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AFP: Clôture de la réunion ministérielle sur la gestion de l'environnement

(Also in Xinhua, O Globo, Vision Durable, People’s Daily)

RIO DE JANEIRO 4 sept 2007

Les ministres de 22 pays ont conclu mardi à Rio deux jours de discussions où ils sont convenus qu'il était "urgent" d'améliorer la gestion internationale de l'environnement dans le cadre des Nations unies et d'y conscarer plus de ressources financières.

"Tous les intervenants se sont accordés pour reconnaître que les enjeux environnementaux actuels nécessitaient d'effectuer un saut qualitatif dans l'organisation de la gouvernance internationale de l'environnement", a déclaré le ministre français du Développement durable, Jean-Louis Borloo, qui a prôné la création d'une Organisation des Nations unies pour l'Environnement (ONUE). 

"Ce qu'on a réussi à faire avec le commerce et l'OMC, il faut absolument le faire avec l'environnement", a précisé le ministre à l'AFP.

"Il sera indispensable, si on crée une nouvelle organisation, que son contenu et même son intitulé intègrent le mot développement car les pays les plus pauvres paient le prix le plus fort d'un environnement dégradé, comme au Darfour", a-t-il ajouté.

Lors d'une conférence de presse, à l'issue de la rencontre, la ministre brésilienne de l'Environnement, Marina Silva, a indiqué que "tous les pays estiment aujourd'hui que la gouvernance internationale de l'environnement n'est pas satisfaisante" et que les "ressources financières pour le développement durable sont très en deçà des besoins".

Selon elle, les Etats-Unis et quelques autres pays sont contre la création d'une nouvelle organisation mais "favorables au renforcement de Programme des Nations Unies pour l'Environnement" (PNUE), fondé en 1972.

Elle a expliqué que le Brésil avait proposé "une troisième voie" qui préserverait les structures existantes, telles que le PNUE à Nairobi, auxquelles seraient ajoutés des moyens financiers et du transfert de technologie notamment.

"Nous sommes favorables à la création d'une agence à partir du moment où elle aura des ressources supplémentaires et que les structures déjà existantes seront renforcées", a dit Mme Silva.

Selon elle, la proposition brésilienne a "surpris positivement les deux parties et a permis de sortir des positions figées".

Le directeur exécutif du PNUE, Achim Steiner, s'est félicité que le Brésil ait lancé un processus "qui crée une passerelle avec la réflexion en cours à l'ONU".

"On a changé la dynamique de la discussion. Ceux que l'initiative de l'UE (sur la création de l'ONUE) a inquiété, ont été apaisés", a-t-il déclaré à l'AFP.

Selon lui, l'ouverture d'une discussion sur la résolution finale de la réunion de Rio par l'Assemblée générale de l'ONU en septembre à New-York doit représenter la prochaine étape. "Si on met la question à l'agenda de l'Assemblée générale, on lui donne une dimension plus formelle", a conclu M. Steiner.

Outre le Brésil, les ministres des Affaires étrangères et de l'Environnement et les représentants des pays les plus actifs sur cette question ont participé aux débats de Rio: Afrique du Sud, Allemagne, Antigua-et-Barbuda, Argentine, Chine, Costa Rica, Egypte, Etats-Unis, Russie, France, Inde, Indonésie, Italie, Japon, Mexique, Pakistan, Portugal, Kenya, Royaume-Uni, Sénégal et Venezuela.

__________________________________________________________________________
Gulf Daily News: Unep backs green society  

Sept 5, 2007 MANAMA
BAHRAIN's Environment Friends Society (EFS) has become an accredited Non-Governmental Organisation (NGO) with the United Nations Environment Programme (Unep).

The organisation's founder and president Khawla Al Muhannadi, who is attending a four-day conference about eco-tourism in Oman, said she was delighted to hear the news.

The status was confirmed in a letter from the body's secretary Beverly Miller, who said the decision had been taken following a request from the organisation three years ago.

The accreditation to the Governing Council/Global Ministerial Environment Forum means EFS representatives can sit as observers at public meetings of the Governing Council and its subsidiaries.

The organisation will also receive invitations to Governing Council public meetings being held from next year.

The EFS was set up in July 2000 to promote environmental issues in Bahrain and now has more than 1,000 members.

"We hope it will be a new opening and better co-operation with Unep," said Ms Al Muhannadi.

"This will allow us to do more capacity building and receive technical support.

"It will give us a better chance to represent Bahrain in different conferences and gatherings and our young members will benefit a lot from the transfer for knowledge and ideas.

"I congratulate every single EFS member and this recognition is because of the effort of every single child, women and man."

_____________________________________________________________________________
BuaNews (South Africa) South Africa; Enviro Officials Discuss Desertification

September 4, 2007 Tuesday
Environmental officials from South Africa are meeting with their international counterparts at a conference in Spain, discussing ways of combating desertification.

The eighth Conference of the Parties to the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD COP8), kicked off on Monday in Madrid and will conclude on 14 September. 

The theme of the conference is, "Desertification and adaptation to Climate Change".

The UNCCD is the centerpiece of the international community's efforts to combat desertification and land degradation in the drylands.

"The UNCCD recognises the physical, biological and socioeconomic aspects of desertification, the importance of redirecting technology transfer so that it is demand-driven, and the involvement of local communities in combating desertification and land degradation," the Department of Environmental Affairs and Tourism said in a statement. The aim of the UNCCD, the department said, is developing a national, subregional and regional action programmes by national governments, in cooperation with donors, local communities and NGOs.

Land degradation is an ecological problem that manifests itself both at local level by affecting the economic well being of people and at a global level by undermining the integrity, stability functions and services of ecosystems, the department said. More than 250 million people, in over 110 countries, are directly affected by desertification and about 1 billion people are at risk.

Arid areas of all continents have deserts, the department said, however desert margins, semi-deserts and steppes with their vulnerable natural resources are the major areas affected by desertification. Desertification and climate change linkages lead to a multitude of socio-economic problems for vulnerable communities, especially in Africa.

"Most of African communities live on agriculture-based economies, and survive by subsistence farming or productivity of marginal lands. 

"However, activities that take place in the developed economies can indirectly contribute to the livelihood of these distant communities due to the global impacts of climate change and desertification," the department said.

The most vulnerable continent is Africa, with about 60 percent of its total area covered by deserts or drylands. The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) estimates that desertification costs Africa about US$ 9 billion a year.

The socio-economic dimension of desertification is most pronounced in Africa where extensive areas bordering the Sahara are affected. About half of Southern Africa is semi-arid, and thus vulnerable to the effects of desertification.

Some of the most vulnerable regions are the areas around the edges of the Kalahari Desert and some regions in the Karoo.The region around Kalahari Desert in Southern Africa has been recognised by the United Nations Environment Programme as one of the top five endangered dryland regions in the world.

South Africa's government departments, private sectors and national research institutions are involved in multi-pronged programmes to identify vulnerable regions, and mitigation actions to alleviate the threat posed by desertification and climate change. Affected countries that are party to the UNCCD have an obligation to prepare a National Action Programme (NAP) for the implementation of the provisions of the convention.

NAPs provide a framework of partnerships that calls for all government structures, scientific research institutions communities, non-government organisations and private sector to work together.

The UNCCD was adopted on 17 June 1994, entered into force on 26 December 1996, and currently has 191 parties.

__________________________________________________________________________
Der Spiegel: Europe: No. 1 in Sustainable Energy
5 Sept 2007

By Mark Scott and Cassidy Flanagan
The EC is committed to policies that include subsidies for alternative energy and encourage investment in new technologies. And business are betting on big profits to be made in following legislators' lead.

Saving the planet may not seem like the quickest path to riches. Yet plenty of investors are betting that sustainable energy will make them lots of money. Already the sector is fast becoming a multibillion-dollar industry, giving companies the chance to boost their profit margins and help fight climate change at the same time. Taking advantage of this investment revolution, a wave of European firms has pioneered alternative energy technology to help make Europe the world leader in reducing carbon emissions.

The fight against climate change has definitely become big business. According to London-based research firm New Carbon Finance, public and private investment in the global renewable-energy sector will top $90 billion in 2007, a 27% increase over the year before. The U.N. Environment Program (UNEP) says Europe remains the top spot for investment, receiving $27.1 billion in 2006, while the U.S. came in second, with $22.5 billion. An estimated $27.9 billion was set aside last year for financing renewable energy projects around the world, and $18 billion in 180 investment funds is now focused on sustainable energy.

EC Policy Spurs Growth 
With so much money floating around, several public and privately held European firms have been quick to pounce on these new opportunities, and the firms now dominate industries such as wind-turbine manufacturing and solar-panel design. With annual sales totaling $737 million, German company Q-Cells has recently finished building the world's largest solar farm in southern Spain, and Danish wind-turbine maker Vestas, with $279 million profits in 2006, has outmaneuvered the likes of General Electric to become the leading global wind-turbine provider. "The industry is growing both geographically and technologically," says Q-Cells spokesperson Stefan Dietrich. "You have to expand internationally because there are so many new players coming into the market."

At present, wind and solar power remain the most commercially viable technologies, but other firms are looking to cash in on the growing interest in the sector by developing new ways to produce renewable electricity. One such company is Marine Current Turbines, based in southern England. It has created a machine that harnesses tidal power to produce environmentally friendly energy, and the company expects its first "tidal farm" to come on line by early 2008. According to MCT's technical director Peter Fraenkel, it's now a lot easier to find funding for new technologies. "When we started it was very difficult, but now governments and investors are throwing money at many different projects," he says.

Behind much of the growing interest in alternative energy is European Commission policy. The EC outlined plans early this year to produce 20% of the EU's energy from renewable sources by 2020. Such regulatory certainty has helped to reassure investors, who still face significant risks developing new types of energy technology. According to New Carbon Finance's Chief Editor Angus McCrone, subsidies from European governments have made the EU the No. 1 investment destination in the sector, although other countries, particularly the U.S., are quickly catching up.

Global Markets for Sustainable Energy 
As sustainable energy becomes more mainstream, Europe's tight hold on the sector could be threatened. Simon Shaw, managing director of London-based EEA Fund Management, which has more than $1.5 billion invested in renewable projects, believes North America will soon attract more investment than Europe. "Regulatory regimes around the world have shifted towards alternative energy," Shaw says. "Over the next 10 years, the majority of governments will support this technology."

Despite the growing threat from competitors, European companies remain out front for now and hope to stay ahead by focusing new growth in international markets. Ocean Power Delivery, a Scottish company that has designed a turbine powered by wave energy, has targeted North America as a key battleground. Growth in the U.S., according to the company's Business Development Director Max Carcas, could propel the wave-power sector to a $10 billion-per-year industry by 2012. Similarly, Germany's Q-Cells, which has gone from employing 19 people in 2000 to a projected 5,000 in 2010, is trying to diversify into Asian markets, which are expected to be worth $36.1 billion by 2010. For many companies, the rising awareness-and growing competition-for alternative energy is good for business as emerging markets offer new commercial opportunities. Investment in sustainable energy in India, for example, has jumped 160% over the last three years, while cash for such projects in China has increased by a staggering 2033%, to $6.1 billion, in the same period.

Expanding Capacity 
Along with overseas markets, European companies have a steady supply of projects in their home countries to help shore up their bottom lines. Currently more than 25,000 wind farms are operating throughout Europe, and capacity is expected to double by 2015. According to the European Wind Energy Assn., the industry will be worth $109 billion by 2020. Similarly, solar panel capacity in Germany, the world's largest market with annual sales over $5 billion, is expected to reach 4,500 megawatts by 2010-the equivalent of almost six coal-fired power stations. Government subsidies and beneficial electricity tariffs are also making energy from marine and biomass technologies increasingly cost-effective.

The rapid increase in investment over recent years has made such advances possible. For as the public's imagination has been caught by the fight against climate change, so too have European companies been won over by the high rates of return offered by the renewable energy sector. No one would say firms are making investment decisions simply to save the planet, but if that's a by-product of the growing investment in alternative energy, so much the better.

_____________________________________________________________________________
Fiji Times (Australia): Protecting ozone layer a 'priority'
September 4, 2007 Tuesday

Protecting the ozone layer should be everyone's priority, says the Minister for Environment Bernadette Rounds-Ganilau.

Mrs Rounds-Ganilau made the comments at a national poster design competition giveaway function yesterday. 

Ministry of Environment's ozone unit had launched a competition in February this year in an effort to promote preservation of the ozone layer.

The competition was also organised to mark the 20th anniversary of the signing of the Montreal protocol-the landmark international treaty to protect the stratospheric ozone layer.

The theme for the 20th anniversary of the Montreal Protocol is Protect the Ozone Layer, Save Life on Earth.

To date, 191 countries have signed the protocol which promotes countries to phase out the production and consumption the ozone depleting chemicals.

Mrs Rounds-Ganilau said marking such events was important to educate the general public on the ozone concerns.

The minister hoped their effort in promoting the ozone awareness protection does not go unnoticed by the people.

"This important message should help each one of us to have a clearer understanding of our roles as protectors and custodians of our universe," she said. There were three main categories for the competition primary school, secondary school and an open category.

Class seven student Neha Mani from Bhawani Dayal Primary School was the winner in the primary school division, Suva Grammar form six student Esther Gavidi topped the secondary school category and University of the South Pacific student Kelerayani Gavidi was the winner in the open category.

Each of the winners won $150 cash.

