “drastic solutions” to lower green house gas emissions from man-made sources in order to curb rising temperatures. 

A renowned climate scientist and speaker on environmental issues, Dr Freitas has been consistently sceptical of the claims made by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, which mention the severity of the rising global temperatures. The inter-governmental panel was established by the United Nations in 1988 to evaluate the risk of climate change brought on by humans.

The third EEG community lecture, which focused on the topic, “Assessing Impacts of Global Warming in the Light of Scientific Uncertainties: An Alternative View on Global Warming Today”, aimed at providing a different perspective on the debate on global warming and climate change.

“It is our goal to raise the community’s level of awareness on environmental issues so that they can be the basis of our action. Our common agenda is sustainable development with a sound environment as one of its strongest pillars,” said Habiba Al Marashi, EEG Chairperson.

She also mentioned that the apparent crisis has been underscored by the release of the much-awaited fourth report of the UN Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) in Paris. “With the participation of 113 countries in its preparation, the report seems to have ‘the stamp of acceptance of almost all the governments of the world,’ as the panel chair, Dr Susan Solomon, would describe it,” Al Marashi said.

“It’s important to understand the long-term nature of this challenge. There’s a lot of inertia in the system, in both the economy and the climate, and overcoming it is going to take time. Thus, it’s pertinent to raise these questions now than later. The European Union recently agreed to undertake measures to ‘build a common energy strategy policy and fight climate change, challenging the world to follow suit’,” she added.

http://www.khaleejtimes.com/DisplayArticleNew.asp?section=theuae&xfile=data/theuae/2007/march/theuae_march869.xml
Expo depicts changing climate

By a staff reporter 

DUBAI — In an attempt to raise public awareness on climate change and its growing effect on the environment, the British Council has inaugurated a photography exhibition yesterday at the Zayed University-Dubai in Academic City.

Dubbed ‘NorthSouthEastWest’, the exhibition depicts the changing global climate as experienced in various communities around the world. 

Linda Pearson, Project Manager of the British Council, told Khaleej Times that the issue of climate change has been seen by the council as a concern that needs serious attention. 

“The evidence around us are just too strong to be ignored. That’s why we are presenting this project to make people aware what is going on in our environment as seen in the four corners of the world,” Pearson said.

She explained that the British Council, in partnership with the United Kingdom (UK)-based charity group, The Climate Group, commissioned 10 international photojournalists to document the effects of climate change and the solutions being implemented to reduce carbon emissions in countries like Greenland, South Africa, Kenya, Marshall Islands, Japan, China, India, Mexico, United States and the UK. 

The two-year project, which was launched in March 2005 at the Trafalgar Square in London, seeks to tour 70 countries worldwide. 

In the UAE, the visual presentation had already been mounted at the Abu Dhabi Cultural Foundation, Fujairah Academy and the Al Manar Mall in Ras Al Khaimah

http://www.khaleejtimes.com/DisplayArticleNew.asp?section=theuae&xfile=data/theuae/2007/march/theuae_march868.xml
Lebanon 

 Ancient idea helps secure environmental future

Conservationists tout benefits of 'hima' preserves for all animals - humans included

By Matt Nash 

Special to The Daily Star

Tuesday, March 27, 2007

BEIRUT: With an eye toward reviving traditional methods of conservation and reducing poverty, 50 people gathered at the Bristol Hotel in Hamra Saturday night to kick off a five-day workshop titled "Conservation for Poverty Reduction" and subtitled "Traditional approaches in West Asia: Hima revival and evolution through the 21st Century."

The focus of the workshop is the ancient concept of the hima - land set aside for conservation and sustainable use managed by the people living on and around it - and how the concept can benefit local people economically, Ramzi Saidi, president of the Society for the Protection of Nature in Lebanon (SPNL), told The Daily Star. Participants will discuss the hima concept, look at work SPNL has done with himas in Lebanon and discuss how to spread economically empowering conservation across the region, he said.

Bringing together both local people and people working in conservation from across the region and world, the workshop was organized by the Environment Ministry, the World Conservation Union, Birdlife International, SPNL and Jordan's Royal Society for the Conservation of Nature (RSCN). 

Himas originated in present-day Saudi Arabia around 1,500 years ago, and the Prophet Mohammad embraced the idea, said Dr. Othman Llewellyn, an environmental planner with Saudi Arabia's National Commission for Wildlife Conservation and Development. In the early days of Islam, himas flourished, he said.

"Currently only a few himas are being managed actively in the Middle East," Ibrahim Al-Khader, head of Birdlife's Middle East division, told the gathering. "Many himas have been abandoned in recent years as a consequence of changes in the socio-cultural, socio-economic and political conditions in the region" stemming from rapid population- and economic growth.

As governments developed, hima management moved up the power ladder and out of local hands, Llewellyn explained. One consequence has been the drifting of rules and regulations for land protection away from a community focus, Saidi said. 

National reserves such as the Chouf Cedar Nature Reserve are classified under a second term, mahmeih.

"'Mahmeih' is value neutral," Llewellyn said. "The word 'hima' has a sort of blessing, being from the religious tradition. Using 'hima' would give a message to people that we're looking at their welfare." 

Within the Islamic legal tradition, jurists have identified conditions that must be met for land to be considered a hima. 

"The hima has to be for God and his Prophet," he said, "meaning it has to be for the common good." A religious authority must recognize the hima to ensure it is not being established for the wrong reasons, for example by the rich for the rich. Also, it must result in greater good than harm. Finally, the hima should not deprive people of the land's resources needed for their survival.

http://www.dailystar.com.lb 

Palestine

Arab League issues statement on Arab water resources 

The Arab League warned in a statement today of the Israeli practices against Arab water resources, calling on the international community to shoulder its responsibilities in protecting the legitimate Arab rights in water. 

On the occasion of World Environment Day, The Arab League asserted that Israel's control of Arab water resources in the Arab occupied areas as well as its attempts to legitimize this control are a continuing breach of international legitimacy. 

On the other hand, The Arab League emphasized the need to preserve water and avoid anything that might waste or pollute water. 

The statement said that the Arab world which constitutes 10% of the land area has less than 1% of fresh water

http://www.spa.gov.sa/English/details.php?id=434725
Sewage tsunami kills 4 

UMM AL NASR, Gaza Strip, (AFP) 

At least four Palestinians drowned in a “sewage tsunami” yesterday when a water treatment reservoir burst, flooding a village in the northern Gaza Strip. The deluge, triggered by the collapse of a septic system aid organisations had long warned was dangerously overburdened, submerged dozens of homes in the Bedouin farming village of Umm Al Nasr beneath a cesspool of foul-smelling effluent. Two women, one more than 70 years old, and two toddlers aged one and two died in the flood. At least 15 people were injured and scores more are still missing, according to Palestinian medics. 

http://www.bahraintribune.com/ArticleDetail.asp
Yemen

Oman

Dams collect over 39mcm of water

MUSCAT — Recharge dams across the country collected more than 39 million cubic metres of water during heavy rains that lashed Oman earlier this week, according to a report released by the Ministry of Regional Municipalities, Environment and Water Resources.

The Wadi Al Khoud dam retained 6.11mcm, Wadi A'ahin 6.8mcm, Wadi Al Jizzi 5.4mcm, Wadi Al Hawasnah 3.7mcm, Wadi Al Muaiden 2.5mcm, Wadi bani Kharous 1.925mcm, Wadi Al Maawil 1.869mcm, Wadi Al Taw 967,000 cubic metres and Wadi Al Filaij 780,000 cubic metres. 

http://www.khaleejtimes.com/DisplayArticleNew.asp?section=middleeast&xfile=data/middleeast/2007/march/middleeast_march356.xml
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SRI LANKA: BAN KI-MOON SAYS PARTIES MUST END ESCALATING CYCLE OF VIOLENCE 

United Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon today spoke out against escalating violations of the 2002 ceasefire between the Sri Lankan Government and the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) and called for them to return to the negotiating table. 