A total of 417 entries were recieved for the competition.

"I took part in the competition because I wanted to express what I had in mind and as a student I wanted to promote the awareness about ozone depletion," said Neha.

The minister commended the students for their efforts and also thanked the ministry for their efforts in involving the students for the awareness work.

"This wonderful response from students in Fiji reflects the network of cooperation between my department of environment and the support provided from ministry of education in advocating the vital ozone awareness protection to our young ones," she said.

The three winning designs will be submitted to the United Nations Environment Program in Kenya as a representation of Fiji's design to enter into International Competition of Poster Design next month.
====================================================================

Other Environment News

AP: Business to push carbon pricing at APEC

By MALCOLM FOSTER, AP Business Writer 

Sept 5, 2007

SYDNEY, Australia - Pacific Rim business leaders say governments must make polluting more costly to businesses and make investing in expensive energy-efficient technologies more attractive if they want to reduce global warming.

The business leaders are planning to suggest that the politicians gathered here for a summit of the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation forum should attach a price to carbon emissions, said Mark Johnson, chairman of AGL Energy Ltd., an energy retailer, and head of a business advisory council to APEC leaders. It would be up to individual countries to adopt their own systems.

"Business is going to have to change its behavior in the way it uses energy and how it invests in new technology," Johnson said Monday. "For that to happen, we need price signals" that would motivate companies to change their behavior.

"That is the essence of the climate change debate: to pollute it will cost you X," he said.

APEC's 21 members are grappling with how to address climate change. Australia moved the issue to the top of the agenda after it barely got a mention last year; finding common ground on the thorny topic has proved difficult.

For businesses in Australia, finding a predictable, practical solution is urgent. In the absence of federal government regulation, Australian states were coming up with their own sometimes conflicting rules.

Businesses felt adrift, with "a lack of knowledge about what might be a long-term national policy" on climate change, said Maria Tarrant, director of policy at the advisory council.

In April, the Business Council of Australia, which represents Australia's 100 largest companies, including mining giants BHP Billiton Ltd. and Rio Tinto Ltd., got involved, calling on the federal government to adopt a centralized carbon emissions trading scheme.

That regional businesses are clamoring for government help represents a sea-change in business attitudes about global warming, environmental groups and other observers said.

"It's enormously significant," said Paul Toni, program leader, development and sustainabilty at WWF-Australia. "You're not going to drive change until you pay for the pollution."

Carbon credits have been traded in Europe since 2005. Under the system, governments set a limit for the amount of carbon dioxide that major polluters such as coal-fired power plants and steel makers could emit, while letting them buy and sell CO2 emission allowances.

This system encourages factories and industries to cut emissions because they can make money by selling surplus permits if they release less greenhouse gas. Companies that make no effort to reduce emissions pay the price because they have to buy extra allowances or face fines.

AP Writers Meraiah Foley and Rod McGuirk in Sydney and Aoife White in Brussels contributed to this report.

_____________________________________________________________________________
AP: China closes 400 companies for pollution

(Also in the New Nation, People Daily)

Sept 4 2007

BEIJING - China's environmental watchdog has closed down 400 factories since it started a national campaign in July to tackle water pollution, an official said Tuesday.

ADVERTISEMENT

China's waterways are dangerously polluted after decades of rapid economic growth and lax enforcement of pollution controls.

Tian Weiyong, deputy environmental supervision chief of the State Environmental Protection Administration, said another 762 companies and projects had been suspended or fined due to environmental violations. He did not give details about the affected companies or their alleged violations.

The factories paid fines of $97 million, Tian said. The campaign aimed to clean up industries along some of China's major waterways, including the Yellow and Yangtze rivers.

"All industries are required to pass environmental appraisals before starting construction. If not approved, the projects are forbidden," Tian said in a statement on the Web site of the central government.

In August, the government said it was planning heftier fines for water polluters.

A draft amendment to a decade-old water pollution law would remove a $132,000 cap on fines for water polluters, and would allow penalties of 20 percent to 30 percent of the direct economic losses caused by a spill or pollution, the China Daily newspaper reported.

China has some of the most polluted cities in the world after two decades of breakneck economic growth, and the government has been losing ground in recent years in trying to balance environmental concerns with economic growth. Air pollution has been a worry for Beijing as it gears up for the Olympic Games, to be held next August.

_____________________________________________________________________________

Reuters: Global warming tie to hurricanes Dean and Felix unclear

Tue Sep 4, 2007 4:04PM EDT

By Michael Christie

MIAMI (Reuters) - Despite growing consensus that global warming may spawn stronger tropical cyclones, weather experts believe it is too soon to blame climate change for the unprecedented punch of back-to-back monster hurricanes.

Hurricane Felix, a top-ranked storm on forecasters' Saffir-Simpson scale of hurricane intensity, slammed into Central America on Tuesday. Hurricane Dean, also a Category 5, battered Mexico's Yucatan Peninsula on August 21.

It was the first time on record that two Atlantic hurricanes had made landfall as Category 5 storms in the same season, and only the fourth time since records began in 1851 that more than one Category 5 had formed in a year.

But climatologists, including those who believe global warming is having a dangerous impact on the ferocity of tropical cyclones, cautioned against making assumptions.

"My guess is that the high intensities of Dean and Felix had more to do with when and where they formed and tracked than with global warming per se," said Kerry Emanuel, a Massachusetts Institute of Technology professor of meteorology who has published ground-breaking research on the subject.

"But it is true that the theoretical (wind) speed limit in the tropical Atlantic is about 10 percent higher now than it was 15 years ago, and that may indeed be a contributing factor."

Weather experts said the similar paths taken by Dean and Felix was the result of a persistent high pressure weather system, usually located further northeast around Bermuda but now positioned over Florida and the Gulf of Mexico.

The high has been protecting the United States and steering the storms into parts of the Caribbean where sea surface temperatures are highest and atmospheric conditions are ideal for strengthening. Warm, deep water provides tropical cyclones with the fuel they need to grow.

"While two maximum-strength hurricanes could be cited as evidence of climate change, both the tracks of these storms have been guided over a region known to be a great hurricane intensifier," said Robert Muir Wood, chief research officer at London-based Risk Management Solutions.

FEROCIOUS STORMS

Category 5 hurricanes, which have top sustained winds in excess of 155 miles per hour (249 km per hour), are capable of causing catastrophic destruction and can push a wall of sea water more than 18 feet high onshore.

They had been considered rare.

Before the devastating Atlantic hurricane season of 2005 there had only been two years on record -- 1960 and 1961 -- with more than one Category 5 storm. In 2005 there were four, including Katrina, which later swamped New Orleans, and Wilma, the Atlantic's most intense hurricane.

"We can't attribute a Category 5 or any high intensity storm to global warming. But certainly the pattern is very disconcerting," said Peter Frumhoff, chief scientist of the Climate Campaign of the Union of Concerned Scientists.

"They are clearly not rare in the current context."

The debate over global warming and hurricanes heated up in 2005, when a record 28 tropical storms formed in the Atlantic region. Of those, 15 became hurricanes.

Many hurricane experts say the Atlantic entered a period of naturally heightened hurricane activity in 1995 that could last 20 years. They say the impact of climate change would be undetectable against the backdrop of the natural variation.

Some research, however, has found that while global warming may not result in more tropical cyclones, it could already be increasing their average intensity and rainfall.

"There is no doubt at all that warmer sea surface temperatures lead to more powerful hurricanes: we can see this every time a hurricane moves over warmer ocean waters," said Terry Joyce, director of the Oceans and Climate Change Institute at the Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution in Massachusetts.

"But to attribute both of these to global warming, after only two Category 5 storms, is ... premature."

CNN: 3 court cases for climate change

Even without a nationwide greenhouse gas law, environmental groups are going after polluters for causing global warming.

By Steve Hargreaves, CNNMoney.com staff writer

September 4 2007

NEW YORK (CNNMoney.com) -- Forget all the talk lately about whether Congress will regulate carbon dioxide - a gas generated from burning fossil fuels and one of the main culprits behind global warming. Several individuals and environmental groups are using laws already on the books in an attempt to force polluters to change their ways.

"There are laws in place now that can address this," reads the home page of Climatelaw.org, a web site devoted to tracking global warming cases worldwide. "It is illegal under international law for one State to cause harm to another State.

"It is illegal under domestic law in many countries for polluters to cause nuisances to the public and to market defective products, and damages must be paid," the site says.

The U.S.'s dirtiest power plants

In the U.S., plaintiffs are trying three general tactics: Seek monetary compensation for damages caused by global warming, force polluters to clean up by saying they are a public nuisance, and redesign projects currently on the drawing board by applying local laws requiring carbon emissions to be considered in any new development.

So far, no judgments against polluters have been issued. But several cases are pending.

Tactic 1: Go for damages

Forcing energy companies to pay for damages caused by global warming is the boldest tactic, and perhaps the least likely to succeed.

In Mississippi, a group of property owners are suing several energy companies for emitting pollutants which contribute to global warming. Those pollutants, the plaintiffs say, magnified the effects of Hurricane Katrina and are therefore culpable for damage to the destroyed homes.

In the short run, many industry and environmental lawyers agree it'll be hard to win a case like this.

"I think this is a long shot," said Ray Whitman, an attorney who represents energy companies at the Houston law firm Baker & Hostetler.

Whitman said there are too many other factors contributing to global warming - from individuals driving automobiles to pollution from China - to pin responsibility on a handful of companies.

"It's not just an energy company issue," he said. "They may generate a product that exacerbates [global warming], but I don't think you can say they are the main culprit."

But could that change in the future?

The science behind global warming is getting clearer. Earlier this year, a United Nations report compiled by hundreds of scientists from around the world said there was a greater than 90 percent certainty the earth is getting warmer and that human activity is largely responsible. That was up from only a 66 to 90 percent certainty rate found in a similar U.N. report issued in 2001.

"As the science becomes more established, it will be easier to prove these claims," said Fred Zalcman, executive director of the energy project at Pace Law School. "It clearly presents a risk to investors and shareholders."

And while even environmental lawyers concede the Mississippi case is a reach right now, they say polluters could be held accountable in the long run.

"[Energy companies'] behavior today is putting emissions into the air that will be there for the next 100 years," said David Hawkins, director of the climate center at Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC). "Corporate lawyers and CEO's do need to be concerned with lawsuits seeking damage."

Energy-company attorney Whitman disagrees. Even in the long run, energy companies' balance sheets shouldn't be affected by lawsuits over climate change, he said.

"There is no foreseeability by the energy companies," he said. "I doubt the effects of this litigation is factored into the value of any of these companies."

Tactic 2: What a nuisance

A second strategy focuses on forcing polluters to clean up, not pay up.

A consortium of environmental groups and state governments is suing five big utilities for their part in global warming.

Filed in New York in 2004 and known as Connecticut vs. American Electric Power, the suit argues the utilities are causing a public nuisance by emitting greenhouse gases.

But instead of seeking monetary damages, the plaintiffs want the utilities to emit less pollution in the future by either building natural gas power plants, installing more pollution control devices, or promoting conservation.

The suit was dismissed by a lower court in 2005 and is currently on appeal.

Hawkins at NRDC, which filed a brief supporting the plaintiffs in the suit, said the lower court felt the issue would be better settled by Congress, and was also concerned that the global nature of climate change left the suit beyond the scope of the court.

But he's confident a recent U.S. Supreme Court ruling that basically directed the Environmental Protection Agency to regulate greenhouse gases will bode well for the Connecticut case on appeal.

While some experts say this tactic is more likely to succeed than suing for damages, they still say there's too many other variables involved for the case to win in court.

"To fixate on any one particular industry or company won't be particularly fruitful," said Jeff Leppo, a lawyer and head of the climate change initiative at the Portland, Ore.-based law firm Stoel Rives. "This is a global problem."

Hawkins disagrees: "Just because a problem has a number of contributors, that's never been a reason for a court to deny relief."
Tactic 3: Act locally

A third tactic, and the one considered most likely to win in court, is to use local laws to alter pending developments.

The California-based Center for Biological Diversity, an environmental group, is at the forefront of this movement.

The group is currently suing the California city of Perris for approving a shopping center without taking into account the plaza's carbon footprint, mostly from 40,000 daily vehicle trips the Center estimates the mall would generate.

The group said California law requires such projects to consider measurers to reduce global warming, and regulators failed to enforce it.

"It's a fantastic opportunity to look at solutions on a local scale," said Kassie Siegel, climate program director at the Center.

Kassie said she wants the developers to consider things like pedestrian foot paths and bridges, solar cells on the roof, and better links to public transport in the project.

"Legal liability changes behavior," she said. "And behavior has got to change."

As for national or global laws on carbon dioxide, NRDC's Hawkins said the measures currently being employed in the courts could work in conjunction with a federal carbon cap.

In fact, some believe these lawsuits are designed to force the federal government's hand.

If controls must be enacted, industry typically prefers uniform federal regulation than to have to follow a patchwork of state ordinances or defend themselves from a variety of charges, experts say.

"It's designed around building public pressure and momentum to get a national policy, and maybe eventually a global policy," said Stoel's Leppo.
Business Wire: Scientists Lend Expertise to Green Chemistry Initiative
September 4, 2007 Tuesday 6:43 PM GMT 

SACRAMENTO, Calif. 

About two dozen of the nation's top scientists and engineers will join the state Department of Toxics Substances Control (DTSC) to build the California Green Chemistry Initiative - a new program to cut toxic chemicals in consumer products.