A spokesperson for Mr. Ban said he is “disturbed” by the intensifying violence, which include an air attack by the LTTE. 

“He deeply regrets that air raids, military confrontations on the ground, and suicide bombings have become a daily occurrence, prompting massive displacement and suffering for civilians,” the spokesperson said in a statement. 

Mr. Ban “appeals to the parties to the conflict to break this vicious cycle of attack and retaliation, which only leads to more bloodshed and victims.” 

He also urged the two sides, which have been engaged in a two-decade-long conflict, to “return to the negotiating table as soon as possible, without preconditions.” 

Last week, the UN World Food Programme (WFP) appealed for funds to provide basic supplies to over 155,000 internally displaced persons (IDPs) in Batticaloa District in eastern Sri Lanka uprooted by intensified fighting between the Government and the LTTE. 

In a related development, the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) launched a new media campaign yesterday to raise awareness about how to acquire Sri Lankan citizenship. 

Over the next five days, Tamil-language radio spots and newspaper advertisements will alert the public on the country’s citizenship laws. The campaign targets ethnic Tamils because most of Sri Lanka’s Stateless people are descendants of Indian Tamils brought to work in tea estates between 1820 and 1840 when the country was a British colony. 

The 1988 and 2003 Citizenship Acts were passed to resolve the problem of stateless people in the country, but some of the so-called “Hill Tamils” have not been able to the documents necessary to become Sri Lankan citizens. 

This latest campaign is UNHCR’s second large-scale effort, the first having occurred in 2003 and 2004, to reduce statelessness in Sri Lanka. 

* * * 

DARFUR: UN AND AFRICAN UNION ENVOYS MEET ARAB TRIBAL LEADERS 

The United Nations Special Envoy for Darfur and his counterpart from the African Union held talks today with representatives of the war-torn Sudanese region’s Arab tribes and leaders of its civil society groups as part of ongoing efforts to revitalize the peace process and end the bloodshed that has led to the killing of at least 200,000 people since 2003. 

Jan Eliasson and the AU’s Salim Ahmed Salim spoke with the Darfur representatives in the Sudanese capital, Khartoum, where they have already met this week with senior Government ministers and Opposition leaders, the UN Mission in Sudan (UNMIS) reported. 

The mission said the civil society and Arab tribal leaders told the two envoys their views on how to attain a sustainable settlement of the Darfur problem, where Government forces and allied Janjaweed militias have fought rebel groups since they took up arms, partly in protest over the distribution of resources. 

“The process to peace in Darfur has to be encouraged and strengthened, both by goodwill from the parties – the Government and the signatories and non-signatories – but it also has to grow from below,” Mr. Eliasson told a joint press conference today after the talks. “It has to be also a bottom-to-top process. 

“And if there is to be a lasting solution to the Darfur problem, we know it has to have popular support among the people of Darfur and amongst the people in Sudan.” 

Mr. Eliasson said that while he was encouraged by the positive reactions inside and outside Sudan about the prospects for mobilizing political will to solve the conflict, NGOs operating in the field reported continuing problems of harassment and bureaucracy. 

“I can’t even imagine the chaotic situation that could arise if we had a breakdown of that huge humanitarian operation – 13,000 people working for a billion-dollar operation to help millions of people. It is the Darfurian people who will in the end pay the price.” 

He also voiced concern over the increasing phenomenon of inter-tribal fighting in Darfur, a deeply impoverished region roughly the size of France on Sudan’s western flank. 

On this trip, his second since becoming envoy, Mr. Eliasson also visited Nyala, the capital of South Darfur, as well as the Eritrean capital, Asmara, to discuss that country’s efforts to mediate a solution in Darfur, where more than 2 million people have been forced from their homes and become internally displaced or refugees in neighbouring Chad. 

In a related development, the UN’s top humanitarian official arrived in the town of Abeche in eastern Chad this morning on the second leg of his two-week, three-country mission to the region. 

John Holmes, Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs and Emergency Relief Coordinator, held talks with senior officials from the Ouaddaï region, where Abeche is located, to discuss the situation facing the estimated 400,000 refugees and internally displaced persons (IDPs) in eastern Chad. He also met local UN officials. 

Ahead of his scheduled visit tomorrow to IDP camps and settlements, Mr. Holmes voiced concern of their vulnerability of the refugees and displaced persons. 

“The situation is very worrying,” he said. “The combined threat of militias, bandits and conflict between the Government and rebel groups could force tens of thousands more to flee their homes.” 

The Emergency Relief Coordinator warned that aid workers are increasingly at risk of being caught in the crossfire between Government forces and rebel groups in eastern Chad and that humanitarian operations may be disrupted as a result. 

UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) spokesperson Jennifer Pagonis told journalists today in Geneva that the agency is extremely concerned about the security at its camps in eastern Chad, especially after an attack on Sunday by armed men on a market close to Kounoungou, one of the camps. 

At least five men and nine women, all refugees from Darfur, were assaulted during the attack, and some had to be taken to a nearby hospital for treatment of head injuries, Ms. Pagonis said. 

Kounoungou camp is home to 13,000 Darfur refugees and is one of 12 camps run by UNHCR in eastern Chad for more than 220,000 refugees. 

Ms. Pagonis said witnesses reported that a plane described as a Sudanese Antonov bombed areas near the eastern Chadian town of Bahai last Thursday, several kilometres away from the Oure Cassoni refugee camp, which houses 27,000 refugees. Although no refugees were hurt, two staff members with a NGO and several Chadian civilians were injured. 

UN World Food Programme (WFP) spokesperson Christiane Berthiaume said the insecurity in eastern Chad meant the agency – which in total helped 2 million people in February – could not provide assistance to some 78,000 people who needed it last month. 

* * * 

GOVERNMENT, OPPOSITION IN DR CONGO MUST SHOULDER THEIR DEMOCRATIC DUTY – UN 

United Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon has called on both the Government and opposition in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) to shoulder their responsibilities to democracy to ensure a full transition to peace after last year’s historic elections intended to set the seal on decades of civil war and factional fighting. 

Mr. Ban’s appeal, in his latest report to the Security Council, was prepared before two days of clashes in Kinshasa, the capital, between Government forces and the security detail of opposition leaser and former Vice-President Jean-Pierre Bemba, but it gained added weight from the violence which killed nearly 100 people and wounded 111 others, mostly soldiers, before subsiding. UN peacekeepers are still patrolling the city. 

“I strongly urge the political leaders in the Democratic Republic of the Congo to respect the principles of transparency, inclusiveness and tolerance of dissent,” Mr. Ban writes in the report, calling for an extension till 31 December, of the UN Mission in the DRC, known by its French acronym MONUC, with a military and police strength of nearly 18,000. 

“At the same time, opposition parties should adhere to those same democratic norms, voicing their views responsibly and without resort to violence. Failure to adhere to these democratic principles would seriously undermine the credibility and ultimate legitimacy of the country’s political leaders and institutions,” he says. 

The recent clashes were the deadliest in Kinshasa since President Joseph Kabila beat Mr. Bemba in last year’s elections, which were the DRC’s first in over four decades, the largest and most complex the UN has ever helped organize, and the culmination of a transition from a six-year civil war that cost 4 million lives in fighting and attendant hunger and disease, widely considered the most lethal conflict in the world since World War II. 

Mr. Ban highlights the significance of the vote as an “historic turning point,” but stresses the dangers posed by armed groups in the East of the vast country will remain a core element of the MONUC mandate. 

“The Government should urgently develop a coherent plan for achieving security in the East, including through the completion of disarmament, demobilization and reintegration, which should be accompanied by efforts to promote national reconciliation, recovery and development in the region,” he writes. 

He underscores the overall need for progress in security sector reform as “key to the restoration and consolidation of peace” in the DRC and to the exit strategy for MONUC, which depends on the achievement of benchmarks in key areas, including in the political sphere, over which Mr. Ban voices concern. 

“I am concerned at the alleged widespread electoral corruption believed to have influenced the results in several gubernatorial contests,” he notes. 

“Furthermore, the narrowing of the political space for an effective political opposition, including the exclusion of opposition members from the Bureau of the National Assembly, as well as the incitement to violence by some members of opposition parties, represent troubling tendencies that, if not reversed, threaten the nascent democracy of the Democratic Republic of the Congo,” he says. 

The Security Council was today briefed on recent events in Kinshasa, where the violence has stopped but the situation remains tense. “MONUC and the Council are following the matter closely,” said Ambassador Dumisani S. Kumalo of South Africa, which holds the rotating presidency this month. 

In the city MONUC supplied food, water and medicine to some 1,300 people in areas close to fighting and evacuated nearly 1,100 including 16 wounded, among them the Nigerian ambassador, who was wounded in the legs. Seventeen unexploded shells and rockets are currently being neutralized. 

* * * 

SECURITY COUNCIL EXTENDS MANDATE OF UN COMMISSION PROBING HARIRI MURDER 

The United Nations Security Council today extended for one year the mandate of the International Independent Investigation Commission (IIIC) probing the 2005 terrorist attack that killed former Lebanese Prime Minister Rafik Hariri and 22 others. 

In a unanimously adopted resolution, the Council responded to a request by the Lebanese Government, which sought an extension through 15 June 2008 of the mission’s mandate, set to expire on that date this year. 

“The Lebanese Government hopes that Commissioner Serge Brammertz, who is doing a highly professional job at the head of the Commission, will continue in the exercise of his duties during the coming period,” Prime Minister Fuad Siniora wrote in a letter to Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon last month. 

Mr. Brammertz, briefing the Council last week, said the IIIC has made “significant progress in several areas by further developing crime scene leads and expanding the forms of evidence relating to the perpetrators and building the linkage and context aspects of the case.” 

At the same time, he cautioned that the IIIC needed more time to complete the investigations. 

In his latest report to the Council, Mr. Brammertz said the inquiry is working towards a “unifying factual theory” behind the crime. 

The report acknowledges the full support of the Lebanese Prosecutor General in the investigation, which is also probing other attacks in Lebanon since October 2004, including the murder last year of Industry Minister Pierre Gemayel. 

* * * 

HUMAN RIGHTS COUNCIL CALLS FOR FACT-FINDING MISSIONS TO PROBE ALLEGED ISRAELI ABUSES 

The United Nations Human Rights Council today adopted a resolution without a vote which called for two urgent fact-finding missions to be dispatched to the occupied Palestinian territory, voicing concern that previous attempts to investigate potential human rights abuses had been hindered by Israel. 

The 47-member Council noted with regret that Israel had not cooperated with two previous resolutions which dispatched the missions. 

A resolution in July said Israel must “end its military operations in the occupied Palestinian territory, abide scrupulously by the provisions of international humanitarian law and human rights law, and refrain from imposing collective punishment on Palestinian civilians,” while a November resolution called for the “immediate protection of the Palestinian civilians in the occupied Palestinian territory in compliance with human rights law and international humanitarian law.” 

John Dugard, the Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in the Palestinian territories occupied since 1967, reported that he had not been able to carry out his survey called for by a Council resolution last July, due to the Israeli Government’s lack of consent. 

A November Council resolution dispatched a mission to Beit Hanoun in the northern Gaza Strip where an Israeli attack killed 19 Palestinian civilians earlier that month. However, a team lead by Nobel Peace Prize laureate Desmond Tutu was thwarted from carrying out its task in December. 

The Council today also requested that the body’s president and the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights Louise Arbour report to the Council at its next session, slated for June, on Israel’s compliance with its resolutions of last July and November. 

Speaking as a concerned country, Israel said last year’s Council resolutions were prominent examples of selectivity, politicization and double standards because the language used was narrow, restrictive and very precisely delineated. 

Another resolution passed today was on procedural issues, including the timing of the submission of progress reports. 

The Council also heard reports from Special Rapporteurs, who are unpaid experts serving in an independent personal capacity. 

In his report, Philip Alston, the Special Rapporteur on extrajudicial, summary or arbitrary executions, said that with respect to the idea of “mercy killings,” international humanitarian law prohibits the killing of those who have laid down their arms or have been disabled. 

In another report, Doudou Diene, the Special Rapporteur on contemporary forms of racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerance, said that there are worrying trends, including the resurgence of racism, racial discrimination and xenophobia. He called for a dual strategy – political and legal on the one hand, and cultural and ethical on the other – to identify the root causes and reverse these trends. 

The Council, currently in its fourth session which will conclude on Friday, was created last year to replace the Commission on Human Rights which had been criticized for ignoring abuses in many countries. 

Tomorrow, the Council will hear reports on human rights and transnational corporations, the right to health and human rights defenders. 

* * * 

BAN KI-MOON ARRIVES IN RIYADH ON EVE OF ARAB LEAGUE SUMMIT 

Continuing a diplomatic tour of the Middle East to try to address the region’s hotspots, United Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon has arrived in Riyadh, the Saudi capital, where tomorrow he will address the Summit of the League of Arab States. 

Mr. Ban will discuss his key concerns about the humanitarian crisis in Darfur and the Israeli-Palestinian peace process, among other topics, with the participating Arab leaders, a UN spokesman told the press in New York today. 

The Secretary-General also has meetings scheduled this evening with President Bashar al-Assad of Syria and with King Abdullah of Saudi Arabia. 

Earlier today, he met with the UN country team in Jerusalem before stopping over in Jordan, where he met the King of Jordan, who is also travelling to the Summit in Riyadh. The two discussed the Secretary-General’s recent meetings during his Middle East tour, particularly concerning the new momentum for peace between the Israelis and the Palestinians. 

Speaking to the press before departing Israel yesterday, Mr. Ban said that, despite the obstacles ahead, the peace process can be advanced. 

“I believe we can and must make progress in the coming weeks and months,” he said. 

* * * 

SECURITY COUNCIL HAILS REMOVAL OF BUFFER WALL IN CYPRIOT CAPITAL 

The Security Council today welcomed the removal by Greek Cypriots of a wall in the long-running buffer zone dividing the island into northern and southern segments, voicing hope that similar confidence-building measures will lead to the resumption of talks aimed at reaching a durable peace deal on the Mediterranean island. 

In a statement to the press, the 15-member Council said it hoped both Greek Cypriots and Turkish Cypriots would be able to agree quickly on the practicalities for improving pedestrian access now that the wall has been demolished. 

Ambassador Dumisani S. Kumalo of South Africa, which holds the Council’s rotating presidency this month, said members hoped the removal would serve as a step towards opening a new crossing point for members of the two communities to move across the so-called Green Line buffer zone. 

The press statement follows the demolition of the wall at the southern end of Ledra Street in the old town of Nicosia, the capital, earlier this month. In January, the Turkish Cypriots removed a footbridge at the northern end of the Green Line that runs along Ledra Street. 