The experts, including Nobel Prize winners, have agreed to serve on the Green Chemistry Science Advisory Panel. The panel will guide DTSC on scientific matters and provide the technical basis for the new regulatory initiative.

"These are the people who invent molecules we will use in the future," said Maureen Gorsen, director of the Department of Toxic Substances Control. "If we want chemicals that will lead to environmentally sustainable products, these experts can tell us what policies will achieve that goal. Having these distinguished scientists on board is a big asset to the program," she said.

Launched by California Environmental Protection Agency Secretary Linda Adams, the California Green Chemistry Initiative is the response by Gov. Schwarzenegger's administration to reduce risks from industrial chemicals and waste while promoting innovation to build a robust economy. 

Every day, the United States produces or imports 42 billion pounds of chemicals and global chemical production is expected to double every 25 years through 2030, according to the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. Toxic chemicals in toys, pet food, clothing, baby bottles and other items have led to a spate of headlines and product recalls in recent months.

The green chemistry initiative aims to expand California's environmental leadership by eliminating toxic chemical hazards at the source before they reach consumer goods or hazardous waste dumps. For more information, visit:www.dtsc.ca.gov/PollutionPrevention/GreenChemistryInitiative/index.cfm

So far, 19 experts from across the nation have been confirmed as members of the Green Chemistry Science Advisory Panel. Gorsen, who formed the advisory panel, said more members may be added later. The group will advise her on scientific and technical matters in support of the goal of the California Green Chemistry Initiative to significantly reduce public health and environmental impacts, as well as costs, through the redesign of product formulations and manufacturing processes. Members of the panel will help guide the green chemistry initiative in order for its strategy, and policy that it champions, be based upon and governed by sound science. The volunteer group of scientists and academicians has been recruited from around the state and the nation to serve on the panel based upon a distinguished record of dedication and success to the furtherance of science and technology.

The Green Chemistry Science Advisory Panel members include:

. Dr. Paul Anastas, Professor in the Practice of Green Chemistry, Yale University

. Dr. Nicholas Ashford, Director, Technology and Law Program, Massachusetts Institute of Technology

. Dr. John Balmes, Director, Center for Occupational and Environmental Health, University of California San Francisco and Berkeley

. Dr. Eric Beckman, Professor of Chemical Engineering, University of Pittsburgh

. Dr. William Carroll, Vice President, Occidental Chemical Corporation

. Dr. Gail Charnley, Principal, Health Risk Strategies

. Dr. Richard Denison, Senior Scientist, Environmental Defense

. Dr. Daryl Ditz, Senior Policy Advisor, Center for International Environmental Law

. Dr. Michael Dourson, Director, Toxicology Excellence for Risk Assessment

. Dr. Ken Geiser, Professor of Work Environment and Director of Lowell Center for Sustainable Production, University of Massachusetts, Lowell

. Dr. Lynn Goldman, Professor, John Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health

. Dr. John Graham, Dean, Pardee RAND Graduate School

. Dr. Robert Grubbs, Professor of Chemistry, California Institute of Technology

. Dr. Neil Hawkins, Corporate Director, Sustainable Chemistry, The Dow Chemical Company

. Dr. Vistasp Karbhari, Professor of Structural Engineering, University of California, San Diego

. Dr. John Peterson Myers, CEO, Environmental Health Sciences

. Dr. Barry Trost, Professor of Chemistry, Stanford University

. Dr. John Warner, President and Chief Technology Officer, The Warner Babcock Institute for Green Chemistry of Woburn, Massachusetts

. Dr. Michael Wilson, Research Scientist, Center for Occupational and Environmental Health, University of California, Berkeley

For more information on the members of the Green Chemistry Science Advisory Panel, please see the attachment.

The mission of the Department of Toxic Substances Control is to provide the highest level of safety, and to protect public health and the environment from toxic harm. FOR GENERAL INQUIRIES: Contact the Department of Toxic Substances Control phone: (800) 728-6942 or visitwww.dtsc.ca.gov.

California Green Chemistry Initiative

Science Advisory Panel

Chair: John Warner, Ph.D.

After establishing the world's first Green Chemistry Ph.D. program, Warner now directs a large research group working on a diverse set of projects involving green chemistry using principles of crystal engineering, molecular recognition and self-assembly. He is the editor of the Journal "Green Chemistry Letters and Reviews." He was awarded the American Institute of Chemistry's Northeast Division's Distinguished Chemist of the Year for 2002, and the Presidential Award for Excellence in Science, Mathematics and Engineering Mentoring in 2005. His recent patents in the fields of semiconductor design, biodegradable plastics, personal care products and polymeric photoresist films are examples of how green chemistry principles can be immediately incorporated into commercially relevant applications. Warner is co-author of "Green Chemistry: Theory and Practice."

Vice Chair: John R. Balmes, M.D.

John Balmes is the Director of the Center for Occupational & Environmental Health at the University of California, San Francisco and University of California, Berkeley. He is a pulmonary physician by training, Professor of Medicine at UCSF, and Chief of the Divisions of Occupational and Environmental Medicine at San Francisco General Hospital. Balmes leads a group of investigators at UC Berkeley and UCLA to assist in developing a national program linking environmental hazards with health outcome data to track diseases that are potentially related to environmental exposures.

Paul Anastas, Ph.D.

Anastas serves as the Director of the Center for Green Chemistry and Green Engineering at Yale University. He served as Chief of the Industrial Chemistry Branch at the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency and Director of the U.S. Green Chemistry Program, where he is credited with establishing the field of green chemistry.

Nicholas Ashford, J.D., Ph.D.

Ashford is the Director of the Technology & Law Program at the Center for Technology, Policy & Industrial Development at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. He is an advisor to the United Nations Environment Programme and is the Legislation, Regulation and Policy Editor of the Journal of Cleaner Production. Ashford has developed methodologies for decision-making in chemical regulation and has extensively investigated the effects of regulation on technological innovation in the chemical, pharmaceutical and automobile industries.

Eric J. Beckman, Ph.D.

Beckman serves as Professor of Chemical Engineering and Bayer Professor and Chair at the University of Pittsburgh. He is also Co-Director of the Mascaro Sustainability Initiative. Prior to joining the University of Pittsburgh, he held positions at Monsanto Plastics & Resins, Union Carbide's Silicones and Urethanes Intermediates Division, and held a postdoctoral research appointment at Battelle's Pacific Northwest Laboratory. Beckman's research is in the use of carbon dioxide as either a solvent or raw material and polymer chemistry & processing.

William Carroll, Ph.D.

Carroll is the Vice President of Occidental Chemical Corporation and Adjunct Industrial Professor of Chemistry at Indiana University. While on loan at the Chlorine Chemistry Council, Carroll worked in policy areas related to product stewardship and science policy. He has served on expert groups commissioned by the states of Florida and Oregon. He contributed to the United Nations Environment Programme's Best Available Techniques/Best Environmental Practices Guidelines for implementation of the Stockholm Convention on Persistent Organic Pollutants.

Gail Charnley, Ph.D.

Charnley is a Principal at Health Risk Strategies with over 30 years experience in the biological, chemical and social policy aspects of environmental and public health protection. She lectures frequently on science policy issues and is the author of numerous reports evaluating the toxicity of chemical exposures, the environmental impacts on public health, the management of risks to health and the environment, children's environmental health, and democratic science-based public policy and decision-making.

Richard Denison, Ph.D.

Denison serves as a Senior Scientist with the Environmental Defense. With more than 20 years of experience in the environmental arena, he specializes in chemicals policy, hazard, risk assessment, and management of industrial chemicals, in addition to responsible development of nanotechnology. He manages Environmental Defense's participation in the U.S. High Production Volume Chemical Challenge Program. He has also authored numerous papers and reports, and is active in a variety of activities and forums, pertaining to chemicals and nanotech material regulation and policy at the international, and federal and state levels.

Daryl Ditz, Ph.D.

Ditz is the Senior Policy Advisor at the Center for International Environmental Law, Chemicals Program, and Coordinator of the National Education Campaign for U.S. Persistent Organic Pollutants Ratification. He has 20 years of U.S. and international experience dealing with environmental health threats through effective public policy and corporate management. Ditz is co-author of "Frontiers of Sustainability, Green Ledgers: Case Studies in Corporate Environmental Accounting," and numerous reports and articles on environmental law, policy and management.

Michael Dourson, Ph.D.

Dourson directs the non-profit organization Toxicology Excellence for Risk Assessment (TERA) whose mission is to protect public health. TERA develops partnerships among government, industry and other interest groups to address risk assessments of high visibility chemicals such as perchlorate, chloroform, formaldehyde and soluble nickel. The organization forms cooperative ventures such as the Voluntary Children's Chemical Exposure Program and the International Toxicity Estimates for Risk database. Prior to joining TERA, he worked for the U.S. EPA for 15 years on specific key projects such as the creation of the U.S. EPA's Integrated Risk Information System.

Kenneth Geiser, Ph.D.

Geiser serves a Professor of Work Environment and as the Director of the Lowell Center for Sustainable Production at the University of Massachusetts, Lowell. He co-authored the Massachusetts Toxics Use Reduction Act and served as Director of the Massachusetts Toxics Use Reduction Institute from 1990 to 2003. Geiser's research and publications focus on pollution prevention and cleaner production, toxic chemicals management, chemicals policy, safer technologies, and green chemistry. In 2001, Geyser authored "Materials Matter: Towards a Sustainable Materials Policy."

Robert Grubbs, Ph.D.

Grubbs is the Victor and Elizabeth Atkins Professor of Chemistry at the California Institute of Technology, where he has been a faculty member since 1978. His research group is involved in the design and synthesis of organic chemicals. Grubbs is a member of the National Academy of Sciences and is a Fellow of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences.

Lynn Goldman, M.D., M.P.H.

Goldman is a Professor at Johns Hopkins University Bloomberg School of Public Health, focusing on environmental health policy, public health, and children's environmental health. She served as Assistant Administrator for the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency's Office of Prevention, Pesticides and Toxic Substances. Prior to that, Goldman served in several positions at the California Department of Health Services, where she conducted public health investigations on pesticides, childhood lead poisoning and other environmental hazards.

John D. Graham, Ph.D.

Graham serves as Dean of the Pardee RAND Graduate School and Distinguished Chair in Policy Analysis. He is the author or co-author of some 200 books, articles, and reports in the areas of risk estimation and management of health, safety, environment and energy. Graham founded and led the Harvard Center for Risk Analysis from 1990 to 2001. He served as the administrator of the Office of Information and Regulatory Affairs in the Office of Management and Budget and as Professor of Policy and Decision Sciences in the Department of Health Policy and Management, Harvard School of Public Health.

Neil C. Hawkins, Ph.D.

Hawkins is Corporate Director of Sustainable Chemistry at The Dow Chemical Company. He manages Dow's Sustainable Chemistry initiative, which guides Dow's investment, research, and business decisions to meet Dow's sustainability vision and objectives. Hawkins' previous roles at Dow included leading environmental health and safety programs, and global issues management activities for chlorine, vinyl, and related products. Prior assignments include regulatory affairs, product stewardship, and risk assessment leadership roles. Hawkins is an expert in environmental risk assessment and environmental policy.

Vistasp M. Karbhari, Ph.D.

Karbhari is a Professor of Structural Engineering and Professor of Materials Science and Engineering Program at the University of California, San Diego. He leads research groups in such areas as the processing and mechanics of composites, durabi lity of polymers and composites, and bio-materials. He is the author/co-author of over 160 papers in archival journals. He is the American Editor for the International Journal of Materials and Product Technology and is an Editorial Board Member of Composite Structures.

John Peterson Myers, Ph.D.

Myers is the founder, CEO, and Chief Scientist of Environmental Health Sciences based in Charlottesville, Virginia. He is also coauthor of "Our Stolen Future," which explores the threats posed by man-made chemical contaminants to fetal development and human health. Myers is Senior Advisor to the United Nations Foundation. From 1990-2002, he was director of the W. Alton Jones Foundation, a private foundation supporting efforts to protect the global environment and to prevent nuclear war. Myers is also senior advisor to Commonweal and to the Jenifer Altman Foundation on environmental threats to children's health.

Barry Trost, Ph.D.

Trost serves as a Professor of Chemistry at Stanford University and is the winner of the 1998 Presidential Green Chemistry Award in Academics. He developed the concept of atom economy, which involves reducing the use of nonrenewable resources, minimizing the amount of waste, and reducing the number of steps used to synthesize chemicals. Atom economy is one of the fundamental cornerstones of green chemistry, and is a concept widely used by those who are working to improve the efficiency of chemical reactions.

Michael P. Wilson, Ph.D.

Wilson is a Research Scientist at the Center for Occupational & Environmental Health, University of California, Berkeley. In his doctoral research, Wilson developed data on workers exposure to volatile organic compounds in the vehicle repair industry, which shed light on the first-reported cases of hexane-induced peripheral neuropathy in this industry. He was the chief author of the University of California report, "Green Chemistry in California: A Framework for Leadership in Che micals Policy and Innovation," requested by the California Legislature in January, 2004. 

_____________________________________________________________________________
The Independent: The green provocateur: Cornering the corporates

They may talk a good green game, but do Britain's corporate giants really pay more than lip service to climate change? Eco-warrior Donnachadh McCarthy hit the streets on a one-man crusade against waste. Could our pedal-powered hero save the world in a single day? Pictures by Helen Atkinson
Published: 04 September 2007

St Pancras Station
I've always refused to own a car, and my work as an eco-auditor means I frequently travel by rail to my clients' homes and businesses around Britain.