Today’s statement also welcomed that move by the Turkish Cypriots and urged both communities to work with UN to open the Ledra Street crossing. 

Mr. Kumalo said the Council also called for the creation of bi-communal working groups and technical committees to help prepare the ground for full-fledged negotiations between Greek Cypriots and Turkish Cypriots. 

It also urged both communities to implement the agreement reached on 8 July last year that includes bi-communal discussion of issues affecting the daily life of people while also addressing other substantive issues, both of which should contribute to a comprehensive settlement. 

On 9 March Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon’s Special Representative Michael Møller issued a statement calling the wall demolition “a very welcome and positive contribution of great symbolic significance.” 

The world body has been involved in the Mediterranean island since 1964 when the UN Peacekeeping Force in Cyprus (UNFICYP) was set up to prevent a recurrence of inter-communal fighting, contribute to the maintenance and restoration of law and order, and contribute to a return to normal conditions. 

Currently the fourth-oldest UN peacekeeping operation in the world, it seeks to maintain stability in the buffer zone and ensure there is no alteration of the status quo along the two ceasefire lines drawn in 1974 after renewed fighting. 

The Security Council extended its mandate yet again in December until 15 June 2007 after the latest UN report cited the lack of a comprehensive political settlement and voiced concern about the attitudes of both sides. 

Mr. Ban’s predecessor as Secretary-General, Kofi Annan, presented a settlement plan three years ago but while 65 per cent of Turkish Cypriots voted in favour, it was defeated because 76 per cent of Greek Cypriots voted against. 

* * * 

NEARLY 9,000 MORE PEOPLE HAVE RETURNED TO SOUTHERN SUDAN THIS YEAR: UN MISSION 

Almost 9,000 internally displaced persons (IDPs) have gone back home to southern Sudan since the start of the year under the joint plan by the United Nations, the Sudanese Government and the Government in Southern Sudan to promote returns as part of the comprehensive peace agreement ending the country’s long-running civil war. 

The UN Mission in Sudan (UNMIS) reported today that 8,944 IDPs have returned to various locations across the south of the country, some as part of the joint plan and some as spontaneous returns to areas that are now safe and free of armed groups. 

The new returns join an estimated 850,000 IDPs and 102,000 refugees who have already returned home and begun reintegrating into their former communities following the end of the north-south war in 2005. 

Most of this year’s returns have headed to the southern Sudanese states of Northern Bahr el Ghazal, Warrab, Blue Nile and Jonglei. 

Earlier this month the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) launched a $56 million appeal to help at least 125,000 additional southern Sudanese IDPs and refugees to return by providing them with reintegration packages and by rebuilding schools and health clinics damaged during the war. 

As of last month, some 328,000 refugees from the Sudanese civil war remain in Uganda, the Central African Republic (CAR), the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), Kenya, Ethiopia, Eritrea and Egypt. 

UNHCR also estimates there are 4 million southern Sudanese IDPs, including 1.8 million living in the area around the capital, Khartoum. 

* * * 

SO FAR IN 2007, MORE THAN 400 GANGSTERS SEIZED IN UN-BACKED CRACKDOWN IN HAITI 

More than 400 Haitian gang members have been arrested since the beginning of the year in operations by the Haitian National Police (HNP), backed by United Nations police and military to crack down on violent crime, UN officials reported today. 

“Our joint operations are increasingly successful,” UN Stabilization Mission in Haiti (MINUSTAH) spokesman David Wimhurst told the UN News Service. “This is the highest rate of arrests and detentions to date.” 

The arrests have been made both in the Port-au-Prince, the capital, where UN forces, at times hundreds strong, have helped the HNP bring relative stability to some of the violence-ridden country’s most dangerous areas, such as Cité Soleil and Martissant, and in the countryside where some of the gang leaders have fled. 

The local population played a vital role in many of these arrests by providing information on the whereabouts of gang members to Haitian and UN police via confidential telephone hot-lines which, though already in existence, have been increasingly used during the current crackdown. The phone numbers are widely publicized, including on banners around town. 

A major coup for the police came with the arrest of notorious Cité Soleil gang leader Evens, alias Ti Kouto, who was captured earlier this month in the southern commune of Les Cayes after being flushed out of his old hunting ground. A number of his senior lieutenants have now also been rounded up. 

MINUSTAH, set up in 2004 to help re-establish peace in the impoverished Caribbean country after an insurgency forced President Jean-Bertrand Aristide to go into exile, also assisted the local police in seizing arsenals of weapons and ammunition. 

Once the areas had been cleaned up the UN peacekeepers restored badly needed health, medical and water services to the local population, rehabilitating schools that the gangs used as their headquarters, turned their lairs into social service centres and building sports fields and other facilities for a population that has suffered from years of gun violence and extortion. 

* * * 

UN INTENSIFIES EFFORTS TO HELP CENTRAL AFRICANS FLEEING VIOLENCE 

Stepping up its response to the increasing waves of displacement in the Central African Republic (CAR), where rebel attacks, banditry and fighting have driven almost 300,000 people from their homes, the United Nations refugee agency has led a joint mission with non-governmental organizations (NGOs) to the country’s remote northeast and opened a new field office in one of its neighbours. 

The UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) spokesperson Jennifer Pagonis told journalists today in Geneva that the joint mission at the weekend visited the area around Birao, the main town in the CAR’s northeast and the scene of brutal fighting earlier this month. 

Nearly the entire population of 14,000 people fled Birao following the attack by the rebel group, the Union of Democratic Forces for Unity (UFDR), in which more than 700 houses were burned and vital stocks of food and seeds for the upcoming planting season were destroyed, she said. 

The burning of houses by rebels and other militants has become a widespread tactic in the CAR, from Ouham-Pendé prefecture in the northwest to Vakaga prefecture in the northeast. 

The UNHCR-NGO mission found that while some Birao residents are starting to return to try to rebuild their homes, many others remain afraid to come back. Between 2,000 and 3,000 people have already sought refuge in Sudan’s strife-torn Darfur region and other residents have fled to Am Dafok at the Sudanese border. 

About 212,000 people have become internally displaced in the CAR since the latest waves of violence began in September 2005, and another 70,000 have fled to Cameroon, Chad and now Sudan. 

UNHCR and NGOs operating in the CAR have handed out clothing, mosquito nets and some basic household items to internally displaced persons (IDPs), but the distribution has been hampered because most people have fled to the bush or are scattered among small villages. 

Ms. Pagonis also said that UNHCR has opened a five-member field office in Bertoua in eastern Cameroon to help deal with the arrival of as many as 25,000 ethnic Mbororo refugees from the CAR. 

The Mbororo refugees are nomadic cattle breeders who lived in the west and northwest of the CAR, but fled after being targeted systematically by organized groups of bandits and rebels who steal their livestock. Many refugees have told UNHCR that their wives and children have been kidnapped and they had to pay large ransom sums to get them back. 

Most of the Mbororos are now destitute, unable to retain any of their cattle for grazing inside Cameroon and often suffering from malnutrition or disease. 

UNHCR plans to move the refugees to Ngam, about 65 kilometres from the border, and considered a safer and more rural area where the Mbororos can be more self-reliant. 

Decades of recurrent armed conflict, political instability and poor governance have devastated the lives of the 4.2 million people of the CAR, one of the least developed countries on earth according to the UN Development Programme (UNDP) Human Development Index. 

Social indicators have been declining steadily for two decades, with 2003 estimates putting under-five child mortality at more than 20 per cent. Basic infrastructure and social services, such as health and education, are nearly non-existent outside the capital, Bangui. 

In 2007, the UN is appealing for $54.5 million for urgently-needed aid. To date, just under $8 million has been received, or 15 per cent of requirements. In 2006, only 60 per cent of total needs were covered. 

Last week the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) launched emergency action to provide immediate aid to women and children in the CAR’s northeast. 

* * * 

COLOMBIA: UN VOICES CONCERN OVER NEW THREATS TO HUMAN RIGHTS ADVOCATES 

Thirteen human rights organizations in southern Colombia have received death threats from an emergent illegal armed group, the New Generation, United Nations officials have reported in their latest update on the violence-wracked South American country. 

“Their work is indispensable for the preservation and development of a state of law,” the Colombian office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) said in a statement expressing concern over the threats against the organizations in the Nariño region. 

“The office wishes to reiterate the importance of the work of human rights defenders in Colombia,” it added, noting that the latest threats follow an earlier series made in February and in May and June last year. 

The statement referred to UN High Commissioner for Human Rights Louise Arbour’s most recent report on Colombia earlier this month in which she stated that the State has the obligation to acting preventively against risk factors that threaten the life, safety and work of human rights defenders. 

Colombia has been the scene of fighting between the Government, leftist rebels, right-wing paramilitaries and criminal gangs for more than 40 years, during which scores of thousands of people have been killed and some 3 million others displaced. 

* * * 

MIGIRO WELCOMES CLOSER WORKING RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN UN AND EUROPEAN UNION 

Two weeks after a report showed that hundreds of millions of people have benefited from a United Nations-European Union (EU) partnership – in such areas as protecting refugees, helping children and promoting democracy – Deputy Secretary-General Asha-Rose Migiro today welcomed the start of a workshop bringing the two organizations closer in the administrative realm. 

“It is particularly useful to learn from those who are going through the same processes – and let’s face it, who sometimes experience the same woes,” Ms. Migiro said at the start of the workshop held at UN Headquarters. “There is an old saying that encapsulates this idea: ‘A problem shared, is a problem halved.’” 

The workshop aims to harmonize the administrative practices – in such areas as planning and budget, human resources, procurement, internal controls, audit, investigations and ethics – of the two bodies to meet the demands of their diverse and large constituencies. 

“Cooperation between the European Commission and the United Nations is a vital means for better serving people around the world,” Ms. Migiro told the meeting’s participants. 

Two weeks ago, Ms. Migiro travelled to Europe to meet with EU authorities and launch the report, the first detailing the partnership between the two organizations, which found that the UN and the European Commission worked together in 80 developing countries and countries in transition during the year under review, operating mainly to improve economic development, protect human rights and provide humanitarian assistance. 

EU Member States provide 38 per cent of the UN’s regular budget, at least 40 per cent of peacekeeping operations and about 50 per cent of contributions to voluntarily funded UN agencies, funds and programmes. 

* * * 

BIG BIRD AND COOKIE MONSTER JOIN UN IN TEACHING KOSOVO’S CHILDREN TOLERANCE 

Big Bird, Cookie Monster and Oscar the Grouch are playing their part in bridging the ethnic and linguistic divide in Kosovo, teaching tolerance to children in the Albanian-majority Serb province in a United Nations-backed project that adapts the world famous Sesame Street programme to local needs. 

“With Rruga Sesam/Ulica Sezam, we aim to fill in the big educational gap at early ages,” UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) country chief Robert Fuderich said of the television programme, which uses the Albanian and Serb words for what is hoped to be a common street in a province that was torn apart by bitter ethnic fighting eight years ago. 

With the help of Sesame Street, Kosovo’s Albanian and Serbian children are now exposed to each other’s language, culture and traditions. 

The show, a joint initiative of UNICEF, the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), the United States Agency for International Development (USAID), the Swedish Agency for Development Cooperation (SIDA) and the Sesame Street Workshop, is the first locally produced educational media initiative in the area, and the first to provide children of diverse ethnic backgrounds with age-appropriate messages encouraging respect for each other. 

“The new season of Sesame Street will reinforce the message to children and parents from different ethnic communities in Kosovo that there are children ‘on the other side of the hill’ who speak a different language and have different cultural traditions and beliefs,” Mr. Fuderich said of the latest 26 half-hour episodes that started last year. 

Sesame Street Kosovo is based on existing segments from Sesame Workshop’s international library, combined with locally produced live action films that are incorporated into the television series. These two-minute films depict the everyday lives of children from a variety of backgrounds and provide a window through which viewers can learn about the traditions and experiences of others. 

In addition, UNICEF is also producing a second round of outreach materials for use in a variety of learning environments to extend the educational messages of the series to Kosovo’s most remote areas. 

The project began in December 2004 with 52 episodes dubbed into Albanian and Serbian. Outreach materials were produced and distributed in communities for home-based early childhood education activities. Particular focus was placed upon newly literate mothers who used the outreach materials with their children. 

The UN has run Kosovo since Western forces drove out Yugoslav troops in 1999 amid ethnic fighting and Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon’s Special Envoy for the province’s future status, Martti Ahtisaari, has proposed independence with an initial period of international supervision, decentralization and strong safeguards for minority rights. 

* * * 

ANCIENT WORM DISEASE COULD BE ERADICATED WITHIN TWO YEARS, UN AGENCY REPORTS 

Guinea worm, an ancient parasitic disease causing tennis-ball-size ulcers so painful that victims feel as if they are on fire, could in less than two years become the second illness after smallpox to be pushed into oblivion, thanks to water treatment and other preventive methods, the United Nations health agency reported today. 

“This is the culmination of years of effort by local and international groups to see this disease eradicated,” UN World Health Organization (WHO) Director of Neglected Tropical Diseases Lorenzo Savioli said, noting that 12 more countries were declared ‘Guinea Worm Free’ by the International Commission for the Certification of Dracunculiasis Eradication earlier this month. 

Since its creation in 1995, the Commission has certified 180 countries free of Dracunculiasis, the scientific name for the disease caused by a parasite found in Egyptian mummies and thought to be the “fiery serpent” often referred to in texts from pharaonic Egypt and Assyrian Mesopotamia. 

In the early 1980s, an estimated 3 million people in more than 20 countries were infected. Today, this has dropped to about 25,000 in nine countries, and at this rate the Commission is on track to meeting its 2009 deadline for eradication worldwide, Dr. Savioli said. 

Guinea worm is endemic in some villages of sub-Saharan Africa, spread through contaminated water. Its effects are crippling, with victims developing large ulcers, usually in the lower leg. The ulcers swell, at times to the size of a tennis ball, and burst, releasing a spaghetti-like worm ranging up to 0.8 metres long. 

The searing pain forces people to jump into water, often the community’s only source of drinking water, where the worm releases thousands of larvae. The larvae are ingested by water fleas and the cycle begins again when a person drinks the water. 

The disability is seasonal, usually re-emerging during harvest time, which is why it is often called “the disease of the empty granary.” Due to the pain, farmers are incapacitated and unable to harvest, contributing to malnutrition in children. Children affected by the worm miss school for months at a time, hindering their educational progress. Thus the disease keeps victims imprisoned in a cycle of pain and poverty. 

Low-cost preventive methods include providing safe drinking water supplies, filtering water through fine-mesh cloth and treating ponds with Abate, which kills water fleas. To contain infection, health workers clean the ulcer, gradually pulling out the worm, disinfecting and bandaging the lesion to prevent secondary bacterial infection. Infected people should be prevented from wading into water sources, and health education and social mobilization should be intensified. 