My job involves helping people to cut the environmental impact of their domestic and working lives and reduce their carbon footprint, yet as I travel around, I can't help but notice the enormous amount of energy that's being wasted. Perhaps, if I spent a day pointing out the errors of our ways, I could make a small difference? I could even award points for the speed and efficacy of the response.

At St Pancras Station in London, the first stop in my day of eco-agitation, I approached the new platform being finished off by the builders beneath William Barlow's glorious 19th-century arched roof. Sunlight was pouring in – but every overhead bulb was switched on, too. All in all, I calculated well over one million watts of lighting being used unnecessarily.

I found the assistant station master and asked if she could turn off the lights where the sun was shining. She agreed that it was an awful waste, but said she said she wouldn't be able to turn them off, as there were so many companies involved, with six contractors on site. (She added that she always turned off all her own lights at home during the day.) Undeterred, I contacted the press office of London and Continental Railways and explained my quest. He said the lights were on to test them, in case they melted in the winter when they would be on for longer... When I explained that I had been in the station frequently over the previous three months and that all the lights had always been on in the day, he said he'd find the switch.

Several days later he came back to me with really good news. He said other passengers had also complained and that we had spurred the company into action. London and Continental has now agreed to install a mechanism in the lighting control box that will turn off the lights when the station is naturally lit – and he promised to have the system installed by the time the first Eurostar trains arrive in November. Over the course of a year, if the lights are turned off for an average of seven hours a day, it will save more than 1,250 tons of CO2. A very positive result.

Green Provocateur Rating: 9/10

McDonald's Restaurant

Fast-food restaurants create mountains of waste. So my second stop was the busy McDonald's at King's Cross. I wanted to have a veggie burger meal but to use a real china mug that I had brought with me for my cup of tea, instead of the throwaway cups provided. I thought I should let the floor manager know first, to avoid any problems. At first she saw no issue, but then returned and said her manager wanted to contact company headquarters before sanctioning the consumption of a hot beverage in a non-regulation receptacle. I stood aside and waited. She then came back to say that the management was awaiting health and safety clearance. As this was showing all the signs of becoming a bit of a saga, I cut my losses and crossed the road to another McDonald's.

This time I simply joined the queue and asked the counter assistant for my tea to be put into my china mug. He didn't even blink. So I sat down and enjoyed my veggie burger meal, washing it down with a lovely hot cup of tea from my china mug, to celebrate a positive result.

Later, I rang McDonalds' press office for the official line and was told that that the company had no real objection, so long as customers realised that it was their own responsibility not to burn themselves with their tea. (In a celebrated case, the company was sued in the US by a diner who scalded their thighs with coffee.)

If all of us who visit McDonald's were to switch to reusable plastic cups, we could prevent 90 million disposable cups from being dumped. Placed end-to-end, they would stretch for more than 8 million kilometres, or 200 times around the Earth. Fact.

Green Provocateur Rating: 10/10

Land Securities, Cardinal Place

The contemporary architectural fashion for putting large glass atriums at the entrances of new (or even existing) office blocks leads to widespread waste. Despite being designed with the express purpose of allowing in natural light, they frequently have their lighting on all day, every day. My third stop was the new Land Securities development at Cardinal Place in the City.

The building has two huge glass atria at its entrances, which were lit with numerous floodlights when I arrived. I explained my planet-saving quest to the receptionist and asked if she could turn off the lights. She replied not only that she was unable to do so, but that she didn't even know where the switch was.

She called the head of security and I asked if he could switch the lights off. He replied that he could not, as they had to be on 24 hours a day. He suggested I go and ask the Land Securities site office. I met a polite young lady there who said that if she was to turn the lights off in the atria, she would first have to ask all the tenants in the office block. I have to admit that I found the idea of a huge bureaucratic process having to be undertaken to request permission to turn the lights off in a sun-filled reception area somewhat amusing, but she said would contact HQ to get an answer for us.

Land Securities' head of environmental services, Dave Fairbrother, later e-mailed me to say the lights would be turned off on sunny days in future.

Turning off the two atrium floodlights for seven hours a day could save up to 32 tons of CO2 a year – more than five entire households would emit for all their gas and electricity use.

Green Provocateur Rating: 8/10

Zara

I ventured into the Zara clothing store. I was about to get a lesson in how complicated a company could make energy conservation. I had noticed as I walked by that the window display lights were on, despite being drenched with sunshine. I therefore asked the amiable manageress if she could turn them off. She said she fully understood the sense of what I was asking but there were no separate switches for the window displays. They had to be on all day, whenever the shop was open. All the switches were controlled from headquarters.

I rang Zara HQ, and was told that the light switches were centrally controlled to prevent store staff leaving the lights and air-conditioning on at night. When I suggested that the company could put light sensors into the window displays, the person I was speaking to agreed to go off and investigate. I was delighted when an hour later, the managing director of Zara UK, Mike Sherwood, came on the line and said my request had been explained to him. He thought it was a really good idea and felt it should be relatively easy to do. It would cut both the company's electricity costs and its emissions. Indeed, it was, as business people might put it, a " win/win".

If 10,000 shop windows across the UK turned off their displays for seven hours a day, it would save more than 39,000 tons of CO2 every year, equivalent to the emissions of a small town.

Green Provocateur Rating: 9/10

The Body Shop

In towns and cities across Britain, whether in winter or summer, there are thousands of shop doors left wide open, releasing all the precious heat or chilled air into the streets. The Body Shop is a chain that seems to have a particular penchant for doing this, which is surprising when you consider its image as an ethical retailer – the doors are open in all weathers, irrespective of whether the heating or air-conditioning gets wasted as a result. This was confirmed for me when I went into The Body Shop by Westminster City Hall.

Despite it being a nice warm day outside, the shop was kept cool by two whirring air-conditioners. The open doors meant that they had to work far harder, as they were in effect trying to keep the rest of Westminster cool as well.

I asked if staff could close the doors and thus keep the cool air in the store. The lovely manageress said she thought it was a brilliant idea, but she couldn't close the doors when the air-conditioning was on without permission from head office.

I got The Body Shop's press office number from its website, which boasts loudly about how it has been voted Britain's greenest company. The press office gave me the following statement: "The Body Shop is committed to being an environmentally responsible retailer and is currently reviewing store operational guidelines in line with changes in technology, which will allow us to become more energy efficient." So disappointingly, the doors will stay open wasting the air-conditioning in the meantime.

If one Body Shop store halved the hours that its air-conditioning was on for a period of six months, it could save 3,700kWh of electricity. This would be enough to light an energy-saving 11-watt bulb for 340,000 hours. Shame on you, Body Shop.

Green Provocateur Rating: 1/10

Sainsbury's

More than 17 billion plastic bags are handed out by supermarkets and shops in Britain every year, so I decided to try and see if I could help reduce this a little on my eco-tour. I popped into Sainsbury's, which felt very cold after coming in from outside. (They really need to do something about the open cooling display cabinets.) But this was not why I had popped in. Instead, my task was easy. It was merely to ask for a cardboard box to take away with me. The friendly assistant at the checkout was unable to help, but referred me to customer services, who said it was not a problem, although they did not have many as most had already been broken up for recycling.

When I contacted Sainsbury's head office for the official line, a spokesman said the company would always try and help provide customers with cardboard boxes if they preferred them to plastic bags, but that it had fewer available now than in the past as it is trying to replace them with reusable pallets. I left happy but I felt that I had picked a very easy one for such a big corporation. Next time, I must ask them to put doors on their in-store refrigeration systems.

Of course the easiest way for Sainsbury's to slash the hundreds of millions of plastic bags it hands out free every year would be to charge its customers 5p per bag, just like Ikea has done, slashing the number of bags wasted by a fantastic 95 per cent.

The Scottish Executive recently calculated that the oil used to manufacture eight plastic carrier bags would power an average car for a kilometre. Therefore, if we all either brought our own reusable bags or reused cardboard boxes for our groceries, we could save enough oil to drive 2,125,000,000 kilometres by road.

Green Provocateur Rating: 9/10

Boots

One of the reasons our planet is being needlessly destroyed is because we have become a throwaway society. Things that were once made to be used over and over again have been replaced by disposable items. Kitchen towels, floor-wipes and razors are now all disposable. Even the humble handkerchief is in danger of extinction due to the ubiquitous paper tissue.

To tackle this in a small way I went into Boots, where my eco-challenge was to ask if the company would stock real cloth handkerchiefs so people could choose them instead of the disposable alternative. I noted as I went in that the automatic doors kept the air-conditioning in, earning Boots good Green Provocateur points. The assistant looked blank when I asked him for real handkerchiefs and laughed when he admitted that it took him a moment to realise what I was talking about. He said the store didn't have any, but that such decisions were taken by head office, of course.

A spokesman for Boots' PR department said it was a complicated question I was asking. This had me chuckling but he promised to get an answer for me. When I suggested the company stock them and place them beside the paper tissues as a eco-option, he agreed to ask Boots' buyers to have another look at the idea, but he was not optimistic. It's a shame. If 20 million Britons switched to cloth handkerchiefs, it would save a whopping 14,080,000,000 tissues every year.

Green Provocateur Rating: 3/10

Tesco

Co-op supermarkets has announced it will cease selling environmentally damaging traditional filament lightbulbs this autumn. This inspired me to ask Tesco if it would do the same, as tungsten bulbs use 500 per cent more energy than new-generation bulbs.

The cheerful manager said his store had been doing a very good trade in energy-saving bulbs but he could not phase out the wasteful bulbs without permission from head office. He added that he thought what I was trying to do was a very good idea. I noticed on my way out that at least the naturally lit window areas had their lights turned off. When I contacted Tesco's PR department the next day, the woman I spoke to promised to get back to me. She kindly did so that afternoon, with the unhelpful news that while Tesco had been really pleased with the rise in sale of energy-saving bulbs, it had no plans to stop selling the wasteful old bulbs.

This was disappointing as I could not help but think how exciting it would be if Tesco saw the light on this one issue, considering the company's massive market share. If Tesco refused to sell 10 million tungsten bulbs, it could save more than 400,000 tons of CO2 a year for the next 10 years, as the bulbs last up to a decade. This would potentially lead to a massive saving of 4 million tonnes of carbon. This is the equivalent of all emissions over a year from 666,000 British homes. What a pity.

Green Provocateur Rating: 0/10

Palestra Building

If you happen to be in any of the UK's commercial or financial districts at night, you will be faced with walls of fully-lit, but empty, office windows. The Palestra building in Blackfriars Road has long irritated me as I cycle past it at night, and quite often the first two floors are the most brightly lit on the entire street. There is a huge conference room on the ground floor that has more than 120 lights, and every time I've passed they've been on while the office is completely empty. I went to look around the side of the building and found an empty loading bay externally floodlit and with all the internal lights on. It had a large sign up saying it was not in use.

The head of security came out to see what I was up to. I explained I was not trying to break in, but wanted to know if he could turn off the lights in the empty conference room and the loading bay. He said what I was doing made sense and thought that all the recent flooding was linked to global warming. He proceeded to the back of the building, while I went outside to savour the drama as the lights went out. He successfully turned the loading bay and conference room lights out, while I cheered him on.

The building is leased by Transport for London and I contacted its press office the next day. There, a spokesman nearly ruined the good news story by saying the loading bay and conference room lights could not be turned off as they were centrally controlled and that the loading bay was in use 24 hours a day. But this did not detract from the excellent response from the security officer. If the LDA placed movement-sensitive lights on the loading bay, it could potentially save 36,000kWh a year. This could boil enough water for up to 720,000 cups of tea.

Green Provocateur Rating: 8/10

Southwark Tube Station

I have long wondered why Britain does not follow the example of Germany and install escalators that only run when they're needed. I decided to put this on my eco-intervention itinerary and to tackle London Underground about it. I went to Southwark Tube station to see if it had escalators running that were not being used, due to the low volumes of passengers using this station late at night. The station won good points as staff only had the minimum number of escalators turned on, but those that were running were empty. In Germany, metal plates are fitted at the top and bottom that activate the machinery when you step on, and deactivate it when you step off.

When I rang London Underground the next day, a spokesman said its stations had different commuter patterns to German metro systems. I couldn't help chuckling, as it sounded like another "wrong type of leaves" excuse. When I asked if the network would consider installing these " people sensors" on appropriate escalators, he said engineers were re-evaluating them at present, but did not think it would be appropriate. But over the course of a year, 50 such escalators could save up to about 800,000kWh. This would provide all the electricity needs for 153 families, without even installing a single solar electric panel.

Green Provocateur Rating: 3/10

Donnachadh McCarthy works as an eco-auditor and is author of 'Saving the Planet Without Costing the Earth'. www.3acorns.co.uk
_____________________________________________________________________________
The Guardian: Loss of Arctic ice leaves experts stunned

    * David Adam, environment correspondent

    * Tuesday September 4 2007

A melting iceberg

An iceberg melts in Kulusuk, Greenland near the Arctic circle. Photo: John McConnico/AP

The Arctic ice cap has collapsed at an unprecedented rate this summer and levels of sea ice in the region now stand at record lows, scientists have announced.