* * * 

WORLD MUST INVEST NOW TO COUNTER IMPACT OF EXTREME WEATHER FROM GLOBAL WARNING – UN 

Citing one of the worst cyclone seasons in recent memory in Madagascar as an example, the United Nations body that seeks to mitigate the impact of natural disasters called on the international community to invest more in programme to reduce the effects of extreme weather spawned by global warming. 

“We need to put in place mechanisms that can help our societies adapt to this new situation,” UN International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (ISDR) Director Sálvano Briceño said of the impact of climate change, ascribed largely to human activities such as the emission of heat trapping gasses from the use of fossil fuels. 

“The Hyogo Framework for Action adopted in Kobe, Japan in 2005 offers recommendations that should be implemented and can be effective to reduce disaster risks caused by climate-related hazards,” he added, referring to the Hyogo Framework for Action: 2005 – 2015, adopted by 168 Governments at the UN World Conference on Disaster Reduction in Kobe. 

What is currently happening in Madagascar is a good illustration of what can happen in many countries, with more than 6 cyclones since December, over 60 people dead and thousands forced to leave their flooded homes, Mr. Briceño stressed. 

“The increased severity and frequency of extreme weather events prevents people from recovering before facing the next event, making them more vulnerable to disasters. This changing pattern will require increased investment in risk reduction activities,” he said. 

People in Madagascar are well prepared to face cyclones, and the country has strong national mechanisms in place, he noted. A national platform for disaster risk reduction has been operating since 2002 and has put in place mechanisms to alert and educate people on all types of hazards. But the unusual number of cyclones makes the situation extremely difficult. 

In November, Madagascar’s National Bureau on Disaster Reduction put in place a programme of sand bags that seems to have protected many houses from destruction. The bags were placed on top of the roofs to reduce wind impacts, saving a lot of people. “But we could not avoid the intensity of rains,” Bureau Executive Secretary Jacky Randriaharison said. “Soils were completely saturated and many people died because of mud and debris avalanches that could not be stopped.” 

Last month the UN Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) warned that it is very likely that more hot extremes, heat waves and heavy rainfall will become more frequent, with tropical cyclones, such as typhoons and hurricanes, turning more intense. 

In some parts of the world, climate change will mean more intense and frequent hazards, in others, it will mean facing hazards that communities have not encountered before. 

* * * 

UN AGENCY CONCERNED AT LACK OF ACCESS TO THOUSANDS OF AFGHANS DISPLACED BY CONFLICT 

The United Nations refugee agency today expressed concern at the recent displacement of Afghans due to the ongoing conflict in the southern provinces of Helmand and Kandahar, where nearly 5,000 families have been driven from their homes. 

“Under the current security situation, access by UN agencies and our partners remains limited,” UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) spokesperson Jennifer Pagonis told a news briefing in Geneva. 

Despite this the agency has been working in recent weeks with the Afghan government, the UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) and other UN agencies to help the nearly 5,000 families in Helmand province. 

UNHCR, the UN World Food Programme (WFP) and the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) have provided food and relief items such as tents, plastic sheets, blankets, hurricane lanterns, soap, family kits and warm clothes to 1,600 battle-affected families from Musa Qala district and are trying to reach another 3,200 families from Kajaki district, where intense fighting had been reported. 

“All actors are working together to create a more effective mechanism to find out the exact number of people displaced by the ongoing conflict in the south and the amount of assistance they need,” Ms. Pagonis said. 

Insecurity and lack of access in the south are also affecting UNHCR efforts to aid some 112,000 internally displaced people (IDPs) uprooted by previous conflicts and drought before 2002. Access to health and other basic services has been drastically reduced since the beginning of the insurgency. 

Since 2002, over half a million IDPs have received UNHCR assistance to return home while another 450,000 have gone back on their own. This year will be the last year of assisted IDP returns. UNHCR plans to help some 2,500 families, or 15,000 people, to return to their home areas. 

As part of its overall approach to solutions, UNHCR is currently discussing with the authorities in Kandahar and elsewhere how those IDPs who may have not returned by the end of 2007 can be integrated where they are. 

* * * 

CRITICAL FUNDING SHORTFALL THREATENS VITAL UN FOOD AID FOR 53,000 HUNGRY DJIBOUTIANS 

A critical shortage of funds will force the United Nations World Food Programme (WFP) to cut off vital food aid rations for 53,000 people in Djibouti beginning next month in a country where malnutrition rates among children under five are already well over the international emergency threshold, the agency warned today. 

“It’s vital that we get donations now,” WFP country Director Benoit Thiry. “The longer it takes to receive donations, the longer it will take to get the feeding programmes back on track. 

“Malnutrition among children younger than five is in fact a silent emergency in Djibouti, but we just don’t have the funds to continue providing food for the most vulnerable,” he added. 

Overall the agency needs $6 million for operations in the small Horn of Africa until December, and $1 million immediately. Unless new contributions arrive, WFP will be forced to stop distributing food to more than 47,000 pastoralist drought victims in April, and from May, will no longer be able to feed some Somali 6,000 refugees who rely entirely on food aid. 

Preliminary results of a new survey show acute malnutrition in Djibouti has risen to 20.4 per cent, above the emergency threshold of 15 per cent, compared to 17.9 per cent in 2002. Severe acute malnutrition stood at 7.1 per cent against 5.9 per cent in 2002. 

“Although these are preliminary findings and need to be validated, they provide a snapshot of the impact of the drought on household food security at the peak of the lean season,” Mr. Thiry said. The dry season begins in two months’ time. 

A recent report by the Famine Early Warning Systems Network warned that thousands of households would run short of food in the coming months, with livestock in some inland areas already showing signs of stress. An emergency WFP food security assessment in September showed that continued aid to drought victims is imperative. Recurring droughts have stretched to the limit the traditional survival strategies of many pastoralists. 

The assessment noted that aid would progressively shift from free food distribution towards food for work programmes designed to help improve their food security. 

Djibouti is classified as both a least developed country and a low-income, food-deficit country. Some 60 per cent of the population is unemployed. In 2006, WFP fed 70,000 people, including 10,000 school children, and 2,000 children orphaned by HIV/AIDS as well as people living with HIV/AIDS and tuberculosis patients. 

* * * 

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

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

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

** Sri Lanka
I have the following statement attributable to the Spokesperson of the Secretary-General concerning Sri Lanka:

The Secretary-General is disturbed by the extensive and escalating violations of the ceasefire in Sri Lanka, which now includes an air attack this week by the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE).

He deeply regrets that air raids, military confrontations on the ground and suicide bombings have become a daily occurrence, prompting massive displacement and suffering for civilians.

The Secretary-General appeals to the parties of the conflict to break this vicious cycle of attack and retaliation, which only leads to more bloodshed and victims.  He urges them to return to the negotiating table as soon as possible, without preconditions.

**Secretary-General’s Travels
Meanwhile, the Secretary-General has arrived in Riyadh, the Saudi capital, where tomorrow he will address the Summit of the League of Arab States.  He will also discuss his key concerns about Darfur and the Israeli-Palestinian peace process, among other topics, with the gathered Arab leaders.

This evening, prior to the start of the Summit, he will meet with President Bashar al-Assad of Syria and with King Abdullah of Saudi Arabia.

Earlier today, he met with the United Nations country team in Jerusalem, before stopping over in Jordan where he met the King of Jordan, also named King Abdullah, who is also travelling to the summit in Riyadh, and the two discussed the Secretary-General’s recent meetings during his Middle East tour, particularly concerning the new momentum for peace between the Israelis and the Palestinians.

Speaking to the press before departing Israel yesterday, the Secretary-General said that, despite the obstacles ahead, he believes that solid grounds exist for hoping we can advance the peace process in the coming period.  He said, “I believe we can and must make progress in the coming weeks and months.”

We have the transcript of that press conference upstairs and on the web.

**Sudan
On Sudan, the Secretary-General’s Special Envoy for Darfur, Jan Eliasson, and African Union Special Envoy, Salim Ahmed Salim, held today in Khartoum separate meetings with representatives of Darfur’s Arab tribes and leaders of civil society groups.  Discussions during the two meetings focused on the joint efforts of the two envoys to re-energize the Darfur peace process.  The two Envoys heard from their interlocutors their views on how to move forward with the political process and reach a sustainable settlement of the Darfur problem.  Mr. Eliasson and Mr. Salim will hold a joint press conference this evening in Khartoum.  

Also, the United Nations Mission today reports that, to date, nearly 9,000 internally displaced persons have returned to Southern Sudan and the transitional areas since January, under the joint plan for returns that brings together the United Nations, the Sudanese Government and the Government of Southern Sudan.

We have more information about developments in Sudan in today’s bulletin from the United Nations Mission.

**Security Council
The Security Council this morning unanimously voted to extend the mandate of the International Independent Investigation Commission, headed by Serge Brammertz, by another year, until 15 June 2008.

Council members then went into consultations to hear from Assistant Secretary-General for Peacekeeping Operations, Hédi Annabi, about the recent developments in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. 

** Democratic Republic of the Congo
And on that subject: the situation is calm and life has resumed its normal pace in Kinshasa, reports the United Nations Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo.  United Nations peacekeepers, meanwhile, are patrolling the city, and the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs is working with local authorities to assess the number of civilian casualties of last week’s fighting between Government forces and the security detail of Senator Jean-Pierre Bemba.

Here at Headquarters, out on the racks today is the Secretary-General’s latest report on the Democratic Republic of the Congo, in which he urges Congolese leaders to respect the principles of transparency, inclusiveness and tolerance of dissent.  He also notes that assisting the Government in facing the challenge of disarming groups operating in the eastern part of the country remains a key priority for the United Nations Mission.

**European Commission/United Nations Cooperation  

The United Nations today is hosting a workshop on United Nations cooperation with the European Commission.  In remarks to the workshop participants, Deputy Secretary-General Asha-Rose Migiro said that cooperation between the two institutions is invaluable in carrying out the United Nations’ reform agenda.  She said that there is an old saying that encapsulates this idea: “A problem shared is a problem halved.”  And we have copies of her remarks upstairs. 

**Human Rights Council
Turning to Geneva, the Human Rights Council today adopted, by consensus, two resolutions: one on the Occupied Palestinian Territory; and the other on the human rights special procedures, namely the special rapporteurs, independent experts and other mandate holders reporting to the Council.

The resolution on the Occupied Palestinian Territory calls for the implementation of the decisions taken at the Council’s special sessions on that topic, in particular to dispatch the fact-finding missions mandated by the Council at those sessions.

Earlier in the day, the Human Rights Council held a series of discussions with various human rights mandate holders, including those dealing with counter-terrorism, torture, freedom of religion and expression, arbitrary detention, extrajudicial executions and racism, among others.

** Haiti
From Haiti, the United Nations Stabilization Mission in Haiti (MINUSTAH) reports that more than 400 gang members have been arrested since the beginning of the year as a result of operations undertaken by the Haitian National Police and backed up by the United Nations police and military.  The local population played a vital role in many of these arrests by providing information on the whereabouts of gang members to the Haitian and United Nations police via confidential hot-lines.  Haitian police and UN peacekeepers continue these operations throughout the country in order to apprehend gang leaders and members who remain at large, and to confiscate illegally possessed weapons and ammunition. 

** Central African Republic
Concerning the Central African Republic, the United Nations refugee agency reports that United Nations and non-governmental organization representatives have completed a visit to the town of Birao in the north-eastern part of the Central African Republic and found the town in ruins and almost empty some three weeks after it was attacked by an armed group.  The joint team also found that, while some of the town's residents were slowly returning and attempting to resume normal life, many others remained too afraid to return.  

The UNHCR-led team also visited the border town of Am Dafok to assess the situation following a rebel attack earlier this month, which caused some 14,000 to flee the fighting.  Some 700 houses and vital stocks of food were destroyed during that attack, UNHCR said.  And we have more on this upstairs.

**World Food Programme -- Djibouti
The World Food Programme (WFP) says it may soon have to stop delivering food to 53,000 people in Djibouti, due to a critical shortage of funds.  WFP says child malnutrition rates are at emergency levels in the Horn of Africa country, which has suffered a series of droughts during the past five years.  The agency says it needs $1 million immediately to avoid halting distributions in May and $6 million in order to continue operations through the end of the year.

**World Health Organization -- Guinea Worm
From the World Health Organization (WHO): The World Health Organization reports that guinea worm disease could be wiped out worldwide in just two years, if progress continues at its present rate.  Earlier this month, 12 more countries were declared guinea worm free.  There are still some 25,000 cases of the tropical disease in nine countries, and it remains endemic in some villages in sub-Saharan Africa.  If current efforts are successful, guinea worm would become only the second disease -- after smallpox -- to be completely eradicated.

**Under-Secretary-General’s Visit to Chad and Sudan
I have something hot off the presses from the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs.

United Nations Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs and Emergency Relief Coordinator, John Holmes, arrived in the town of Abéché in eastern Chad this morning, on the second leg of his two-week, three-country mission to Africa.  The Emergency Relief Coordinator said he was looking forward to travelling to IDP settlements the next day, in order to assess for himself the situation on the ground.  And we have upstairs, just now, a press release that you can pick up with some more details on Mr. Holmes’ strip.

**Press Conferences
Tomorrow, there will be a press conference at 12:30 in this room with Ambassador Frank Majoor, the Permanent Representative of the Netherlands to the United Nations, who will brief you on the Peacebuilding Commission field visit to Sierra Leone.  Ambassador Majoor was the leader of the Commission’s delegation there.

And do you have any questions?

**Questions and Answers
Question:  A couple of quick ones.  First of all, you announced that the Secretary-General is in Riyadh and he’s going to be meeting with Bashar al-Assad and King Abdullah.  Is that going to be all together?

Associate Spokesperson:  No, those are two separate bilateral meetings.  And whenever we can get the readouts of those meetings, I’ll try and squawk them.

Question:  And the other thing is that, you read out some comments from the Secretary-General.  Was that in response to -- because I haven’t seen the transcript yet -- was that in response to questions about [Condoleezza] Rice’s statement that she made last night?

Associate Spokesperson:  No, not directly.  This had to do with the press conference that he did, that did take place in Israel last night with reporters there.  But he was talking more generally about his feelings about progress on the Israeli-Palestinian peace track.

And that, by the way, includes his hopes for progress because of the recent attitudes expressed by Israeli Prime Minister [Ehud] Olmert, Palestinian President [Mahmoud] Abbas, but also because of the efforts by others, including Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice, to push for progress on this.

And so, while he is in Riyadh, he’s going to continue with that effort, and we’ll see what sort of initiative the Arab leaders are willing to get behind while they’re there at the Summit.

Question:  A follow-up on the Summit.  You did not mention a possible meeting between Mr. Ban Ki-moon and President [Omer al-]Bashir of Sudan.  So I was wondering if this has been cancelled, or…?

Associate Spokesperson:  No, it hasn’t.  It’s… What we expect is that he will meet President Bashir tomorrow.  I just gave out the bilaterals that will take place later today, but we should have a list of bilaterals tomorrow.  But we do expect that that will include President Bashir.