Experts say they are "stunned" by the loss of ice, with an area almost twice as big as the UK disappearing in the last week alone.

So much ice has melted this summer that the Northwest passage across the top of Canada is fully navigable, and observers say the Northeast passage along Russia's Arctic coast could open later this month.

If the increased rate of melting continues, the summertime Arctic could be totally free of ice by 2030.

Mark Serreze, an Arctic specialist at the US National Snow and Ice Data Centre at Colorado University in Denver, said: "It's amazing. It's simply fallen off a cliff and we're still losing ice."

The Arctic has now lost about a third of its ice since satellite measurements began thirty years ago, and the rate of loss has accelerated sharply since 2002.

Dr Serreze said: "If you asked me a couple of years ago when the Arctic could lose all of its ice then I would have said 2100, or 2070 maybe. But now I think that 2030 is a reasonable estimate. It seems that the Arctic is going to be a very different place within our lifetimes, and certainly within our childrens' lifetimes."

The new figures show that sea ice extent is currently down to 4.4m square kilometres (1.7m square miles) and still falling.

The previous record low was 5.3m square kilometres in September 2005. From 1979 to 2000 the average sea ice extent was 7.7m square kilometres.

The sea ice usually melts in the Arctic summer and freezes again in the winter. But Dr Serreze said that would be difficult this year.

"This summer we've got all this open water and added heat going into the ocean. That is going to make it much harder for the ice to grow back."

Changes in wind and ocean circulation patterns can help reduce sea ice extent, but Dr Serreze said the main culprit was man-made global warming.

"The rules are starting to change and what's changing the rules is the input of greenhouse gases."
_____________________________________________________________________________
The Korea Times: Roh Names Environment Minister

By Kim Yon-se

Staff Reporter

President Roh Moo-hyun Tuesday promoted Vice Minister of Environment Lee Kyoo-yong, 51, to head the Environment Ministry.

If confirmed by the National Assembly, Lee will replace Lee Chi-beom, who resigned to help Lee Hae-chan, a presidential hopeful of the pro-government United New Democratic Party (UNDP).

Born in Seoul in 1955, Lee Kyoo-yong began his bureaucratic career in 1977. He has held key posts at the presidential office, the Ministry of Environment, the Ministry of Legislation and the Central Officials Training Institute.

``He is a civil servant acquainted with eco-environment-related policies,'' Park Nam-choon, senior presidential secretary for personnel affairs, said.

Park said Cheong Wa Dae expects Lee to be in the vanguard in resolving controversial issues in environmental administration.
The Nation: Kenya: New Guidelines to Benefit Sand Harvesters And the Environment

4 September 2007

Pascal Mwandambo

Nairobi

With her feet half buried in the water, Mrs Hannah Kijala frantically scoops out sand with a shovel from the shallow Voi River as two of her colleagues use buckets to ferry the material to a heap by the river bank.

Mrs Kijala, a mother of two daughters and grandmother of three, is the chairlady of Sere Kwa Wose Women's Group at Tanzania village in Voi. The group is in sand harvesting business.

Mrs Kijala is aware of the grave danger uncontrolled sand harvesting poses to the water source in the area and says it's time the activity at the Voi river was regulated.

"The locals need to be empowered to sustainably exploit sand as a resource and at the same time conserve the environment," she says, adding that prices of sand should be increased for genuine harvesters to benefit from their labour.

Recently adopted

Coincidentally, the issue is among a raft of new sand harvesting regulations recently adopted by the National Environment Management Authority (Nema) which, although Mrs Kijala is yet to be informed about, could go a long way to ensuring sustainable sand harvesting.

In fact, for many years, the issue of exploitation of sand harvesters by unscrupulous middlemen has been a major issue.

At the same time, environmental organisations have been roundly condemned for burying their heads in the sand as vital water sources are laid to waste due to wanton harvesting of the building material.

Mrs Kijala, together with Vigilance Chadi and Shalety Chao, the secretary and treasurer of the Sere Kwa Wose Group respectively, concur that sand harvesters deserve better prices for the resource to earn better their standard of living. They also demand protection from the middlemen, mainly from Mombasa, who pay them peanuts.

"While a tonne of sand costs Sh2,500 in Mombasa, we are paid a paltry Sh120 per tonne," the sand harvesters lament.

Pockets of middlemen

It is estimated that sand harvesting generates at least Sh24 million annually, with the lion's share going into the pockets of middlemen.

The sand harvesting business in Voi river should be viewed alongside the block making and stone harvesting, both activities considered responsible for the rapid degradation of the Voi river and its environs.

Even though the Sere Kwa Wose Women Group also engages in block making at the banks of the river and currently have more than 3,000 blocks ready for sale, they have been conscious of the need to conserve the environment and have set up a tree nursery with 2,500 seedlings which they intend to plant in the gullies left behind.

Mr Ali Mwanzei, the Taita Taveta district environment officer, says the new sand harvesting guidelines and regulations by Nema have been sent to all stakeholders in the district.

"We are in the process of setting up district and locational sand harvesting committees to come up with strategies of sustainable exploitation of sand as a vital resource," said Mr Mwanzei.

A farmer by the banks of River Voi, Mr Tole Mbula, says the river has been drying up due to uncontrolled sand harvesting and welcomes Nema's move to control the activity.

Mr Gabriel Madoka, who has laid 4,000 blocks by the banks of the river near Voi bridge, laments about the river drying up, probably unaware that his activities could be contributing to his predicament.

"You see, I have rented the land on which I lay my blocks where I give the landowner Sh1.50 per block leaving me with as little as Sh4.50 per block" he complains, as he stokes the fire under his block kiln.

Ms Isabela Wakio, an environmental activist with Voi Youth Forum, says if the local sand harvesters and block makers have to benefit from their labour, and at the same time conserve the environment, they should be paid better prices.

"When the sand harvesters and block makers are paid peanuts for their commodity, they will be forced to exploit more of the available resources to raise their incomes, with serious environmental consequences," she says.

Mr Octavian Mghanga, the founder of Coastal Aid Kenya, an environmental NGO, says the new sand harvesting guidelines are a godsend and will go a long way in saving River Voi and other water sources in the district from looming extinction.
BBC: Congo rebels seize gorilla park

Rebels in the Democratic Republic of Congo have taken control of large parts of the Virunga National Park, home to rare mountain gorillas.

The move has raised fears for the fate of the gorillas. Only 700 remain - half of which are in Virunga.

Meanwhile, the army says it has killed at least 28 troops loyal to rebel General Laurent Nkunda in the latest fighting in eastern DR Congo.

Some 170,000 people have fled the area this year, says the UN refugee agency.

"If anything happens to the mountain gorillas now, there is nothing we can do," said Norbert Mushenzi of the Congolese Institute for the Conservation of Nature (ICCN).

"As of today, the sector is no longer under my control and we have been rendered powerless by these actions."

Nine gorillas have been killed this year, allegedly by Gen Nkunda's men, sparking outrage among conservationists.

'State of war'

Gen Nkunda's forces are believed to have moved into the park in pursuit of Rwandan Hutu rebels, who have bases there.

Officials from local conservation group, Wildlife Direct, say the forces looted weapons and communication equipment from Jomba and Bikenge ranger patrol posts within the park.

A third post, Bukima, was being evacuated for fear of imminent attack, the group said.

Gen Nkunda, a Tutsi, has accused the government of forming an alliance against him with the Hutu FDLR, accused of involvement in the 1994 Rwandan genocide of Tutsis.

After Tutsis took control in Rwanda, they crossed the border into eastern DR Congo.

Over the weekend, Gen Nkunda told the BBC there was a "state of war" in North Kivu.

The United Nations says up to 10,000 people have fled fighting into Uganda.

The UN refugee agency says it is organising shelter for those who fled the violence Monday night and wish to stay on the Ugandan side of the frontier.

Following a visit by Rwandan Foreign Minister Charles Murigande to Kinshasa, DR Congo has promised to increase its operations against the FDLR.

Rwanda has twice invaded its large neighbour, saying it is trying to stop the FDLR from attacking its territory. BBC Kinshasa correspondent Arnaud Zajtman says that the two countries are still divided by the same issues - DR Congo wants Rwanda to reign in Tutsi fighters, such as Gen Nkunda, while Rwanda wants DR Congo to stop the activities of the Hutu rebels, known as the FDLR.

General Laurent Nkunda

Gen Nkunda says he is protecting ethnic Tutsis

Last month, Rwanda protested against DR Congo's move to call off an offensive against the FDLR.

Mr Murigande and his Congolese counterpart Mbusa Nyamwisi also asked the UN to intensify patrols in the east of the country where fighting is raging.

The UN has some 17,000 peacekeepers in DR Congo - the largest such force in the world and has sent an extra 200 troops to the region after the latest fighting.

Our reporter says the ministers have also agreed to form a commission to ensure that Congolese ethnic Tutsis who are refugees in Rwanda are repatriated.

La Prospérité (Kinshasa): Congo-Kinshasa: Pollution de l'environnement au Katanga

Publié sur le web le 4 Septembre 2007

Peter Tshibangu

Kinshasa

Les Entreprises minières appelées à se conformer !

Le ministre de l'Environnement, Conservation de la nature, Eaux et Forêts vient de superviser une mission d'enquête sur la pollution environnementale causée par les Usines, Industries et les exploitants miniers dans la province cuprifère du Katanga.

Le ministre Didace Pembe s'est rendu compte, pendant son séjour de plus de cinq jours au Katanga, de la manière dont les exploitants miniers évacuent les déchets de leur production. Avant de se rendre dans les Entreprises de Lubumbashi, Kolwezi et Likasi, le ministre de l'Environnement, Conservation de la nature Eaux et Forêts a convié les agents et cadres de la coordination provinciale ainsi que le ministre provincial de l'Environnement à une séance de travail. C'était pour les sensibiliser sur les efforts à fournir quant à la protection de l'environnement du Katanga qui est, selon le ministre, victime de la pollution et de la déforestation, base du réchauffement climatique.

A Lubumbashi, le ministre Didace Pembe s'est rendu dans trois entreprises minières qui exploitent le cobalt et le cuivre, à savoir Rwashi Mining, Chemaf et Somika. Ces unités de productions ont été visitées par le ministre de l'Environnement pour la simple raison qu'elles sont des entreprises des concentrations des minerais qui utilisent en plus les produits chimiques pour leur traitement.

Le ministre devrait s'assurer de l'évacuation de ces produits qui polluent l'environnement. Le constat amer est que tous ces déchets sont déversés dans les rivières et dans la nature provoquant ainsi la destruction de l'écosystème. Dans le cadre de la recherche d'un l'environnement sain pour la population congolaise, le ministre de l'Environnement s'est rendu compte que la plupart des entreprises minières du Katanga n'ont ni Programme de Gestion environnementale et sociale ni Programme d'Ajustement Environnemental qui permettent de palier aux insuffisances liées à l'environnement.

Face à cette situation grave pour l'environnement, le ministre de l'Environnement, Conservation de la nature, Eaux et Forêts, Didace Pembe a instruit les entreprises irrégulières de se conformer sans délai au risque de subir la rigueur de la loi qui peut aller jusqu'à la suspension d'exploitation.

On retiendra également de la mission d'enquête du ministre de l'Environnement que les travaux d'une carrière à Luisha ont été interdits d'exploitation pour la simple raison qu'elle est située à 500 m d'une école qui a formé plusieurs cadres de ce pays.

Le ministre s'est rendu ensuite au jardin zoologique de Lubumbashi où sont logés deux tigres offerts par le Gouverneur de la province du Katanga Moïse Katumbi Chapwe.

C'est à Likasi que le ministre a déploré la destruction de la biodiversité par le fait que certains exploitants miniers déversent leurs déchets dans la rivière Kasamba.

____________________________________________________________________________

ROAP Media Update

5 September 2007

	
UNEP or UN in the news
· Bangkok Post : Thailand contributes seed money

· Borneo Bulletin : UNICEF expo at Sheraton well received

· IPS : 'Avian Flu Spread by Poultry, Not Wild Birds'



General Environment News
· Bangkok Post : The Mall gets green-friendly

· Daily Star : Toxic gas leak leads to partial shutdown

· Daily Star : Thousands marooned as fresh flood grips Sylhet 

· IPS : Pulp Mill Friction Turns Election Issue

UNEP or UN in the news

Bangkok Post : Thailand contributes seed money

APIRADEE TREERUTKUARKUL

Thailand has contributed US$100,000 to the World Health Organisation to set up a natural disaster health emergency fund in the region. 

Prat Boonyawongwirote, Public Health Ministry permanent secretary, said yesterday the cabinet had provided the seed money for the Regional Health Emergency Fund initiated by the WHO's Southeast Asia Regional Office (SEARO). 

"This amount of money will help support healthcare services and food supplies for member nations affected by natural disasters," he said after returning from WHO's regional committee meeting held last week in Thimphu, Bhutan. 

The panel, comprising ministerial executives and health experts of SEARO member nations, discussed issues such as international health security, climate change and healthcare preparation. 

Samlee Plianbangchang, SEARO's regional director, said member countries would receive financial support from the fund during the first three months after being affected by an emergency, particularly a natural disaster. 

Based on experience from the 2004, tsunami which struck most member countries, the first three months after the disaster were the most critical in providing medical and food aid to curb epidemics and water-borne diseases. 

"The emergency fund is essential for this region which is plagued by poverty and natural disasters. It will be an instrument to tide over affected member nations in the face of an emergency, which is the most critical period in need of mitigation," he said. 