Question:  Concerning his visit to Palestine and Israel, did the Secretary-General have any reaction to reports that settlers have illegally reoccupied a settlement that’s already been evacuated by the Israelis in the summer of ’05?

Associate Spokesperson:  We haven’t made any specific comment about that particular settlement.  Obviously, as you know, we have repeatedly called for a halt to settlement activities in general that could complicate any final [resolution].

Question:  Any change you see in the final leg of the Secretary-General’s travels?  Is everything going to plan?  There are no more “surprises”, like it was in Baghdad?

Associate Spokesperson:  If there were more “surprises”, it would come as a surprise.  But no.  As far as I know, the idea is that he will go from Saudi Arabia, he will go at the end of this week to Lebanon, and after that they should return some time over the weekend to New York.

Question:  I understand that the French citizen who happens to be the station manager of the biggest Israeli newspaper in Washington and was in the entourage of the Secretary of State, previously, to Riyadh, now was denied entrance by the Saudis while in the entourage of the Secretary-General.  My question is: did the Secretary-General say something?  Because this is a step against the United Nations -- did he speak up for the United Nations?

Associate Spokesperson:  Yes.  We have spoken to the relevant authorities, trying to make sure that all the reporters that have been travelling with the Secretary-General have access to visit all of the countries on that tour, including the reporter that you are referring to.

Question:  Is she going to Riyadh?

Associate Spokesperson:  The question is whether the Saudis will provide the visa.  But yes, we have spoken up on the need for this reporter, and indeed all the reporters, to have the necessary visas.

Question:  Will you be able, tomorrow, to tell us what happened in this case?

Associate Spokesperson:  I’ll try to get that information.  You can also check with the Saudis whether they’ve provided any of the necessary visas.

Question:  No, no, no, I want to check with the United Nations.  Because my question is: What is at stake here is the honour of the Secretary-General, because the United States Secretary of State was able to take that person.

Associate Spokesperson:  Thank you for telling me what’s at stake here.  But my point is: yes, we have spoken up on behalf of this.  Obviously, we don’t give the visas on behalf of the Saudi Government.  The Saudi Government does.

Question:  Kinshasa’s now calm and all this.  Did the United Nations Organization Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (MONUC) have a readout on whether Mr. Bemba’s still in the South African compound?  How many people were killed in this round of fighting?  What’s next?

Associate Spokesperson:  In terms of the assessment on damage, the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs is trying to assess what kind of damage has been done.  I believe I had read that out earlier -- that they’re working with local authorities to assess the number of civilian casualties that took place last week.  So we’ll see back from them what assessment they get, once that exercise is complete.

As for Mr. Bemba, I don’t have… I could try to get the latest information for you.  But I believe that he has been, in recent days, inside the embassy of South Africa.

[The Associate Spokesperson later confirmed that was still the case.]

Question:  Has The Secretary-General, in fact, addressed a written invitation to Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Egypt and the United Arab Emirates to attend the next meeting of the Quartet?

Associate Spokesperson:  There’s nothing we can announce on that just yet.  The arrangements for the Quartet meeting would still have to be made.  As you’re aware, there are some plans to expand that meeting beyond the principal members of the Quartet.  At this stage, all I can say is what the Quartet said in their communiqué of last week, which is that the Quartet principals do intend to meet shortly in the region.  And we’ll have to see what we can say about the full guest list later on, once that develops.

Question:  I wanted to ask you about the Central African Republic-United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) assessment mission.  When there was another assessment mission done for Chad and the Central African Republic, there was a note in the report saying they would take note of the Central African Republic Government’s…mention that a lot of the fighting, or problems on the north-eastern border, were a spillover from Darfur.  But the assessment mission did not think so.  Do you know if the UNHCR assessment mission now believes -- I know there are two different missions -- believes that that is from spillover?  Do they specify that at all? 

Associate Spokesperson:  That’s not part of the note I read.  I can check up, or we can get in touch with UNHCR afterwards to see what their own individual assessment is of that.  Certainly, two things have been happening.  There has been a rebellion in some areas of the Central African Republic.  Plus, there has been some degree of spillover fighting.  How they gauge that, how UNHCR gauges that, you can check with them.

[The Associate Spokesperson later said that Birao was attacked on 3-4 March by a Central African Republic group, the UFDR.]

Question:  Back to my question earlier.  Some press indicate that the Secretary-General had invited these four countries I mentioned to the next meeting of the Quartet.  Would you deny that?

Associate Spokesperson:  I’m not denying anything.  What I’m saying is that I don’t have anything to announce about the next Quartet meeting until that schedule has firmed up.  Yes, it is clear that the Secretary-General and others have indicated that this could be a larger meeting -- an expanded meeting of the Quartet.  But who precisely will be invited, those details I still have to wait for. 

Question:  Do I understand that more invitations have been issued?

Associate Spokesperson:  There’s nothing for me formally to announce so far.  I would need to wait until the plans are set before we can make an announcement about who the invitees are.

Question:  Do you have any update for us on banning Mr. Holmes from visiting certain towns in the Darfur region, and whether there’s an effort to allow him to have access there?

Associate Spokesperson:  Well, as I just read, Mr. Holmes did in fact leave Darfur.  He is now in Chad, in eastern Chad, in Abéché today, and we have a press release on his travels there.  He did visit some parts of Darfur, but there were some areas where he was denied.  And we reported on that earlier this week.  So what we mentioned yesterday is where we stand on that. 

Question:  Two questions.  One is the Ivory Coast.  It’s reported that [Guillaume] Soro, the rebel, is going to become the Prime Minister.  I’m wondering what that means for [Prime Minister Charles Konan] Banny and whether [Gerard] Stoudmann, or anyone else in the United Nations system, has had anything to say about these developments? 

Associate Spokesperson:  Well, we have seen the press reports indicating that Guillaume Soro has accepted the post of Prime Minister.  But we have yet to see an official announcement by the Facilitator, President [Blaise] Compaore of Burkina Faso, or from President [Laurent] Gbagbo or Mr. Soro himself, for that matter.  The United Nations will work closely with whoever is appointed as Prime Minister and the new Government to support the implementation of the Ouagadougou Agreement.  And I’ve seen some signs that over the next day or so, there’s a chance that the Security Council may also pronounce itself on this topic.  So you might want to check with the President of the Security Council, what they have to say about this.

Question:  The other question is about whistle-blower protection in the United Nations system.  I’ve recently become aware of a UNOPS [United Nations Office of Project Services] e-mail sent by Jan Mattson to all staff, saying anyone who speaks to the press will face the most severe repercussions.  And I’ve seen similar communications within some other funds and programmes.  Does the Secretary-General’s bulletin on the protections for whistle-blowing apply throughout the United Nations system?  Only the Secretariat?  And what does the Ethics Office do to implement these rights?Associate Spokesperson:  Well, the Ethics Office is there to hear of any complaints… If someone, for example, believes that their rights as a whistle-blower are being violated, they can always take that to the Ethics Office.  And yes, the Secretary-General’s bulletin is applicable.  And whistle-blowers are protected in the system, as is underscored by the Secretary-General’s bulletin.  

Question:  But I mean, if the e-mail sent to staff in order to chill communications to the press is presented either to the Secretary-General or someone else, what happens? 

Associate Spokesperson:  I don’t have any details about that particular email.

Question:  If such an e-mail…?

Associate Spokesperson:  Certainly we do have a whistle-blower policy.  You can look at the Secretary-General’s bulletin.  And whistle-blowers do have protection and rights within the system, yes.

If that’s it, have a good afternoon.
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