So far, only Thailand has committed funds. WHO aims to generate about $1 million for the project a year, he said. 

The WHO regional director believed the fund would meet immediate needs of medical and food supplies and fill critical gaps in alleviating human suffering brought on by man-made or natural disasters such as floods and earthquakes. 

Management of the fund would be overseen by an inter-governmental working group consisting of one representative from each member nation. 

SEARO member countries include Bangladesh, Bhutan, North Korea, India, Indonesia, the Maldives, Burma, Nepal, Sri Lanka, Thailand and East Timor. 

The region accounted for 58% of deaths due to disasters worldwide between 1996 to 2005. 

SEARO countries are home to approximately 25% of the world's population, with almost 30% of the global disease burden, according to the WHO. 

http://www.bangkokpost.com/News/05Sep2007_news014.php 

Borneo Bulletin : UNICEF expo at Sheraton well received

Sheraton Utama Hotel recently held a UNICEF mini exhibition, which was part of the UNICEF Check Out For Children Challenge.

The purpose of the event was to educate the public on how UNICEF provides aid to the less fortunate children the world over.

Thousands of children are set to benefit from the latest fundraising event and awareness campaign, where vital funds will be raised for the UNICEF Immunisation Projects in the Asia Pacific region.

Sheraton Utama Hotel UNICEF Ambassador Jenny Jee and the UNICEF committee were on hand to welcome visitors to the mini expo.

Parents and children were enlightened on what UNICEF does and of its objectives. Visitors also got a chance to view pictures of the living conditions of the less fortunate, and of the challenges that Sheraton participated in during the previous year.

It was a fun-filled day for both parents and children who came to support the cause, as they enjoyed a variety of games that were priced at $1 per activity. Face-painting, nail decorating, drawing/colouring competitions and bouncers were but the few activities lined up for the day.

Later, General Manager Alex Riva awarded prizes to the top three winners of the colouring and painting categories. The artworks of the winners will be displayed at the hotel lobby for a week.

For individuals keen on learning more about UNICEF, an exhibition and showroom will be made available at the hotel until September 9.

"I am surprised by the turnout for this mini exhibition despite the many events happening in the country," said Jenny Jee.

http://www.brunei-online.com/bb/tue/sep4h35.htm 

…………………………………

IPS : 'Avian Flu Spread by Poultry, Not Wild Birds'

By Marwaan Macan-Markar

BANGKOK, Sep 3 (IPS) - The search for answers to the spread of the deadly bird flu virus is calling into question a long-held practice in science where recognition is given to positive test results, say experts meeting in the Thai capital. 

It stems from lack of clear evidence to link wild birds to the cases of avian influenza (AI) that have infected poultry populations across countries and continents, they add. Yet this view has not taken flight because of ‘’a bias in science’’ against ‘’negative test results’’. 

''Science by its nature is about discovery, about finding something positive and concrete. But there is a problem with science when studies offer a negative result that reveals so much,’’ says William Karesh, head of the Global Avian Influenza Network for Surveillance (GAINS). ‘’There is no provision in science to prove that a negative outcome may be correct.’’ 

And when faced with repeated negative results on tests, scientists ‘’don’t publish that information in a journal,’’ Karesh explained to IPS, adding that there is only a provision in science for publishing the outcome of ‘’positive results’’ or ‘’new discoveries’’ from tests. 

‘’It is an interesting paradigm that we are faced with,’’ adds Scott Newman, international wildlife coordinator for AI at the Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO), in an interview. ‘’Positive results from a test are important to understand the ecology of the disease (AI). But in this case, negative results are contributing as much in providing an understanding of this disease.’’ 

This is a picture that is proving too hard to ignore, the experts admitted on the first day of a three-day conference aiming to share information about the role of wild birds in the spread of the deadly H5N1 strain of the virus in poultry. Representatives from 12 countries in the Asian region, the continent worst hit by bird flu, are attending a mix of scientific and non-scientific sessions. 

‘’The reports of negative findings from the countries participating has been fascinating,’’ says Karesh, who is also the director of the field veterinary programme for the Wildlife Conservation Society, a nature lobby based in New York. ‘’But little of that will be published in scientific journals.’’ 

Nor, adds the U.N. food agency, would the results of the tests carried out in wild birds for the H5N1 virus. ‘’Over 350,000 samples from healthy wild birds sampled in Europe, Asia, Africa and the Americas during 2005-2007 have been negative for (the) H5N1 virus,’’ a FAO background note revealed. ‘’Only a few studies have reported healthy wild birds to be positive for the virus (sparrows, one grebe and a few ducks) in one location.’’ 

‘’We have done lot in the last three years globally through wildlife surveillance,’’ Newman said at a press conference. ‘’But we have not found a wild bird reservoir for this disease.’’ 

What is more, there is increasing evidence to suggest that ‘’wild birds are actually the victims,’’ he added, referring to cases where migrant birds have got infected from the spill-over from poultry farms. ‘’The virus can enter the wild birds this way, a case of poultry infecting the wild birds.’’ 

Free ranging birds that have died from the H5N1 virus are divided into three categories, states the FAO. They are migratory water bird species; bridge species, ‘’which may be non-migratory’’ but can ‘’play a role in transporting (the) disease from poultry to wildlife:’’ and predatory birds that ‘’most likely acquired (the) disease from depredating or scavenging sick or dead birds.’’ 

The experts hope that such a reality will challenge the view that has gained ground since the current outbreak of AI began in South-east Asia in the winter of 2003 that wild birds, such as migrant water fowl, are to blame for AI’s spread in poultry populations. Governments in the region have gone on record to target wild birds whenever there is a new outbreak of bird flu, often causing concern to nature and wildlife enthusiasts. 

‘’We should not be targeting wild birds, killing wild birds to stop avian influenza,’’ says Newman. ‘’FAO believes that the management of this disease has to be concentrated at the level of agriculture and poultry.’’ 

This strengthens the argument of the FAO that the current spread of AI can be traced to the movement of poultry and poultry products in an open and unregulated manner, both within a country and across international boundaries. Poor bio-security measures in poultry farms across Asia have also been identified as another route for the virus spreading. 

Since the current outbreak of AI, some 150 million ducks and poultry have been culled in Asia in response to the virus, states the FAO. Its impact on people has resulted in 320 cases reported in 12 countries, of which 193 people have died. The worst affected has been Indonesia. 

The strain of the virus in poultry in the region remains largely the same as the one detected when AI swept through Asian countries in 2003.

http://ipsnews.net/news.asp?idnews=39125 

General Environment News

Bangkok Post : The Mall gets green-friendly

PITSINEE JITPLEECHEEP

Every June, Supaluck Umpujh, the executive vice-president of The Mall Group, takes her annual overseas vacation. This year, she flew to one of her favourite destinations, Portugal. 

There, everything seemed to be the same - the food was as delicious as ever and the scenery just as stunning. But this year she felt something was different: the weather was hotter than usual. In fact, she had never known the southern European country to be this warm. That was when she first came face to face with the much-hyped issue of global warming. 

After Portugal, Ms Supaluck went to London where she visited many supermarkets. They all struck her as similar to those in Thailand save for one unfamiliar sight - shoppers carried goods in either totes and recycled plastic bags. 

At the hotel where she stayed, several local TV stations aired An Inconvenient Truth, the Oscar-winning global warming documentary feature by former US Vice President Al Gore. 

"A month later, I was in India and outside the hotel, I felt like I was standing in a sauna. I almost passed out in front of the Taj Mahal," Ms Supaluck said. 

All these experiences caused her to seriously think about the environment and come up with green marketing campaigns for her company's department stores and supermarkets. The first is Flora & Fauna Exotica, to be held at The Emporium in the middle of this month. 

"We'd be very happy if only 10% of Bangkokians became concerned about this (global warming) issue," she said. 

Besides the campaign, on which 35 million baht was spent to turn The Emporium into the "Oasis of Bangkok", The Mall Group will spend at least 100 million baht to replace plastic bags used at the group's retail outlets - The Emporium, Siam Paragon, The Mall Department Stores and Home Fresh Mart - with biodegradable ones. 

According to Chamnarn Maythaprechakul, the company's senior vice-president for marketing, The Mall Group uses about 150 million plastic bags a year - that's 411,000 per day. 

Starting this Sunday, green bags, which are degraded in a year by sunlight, oxygen and heat, will be introduced at The Emporium, to be followed by Siam Paragon and The Mall's Home Fresh Mart later. 

Limited-edition grocery totes made of special fabric will also be sold at Gourmet Market and a green lane will be set up as part of the campaign. 

But green marketing does not necessarily translate into a slower rate of expansion. Ms Supaluck said that The Mall Group would continue to open new complexes but would invest carefully. 

"We still think big but not too risky. If we make a decision to enter a battlefield, we aim only to win. If we see no chance of winning, we won't jump into it." 

Normally, the company adds one new outlet every two or three years, relying on cash flow more than bank loans. All of its retail sites are now profitable or have broken even. 

Ms Supaluck said the company had been approached by investors in Dubai, Vietnam, Middle East, Indonesia, Qatar and Sri Lanka for the group to open retail outlets in their countries. 

"But I think it's not an appropriate time to expand overseas right now because we want to concentrate on the domestic market first," she said. 

Biodegradable bag industry needs a push 

The biodegradable plastic bag industry in Thailand is still not commercially viable as demand is low, says Bavornkit Nekhamanurak, project manager of the National Innovation Agency. 

Retailers are reluctant to adopt the bags since they cost three to five times more than plastic bags, he said. 

Five of the 15 companies in the Thai Bioplastic Society produce biodegradable plastic bags using imported starch from crops such as maize, but mainly for export. They are Thantawan Industry Plc, Unity Thai Products Co, The Thai Plastic Bags Group, Wandee Plastics Co and Piengwa Industries. 

Mr Bavornkit said the industry and the NIA had a five-year plan to develop green products on a commercial scale using cassava as the main raw material. 

The five-year project would need 1.8 billion baht and could generate up to 5.5 billion baht in economic value. More importantly, Mr Bavornkit said, it could eliminate up to 500 million baht worth of trash. 

http://www.bangkokpost.com/Business/05Sep2007_biz001.php 
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Daily Star : Toxic gas leak leads to partial shutdown

Sharier Khan

5 September 2007 - Emission of serious toxic carbon monoxide (CO) gas has forced the Barapukuria Coal Mining Company Ltd (BCMCL) in Dinajpur to reseal yesterday a mining area that was only reopened two weeks ago after being closed for nearly two years.

As a result, the target coal production of the mine has once again dropped to half. Consequently, the mine will once again fail to provide enough coal to run the Barapukuria 250MW coal-fired power plant adjacent to the mine site. 

The daily coal production target of the mine is 3,000 metric tons (mt), of which the power plant requires about 2,400mt.

A set of mining equipment worth $ 5.5 million has also been stuck inside the 1,100 feet deep sealed area of Phase 1110, a competent source at the BCML said. The mine will continue to produce coal from another phase using another set of equipment.

"We have been noticing an alarming rise of carbon monoxide emission for the last two days. We had been extracting the coal amid high risk. But the level of emission today has become too dangerous for any human being to work in," said a source. 

In early October 2005, to avert a disaster caused by emission of toxic gases as well as a threat of self-combustion, the mining authorities sealed off the Phase 1110 of the mine along with the expensive mining equipment. It became very difficult to reopen this phase as it was filled with carbon monoxide and methane gases. 

Since April this year, the BCMCL with the help from Chinese experts has pumped in huge volumes of chemicals inside the sealed-off phase to reduce carbon monoxide before reopening it on August 18. It resumed coal production from this phase from August 22-23, rekindling the hope to turn this troubled mine financially viable.

But the hope was a short-lived one as the BCMCL authorities decided to seal the area yesterday considering the imminent threat the CO emissions pose on human health. Inhaling a small percentage of CO can kill any human being, said experts.

"We will now review our past mistakes. We shall see whether we needed to inject more nitrogen back in April to July to eliminate risk of carbon monoxide emission," said a source at BCMCL.

The BCMCL produced 2,200 tons of coal from this phase alone on Monday and another 1,000 tons yesterday till deciding to seal it off, he added. 

Combined with coal production from another phase, the BCMCL was producing over 3,200mt coal every day for the last 12 days -- enough to cater to the requirement of the Barapukuria 250MW power plant. Prior to the reopening of the Phase 1110, it was all set to import coal for the power plant from Indonesia due to ongoing coal shortage.

Now the Power Development Board (PDB) would once again have to rely on imported coal to run its Barapukuria 250MW power plant. 

It is not certain when this phase could be reopened. "In the best case scenario, it will take several more months," the source pointed out.

This phase of the complex underground mine gives access to 2.30 lakh tons of coal, which has a production value of at least $100,000. 

On October 4, 2005 the BCMCL shut down the mine's production phase 1110 due to deadly saturation of gas. 

On April 4, 2006 Chinese contractors tried to unseal the area to recover the costly mining equipment. But it had to be re-sealed on April 7, 2006, as the gas situation inside it was precarious. 

Then from April, 2007 the mine's Chinese operators led by CMC, with help of consultants from China University of Mining Technology, started injecting nitrogen into the sealed area to reduce oxygen and to eliminate chances of self-combustion.

On August 18, a team, with the backup of fire services, medical teams and a backup power system, started unsealing the area. 

The Barapukuria coal mine project was approved in March 1992 at a cost of Tk 887 crore under Chinese Supplier's Credit with the completion target of July 31, 2001.

Project delays and severe corruption hiked up the project cost to over Tk 1,600 crore. So far, the government has paid off more than Tk 600 crore to China.  

http://www.thedailystar.net/story.php?nid=2752 
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Daily Star : Thousands marooned as fresh flood grips Sylhet 

Part of Bogra dam washed away, Star Report

5 September 2007 - People gather at the shore of the Jamuna near Kalitali of Sariakandi upazila in Bogra yesterday after a huge chunk of land was washed away by the river. Photo: STAR 

Several thousand people in Zakiganj, Beanibazar and Golapganj upazilas of Sylhet were left marooned as fresh areas of these upazilas went under water in the past two days following a rise in the water level of the rivers Surma and Kushiyara.

Meanwhile, around 120 metres of a flood control dam by the river Jamuna at Sariakandi in Bogra was washed away yesterday panicking several lakh people of the eastern part of the district. 

Quoting the locals, our staff correspondent from Sylhet reports that villages in four unions of Zakiganj were submerged by the floodwaters. 

Kushiyara was flowing 150cm above danger level at Amolshid, while the Surma was flowing 101cm above danger level at Amolshid border, the originating point of the two rivers, Water Development Board officials said.

Onrush of water from the hilly regions of India triggered by torrential rains caused the rise in the water level of the rivers, sources said.

The flood situation in the district is also likely to deteriorate further in the next two days, as Surma is likely to rise by 7cm in Sylhet and by 2cm in Sunamganj, while the Kushiyara at Sheola is likely to rise by 7cm and may flow 49cm above danger level, according to Flood Forecasting and Warning Centre (FFWC).

Locals have started repairing the breaches that developed along the Kushiyara dyke at Lakshmibazar. 

"If the onrush of water continues further, the situation may take a serious turn," the UNO of Zakiganj said. He distributed five tons of rice, water purifying tablets and oral saline packets among the flood-affected people yesterday and asked for more relief materials from the deputy commissioner.

Zakiganj Upazila Agriculture Officer said that seedbeds on over a hundred hectares of land and Aman paddy and other crops on at least 300 hectares of land were damaged by the fresh flooding. 

Low-lying areas of Beanibazar were also flooded while breaches developed at six points along the Kushiyara dyke in Dubag and Charkhai unions in the last two days. 

The floodwaters also damaged newly planted paddy on over a thousand hectares in Golapganj upazila bringing utter misery to the farmers. 

Meanwhile, a total of 799 people died due to flood related causes with eight being dead in 24 hours ending at 6:00am yesterday.

Of the dead, 700 died by drowning, 61 of snakebites, 21 of diarrhoea and 17 of respiratory tract infection (RTI), according to the control room of Directorate General of Health Services.

Meanwhile, 3,641 people were affected with diarrhoea, 820 with RTI, 1,087 with skin diseases and 882 with eye infections yesterday.

Flood control embankment damaged in Bogra

The river Jamuna yesterday partially devoured the flood control embankment and some 20 houses at Kalitala area of Sariakandi in the district, reports our correspondent in Bogra.

Officials of the Water Development Board told the local journalists that nearly 120-metre of the flood control dam at Kalitala adjacent to the groin (a low wall built out into the sea or river to prevent it from washing away sand) was subsided creating a deep trench in the north part of the groin.

Several lakh people of east part of the district, including Sariakandi, got scared due to the sudden erosion and subsiding of the dam. 

The upazila headquarter also faces a grave danger due to the erosion.

Executive Engineer of Water Development Board (WDB) Obaidur Rahman said that a 70-feet deep canal has been formed near the riverbank, which caused the erosion leading to subsiding of the embankment.

The picture of the canal was first seen through satellite on August 3. If necessary steps were taken at that time, the dam could have been protected spending only around Tk 7 lakh, an official of Water Development Board said. 

"But since the situation has worsened, it would now cost around Tk 7 crore to repair the embankment, that is if further erosion does not occur," he added.

Under the project for preventing unification of the Bangali and Jamuna rivers, the work to protect the roads and establishments in the south part of the Jamuna Multipurpose Bridge project started in 2004 at a cost of Tk 130 crore, officials said. 

The WDB started some repair work on the damaged dam yesterday so that the erosion can be prevented.

http://www.thedailystar.net/story.php?nid=2754 
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IPS : Pulp Mill Friction Turns Election Issue

By Neena Bhandari

SYDNEY, Sep 4 (IPS/IFEJ) - A proposed pulp mill in the scenic Tamar Valley of the island state of Tasmania has become a contentious issue between environmentalists and pro-development groups as Australia goes to federal elections this year.

Gunns Limited, Australia's largest fully integrated hardwood forest products company, wants to build a two billion Australian dollar (1.6 billion US dollar) mill in the Tamar Valley, the heartland of the state's 61 million dollar wine industry and a popular tourist route. 

A majority of people opposing the mill say it would destroy old growth forests and have a long-term impact on the environment, agriculture and tourism, wine and fishing industries. 

Wine growers have raised concerns about odour and air pollution from the proposed pulp mill which will adversely impact on their business. Vineyard operator Peter Whish-Wilson says, "I rely heavily on sales at my cellar door. If those smells permeate my property, it's going to kill our reputation as a clean green place to grow wine." 

The technology to be used in the chemical pulp mill is the "kraft process". Gunns is planning to use chlorine dioxide bleaching, in a process called elemental chlorine free (ECF). The community and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) are lobbying for a totally chlorine free (TCF) process. 

The mill, to be constructed on the banks of the Tamar River, near Tasmania's second largest city of Launceston, "would lead to thousands of tonnes of poisonous effluents being dumped into the Bass Strait every day, thereby threatening fish and marine life", says Paul I. J. Oosting, the pulp mill campaigner for The Wilderness Society, one of the one the most outspoken critics of the proposed mill. 

Oosting says, "The pulp mill will be 80 percent native forest based at start-up and will lock in the destruction of high conservation value forests in Tasmania. That will be 4.5 million GMt (green metric tonnes) of wood a year coming from Tasmania's native forests, 4 million GMt of this will be for pulping and 0.5 million GMt for burning to generate power." 

"Forests that will be destroyed to feed Gunns' proposed pulp mill, if it is allowed to proceed, include areas that are habitat for rare and endangered species such as the Tasmanian wedge tail eagle, the giant fresh water crayfish, and the spotted tail quoll," adds Oosting. 

Logging of native forests would further endanger threatened species like the Tasmanian devil, Tasmanian eastern barred bandicoot, swift parrot and southern bell frog. 

Oosting says, "Currently export wood chipping in Tasmania is around 4.5 million tonnes per year. Gunns plans to build a pulp mill and continue exporting woodchips. This would see a doubling of the total wood chipping industry in Tasmania, which would be a disaster for biodiversity and climate change. Besides, air pollution from the mill could exacerbate the rate of illnesses and deaths from respiratory diseases such as asthma and lung cancer." 

Estimates by Gunns that there is enough timber in Tasmania's native forests to supply the bulk of wood for the mill until new eucalyptus plantations are ready to be harvested have been met with doubts. 

Chris Beadle, a professional forest scientist for the past 35 years says, "Simple arithmetic shows that about 260,000 ha of eucalyptus plantations dedicated to pulpwood production would be required to meet the total wood supply for the mill which, when operating at full capacity, is stated to require 4 million GMt of wood to annually produce 1.1 million Mt of kraft pulp. If 10 percent of the wood used by the mill was pine, the area required for eucalyptus would be about 235,000 ha." 

"An average short rotation to harvest is about 15 years. If the mill opened in 2009, the only eucalyptus plantation wood available at that time would be sourced from those plantations established in Tasmania by 1994: that is, about 25,000 ha. Hence there will be heavy reliance on native forest when the mill opens," he adds. 

Between 2000 to 2005 the total amount of wood harvested from native forests in Tasmania was about 5.1 million GMt per year, including about 4.4 million GMt per year of pulpwood and 0.7 million GMt of saw logs. Beadle says current rates of harvesting exceed the long-term sustainable yield from this type of forest. 

The proposed pulp mill will also place demands on Tasmania's production forests that will potentially overshadow demands from the other industries that rely on the same wood supply (such as sawn timber and veneer). "Several of these not only add more value to the wood harvested, their products also lead to greater storage of carbon. Tasmania's production forests will have a more secure and sustainable future if they are managed in the first instance for such products rather than pulp,’’ adds Beadle. 

More than 25,000 Australians have joined GetUp!, an independent movement to build a progressive Australia, to campaign against Gunns’ proposed mill. "This is an overwhelming statement from the Australian people rejecting this ill-thought and retrograde industrial development which will harm Tasmania's environment and economy,’’ says GetUp! executive director Brett Solomon. 

Meanwhile, a high profile businessman who also owns land in Tasmania, Geoffrey Cousins, is leading a fierce campaign against the proposed project, supported among others by former tennis star John Newcombe, actress Cate Blanchett and her husband, the playwright Andrew Upton. 

Over 50,000 copies of an article by Tasmanian author Richard Flanagan, published in the monthly magazine ‘Out of Control: The Tragedy of Tasmania's Forests’, have been delivered to households in the electorates of the Australian environment minister Malcolm Turnbull, and the opposition Australian Labour Party's environment spokesman Peter Garrett. 

The article assesses the destruction of old-growth forests and the influence of Gunns on the state government. 

As the pulp mill becomes a burning election issue, Prime Minister John Howard said, "I would like to see an environmentally acceptable mill in northern Tasmania because it will provide jobs for people and it's important to the maintenance of the industry. The final decision to go ahead with the project would be subject to all environmental considerations being fully satisfied." 

The government and the timber industry say the mill would pump 4.9 billion dollars into Tasmania's economy and offer great opportunities for employment; an additional 2,500 people during the process and 1,600 long-term. 

Gunns owns 185,000 ha of freehold land and manages in excess of 110,000 ha of plantations. The company employs about 1,700 people and has a turnover of approximately 5.7 million dollars. 

In the 2004 forestry election policy, Howard says, "I demonstrated three years ago that I'm a better friend of the workers in the timber industry in Tasmania than anybody in the Labour Party". 

Opposition Labour Party environment spokesman Garrett says, "We're saying it should be a world's best practice mill and that is the basis on which we are supporting a mill in Tasmania." 

The Tasmanian state parliament has approved the operating permit for the pulp mill. Gunns had hoped both the federal and state governments would give its pulp mill the go-ahead by Sep. 1, in time to meet binding and costly construction and financial contracts. 

But the Australian environment ministry has extended the deadline of his environmental approval by six weeks to seek the opinion of chief scientist Jim Peacock. 

Australian Greens leader Bob Brown says: "The mill question is now a litmus test on both Labor and the coalition's environmental credentials in the run up to this election.’’ The federal election could be held as early as October or November. 

Gunns executive chairman John Gay said in a statement: "The company maintains its full commitment to pursue the project. We have worked with the world's top engineers to design the mill, we contracted Australia's best toxicologists to analyse any environmental effects, we engaged a leading university to model economic impacts and we have employed international pulp experts to join the Gunns team on a permanent basis. The mill design represents world's best practices in achieving the best environmental outcomes." 

(*This story is part of a series of features on sustainable development by IPS and IFEJ - International Federation of Environmental Journalists.) 

http://ipsnews.net/news.asp?idnews=39129 

_____________________________________________________________________________

ROLAC Media Update 

4 September 2007

www.tierramerica.net
Accents

Argentina Creates Its First Marine Park

By Marcela Valente

The marine and coastal park of Argentina's southern Patagonia will protect biological and economic wealth, but will not completely ban its exploitation.

BUENOS AIRES, Sep 3 (Tierramérica).- Argentina's first marine and coastal park, intended to protect the rich biological diversity of the southern province of Chubut, is awaiting legislative approval.

The Southern Patagonia Interjurisdictional Marine Coastal Park, which will cover some 600 square kilometers of ocean and 200 on land along a coastal swath 100 kilometers north of San Jorge Gulf, in Chubut, also encompasses 40 islands in the Atlantic.

"It is going to be difficult in logistical and budget terms, but that shouldn't be an impediment," Pablo Yorio, biologist with the National Patagonian Center in Chubut and author of the study that gave rise to the protected area, told Tierramérica.

President Néstor Kirchner and Chubut's Governor Mario Das Neves signed a treaty in August that created the park.

"It will all depend on political will and on the administrative possibilities of the authorities in implementation. There is not much experience with marine areas, but there exists technical capacity and long experience in land areas, both in Chubut and in the National Parks Administration," said the expert.

While awaiting approval by the national and provincial parliaments, the non-governmental Natural Patagonia Foundation is working with Chubut authorities and the fishing and tourism sectors to demarcate the zones that require different degrees of protection, foundation biologist Ricardo Delfino told Tierramérica.

The cost of operating the park will be about 320,000 dollars a year, coming from the Chubut government and the federal government in equal parts, he added.

Penguins, killer whales, dolphins, sea elephants, sea lions, various whale species and other ecologically and economically important species will have park rangers to keep an eye on them, and work towards a better balance between development and preservation.

The chosen area is one of the most significant coastal sites because of its biodiversity and productivity, explained Yorio. Its protection will include objectives of conservation and sustainable use, with some restricted areas and others that will allow development of fishing and tourism.

"Protection does not mean untouchable," said the biologist, though he warned that caution must be taken with the petroleum industry, which currently has hundreds of tanker ships sailing along the Chubut coast each year, and with overfishing and its collateral damage, such as dumping of "waste fish" and accidental capture of birds and sea mammals.

North of the San Jorge Gulf is the breeding grounds of economically important sea birds and mammals, like the Magellanic penguin (Spheniscus magellanicus) and sea lions, whose colonies draw thousands of tourists each year. The imperial shag, or cormorant (Phalacrocorax atriceps), is the source of the guano industry -- bird excrement used as fertilizer.

The area is also where fish and invertebrate species that are important to the national and international markets reproduce, including king prawns and hake, and other species that are the focus of artisanal and sport fishing, like pejerrey, snook, salmon, shark and squid. There are banks of bivalves and fields of microalgae.

It functions as a resting, reproduction and feeding site for migratory species, and habitat for threatened species like the white-headed steamer duck (Tachyeres leucocephalus) and the Olrog's gull (Larus atlanticus). 

All of this biological and natural economic wealth will be protected, he said.

The park was an initiative of the Natural Patagonia Foundation and the Wildlife Conservation Society, and will be under the jurisdiction of the Chubut government and the National Parks Administration. "In Argentina we don't have experience with a protected marine area. It all has to be defined. The characteristics of the park have yet to be delineated, as well as its management plan. We have the broad letter, but we need to work with greater precision," said the Parks Administration's Marcelo Cora.

This will also be the first time that the national agency manages a protected area in partnership with a provincial government.

But the Natural Patagonia Foundation and the Chubut government have a good precedent in protected area management plans, and the national government has two coastal parks, in the southern Santa Cruz and Tierra del Fuego provinces, Cora told Tierramérica.

The foundation has been working since 2001 to set up a protected area north of San Jorge Gulf, with the initial idea being that the provincial government would be in charge.

But the shared national-provincial jurisdiction "gives the park greater visibility without the province ceding authority over its territory," which sets a good example for other parts of the country that are in need of protection, said Delfino.

Furthermore, "it will allow the national government to comply with the Millennium Development Goal that requires the country to increase its protected areas," he said, referring to the targets set by the United Nations General Assembly in 2000.
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Ottawa accused of helping to dilute Kyoto 

UN conference ends with compromise on emissions after 2012

By Peter Gorrie

The Toronto Star 

Canada played a lead role in undermining the Kyoto protocol on climate change, at a major United Nations conference that ended in Vienna yesterday, critics say.

The week-long meeting of 158 nations concluded with a compromise that makes it less likely the next phase of the protocol, to start in 2012, will require stringent cuts in greenhouse gas emissions, they said.

"It's clearly Canada joining the forces of darkness," said John Bennett, of ClimateforChange, an Ottawa-based advocacy group.

Mike Van Soelen, a spokesperson for Environment Minister John Baird, said there's "absolutely no truth" to the criticism.

The Vienna meeting was held to prepare for the next major UN negotiating session, scheduled for Bali, Indonesia, in December. 

Under the current first phase, industrialized nations are to cut their greenhouse emissions to six per cent below 1990 levels by 2010. 

Canada's position "really is scary in terms of what the outcome will be for after 2012," Bennet said.

This country joined Russia, Japan, New Zealand and Switzerland to scuttle a draft statement proposed by Europe that industrialized countries should strive to cut their emissions by 25 to 40 per cent by 2020 – the range the world's leading climate scientists said last winter is crucial to avoid catastrophic warming.

Instead, after hours of extended bargaining, the negotiators reached a vague, convoluted compromise. 

It states the Kyoto countries "recognized" the scientists' range and says it provides "useful initial parameters for the overall level of ambition of further emissions reductions."

A UN official hailed the compromise, which does recognize emissions must some day be cut to "very low levels."

"Countries have been able to reassess the big picture of what is needed by identifying the key building blocks for an effective response to climate change," said Yvo de Boer, the UN's top climate official.

Failing to cut emissions by at least 30 per cent by 2020 "would condemn millions to disease, water shortages and misery in the developing world," said Red Constantino, of Greenpeace International.

"We wanted bigger steps," said Artur Runge-Metzger, head of the European Union delegation. "But I think the 25 to 40 per cent will be viewed as a starting point, an anchor for further work."

Van Soelen said Canada wants to ensure any targets apply to major emitters like China, which ratified the protocol but, as a "developing country" doesn't yet have a target, and the United States, which hasn't ratified, he said.

He also suggested Canada wants to leave its options open for the December conference. The Vienna meeting was just preparation for Bali, where elected officials will make final decisions, he said.

"Canada is committed to being a leader," Van Soelen said.

http://www.thestar.com/News/Canada/article/252251

Green Energy Firm of Five Hopes to Convert 5,000

By Sharon McLoone

The Washington Post

Clean Currents, a "clean energy" broker is finalizing a joint marketing partnership with Washington Gas Energy Services to offer 5,000 residents throughout eligible portions of Maryland and the District of Columbia the option of powering their homes via wind and other renewable energy sources.

The firm plans to solicit residents by partnering with even more groups such as the Chesapeake Climate Change Action Network, known as CCAN. "By partnering with CCAN, we can reach out to its 12,000 members," said Clean Currents President Gary Skulnik during an interview at the company's office in the new Rockville Innovation Center, an incubator for small businesses in Maryland.

Clean Currents, which has three partners and two part-time employees, conducted a pilot residential program in Catonsville, Md., in April. "We had hoped to recruit 100 people for that program, but response was so great that 300 people participated," he said. The Catonsville residents signed a two-year contract for 100 percent wind power. "We didn't save those residents considerable money up front, but we did lock them into a fixed energy rate for two years," Skulnik explained.

Clean Currents has already signed on 60 companies to convert to wind power, including recent groups from Washington's U Street area and Baltimore's Hamden neighborhood. The companies don't pay Clean Currents to participate in the energy-efficient program. Rather, Clean Currents gets a commission from an alternative energy supplier such as Washington Gas Energy Services of Herndon, Va., for bringing customers to it. 
Washington Gas Energy is an alternative energy supplier that buys power from wind farms located in the mid-Atlantic region. It is an affiliate of the dominant Washington Gas utility that generates power for most of the D.C. metro region.

"We are trying to build a community of like-minded businesses and residents who really care about the environment and about doing something about it," said Skulnik, who has just started moving into the residential market. He envisions a day when residents will use a Clean Currents affinity card at businesses that buy clean energy to get discounts and other perks.

"The more residents who sign on, the more business we get," he said. 

http://blog.washingtonpost.com/small-business/2007/09/green_energy_firm_of_five_hope.html

Heavy Water 

By Henry L. Henderson

The New York Times

Chicago, A PERVERSE spring and summer season descended on United States waters this year, spreading death and destruction like weeds choking an untended garden. 

First came news that thousands of freshwater fish were bleeding internally and dying in the Great Lakes at the hands of an invasive microbe called viral hemorrhagic septicemia. Then scientists reported that the noxious Chinese mitten crab is gaining a foothold in the Chesapeake and Delaware bays, threatening already fragile native crab populations and contributing to soil erosion. And throughout the summer, defenders of the Adirondack lakes in upstate New York fought an all-out war against Eurasian watermilfoil, a “stringy herb” that is elbowing out native aquatic plants at an alarming rate. 

This onslaught of “living pollution” has been particularly apparent and — in the case of viral hemorrhagic septicemia — gruesome this year. But it’s not new. For decades, the people living along our coastlines have struggled to eradicate or contain foreign plants, animals and microorganisms that enter the United States by the billions each year via international shipping vessels. 

The annual cost to the United States of attempting to control aquatic invaders is about $9 billion. That number will continue to rise, as will the rate of new invasive species, unless federal, state and local governments work together to regulate their primary source: ballast water, which is sea water taken on board by ships to provide stability during voyages and dumped overboard once they reach their destinations. Ballast water from a single ship can carry up to 4,000 unique species of plants, animals or microorganisms, including pathogens that are a threat to humans. 

Many studies of aquatic invasive species focus on the Great Lakes because of their large amount of ship traffic and fresh water supply. The Great Lakes constitute nearly 20 percent of the world’s available fresh water and are a drinking-water source for millions. More than 160 invasive fish, plant and parasitic species infest the Great Lakes, and researchers discover a new invasive species every eight months. As a result, the lakes’ biodiversity and water quality pay a heavy price, as does the region’s economy. 

The sea lamprey, which first appeared in Lake Erie in 1921, destroyed lake trout and walleye commercial fisheries in the Great Lakes. The round goby and ruffe threaten the Lakes’ native perch, small-mouth bass and emerald shiner populations. The Great Lakes’ $4.5 billion fishing industry, as well as the area’s lucrative tourism and sport-fishing industries, are being irrevocably damaged. The cost of controlling and repairing the damages there is $5.7 billion annually.

But the Great Lakes Basin certainly is not alone. Nationally, the Congressional Office of Technology Assessment reports that environmental losses from introduced fish are $1 billion per year; from arthropods, $2.13 billion; and from mollusks, $1.3 billion. The San Francisco Bay is home to 234 alien species, or 90 percent of the bay’s aquatic population. And cholera bacteria in ballast water has been released by marine vessels into the Mobile and Chesapeake bays. 

So what should be done? Michigan has taken a leading role by passing regulation preventing ocean-going vessels from discharging contaminated ballast water. Shipping companies have tried to challenge the Michigan law, however, a recent dismissal of the case by a federal court gives other states the green light to enact similar legislation. 

But the federal government has a responsibility to fight invasive species as well. A federal court in California has held that the Clean Water Act applies to ballast water and ordered the Environmental Protection Agency to regulate discharges. The decision is under review by the United States Court of Appeals for the Ninth Circuit — affirmation would bring federal environmental authorities into the fight. 

Additionally, numerous pieces of legislation to control and prevent the onslaught of invasive species are languishing before Congress. Federal leaders must move aggressively to consolidate the strongest aspects of proposed bills and pass legislation to provide regulatory support to state and local efforts. Otherwise, American waters will continue to be a dumping ground for ballast water and the unwelcome organisms that come with it.

Henry L. Henderson is the director of the Natural Resources Defense Council’s Midwest office and the founding commissioner for the City of Chicago’s Department of Environment.

http://www.nytimes.com/2007/09/04/opinion/04henderson.html?_r=1&oref=slogin

Report: Making ethanol could add to bay pollution

Associated Press

A new report says there might be a downside to the nation's growing interest in ethanol fuel.

Some see ethanol as an economic opportunity for Maryland farmers, but the worry is that the additional corn crops needed to produce ethanol could cause a spike in the runoff of fertilizers into the Chesapeake Bay. Fertilizer runoff is already blamed for algae blooms that choke marine animals and create dead zones in the bay. 

The report is to be released by the multi-state Chesapeake Bay Commission. Details were published by The (Baltimore) Sun in Tuesday's editions.

The report says demand for ethanol will lead to an increase of 300,000 acres of corn in the six-state bay watershed.

Information from: The (Baltimore) Sun, http://www.baltimoresun.com

Record number of endangered turtle nests found on Texas beaches

By Corpus Christi

Associated Press

Wildlife officials counted a record 128 Kemp's ridley sea turtle nests this summer on Texas beaches.

The majority were found in the Corpus Christi area, including 81 on North Padre Island and four on Mustang Island. 

"We are very encouraged to have four consecutive record years for nesting," said Donna Shaver, chief of the division of sea turtle science and recovery at Padre Island National Seashore.

National Park Service staff and volunteers patrolled daily looking for the endangered turtles and their nests during the nesting season, which runs from April to mid-July. The patrollers jointly covered 73,632 miles over 8,895 hours this year, the Park Service said.

Shaver said it's difficult to find the nests, because often the only hint a mother turtle leaves is a faint trail in the sand.

"It's very difficult work because they nest during the day and tracks blow away quickly," Shaver said. "They don't leave much of a trail because they are the lightest and the smallest of the sea turtles, and they tend to nest on windy days. It's a combination of both skill and luck and being at the right place at the right time."

Wildlife officials released 10,594 Kemp's ridleys hatchlings along the Texas coast this year.

Shaver said the increase in nests is a result of protection efforts in the United States and Mexico, the turtles' primary nesting destination.

Kemp's ridley sea turtles have been on the endangered species list since 1970. Adults grow to about 2 feet in length and weigh up to 100 pounds, according to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.

The turtle population has been threatened by factors including shrimpers' nets and their popularity in Mexico as boot material and food.

"I'm just so happy about the increasing numbers that we've been documenting in the last few years, and it gives us great hope that these increases are going to continue in the future and that we are on our way to helping preserve the species," Shaver said.

Linda Morehead started as a volunteer turtle spotter and now is paid by the Park Service to patrol the beaches, looking for nests.

"There is lots of solitude," she said. "You drive many, many miles and you find some turtles. For an outdoors person it is perfect."

Information from: Corpus Christi Caller-Times, http://www.caller.com

Climate change comes with positives, negatives for agriculture

By Shannon Dininny 

Associated Press 

Tom Judkins Jr.'s grape-growing experience began with just a few backyard vines when he was 16 years old.

Some 40-odd years later, his 100-acre nursery produces more than 3 million grape vine cuttings in the lower Yakima Valley. The tender plants have fed a boom in Washington's wine industry, which now boasts 500 wineries and 31,000 acres of wine grapes.

Judkins admits he's wondered when that growth will slow. "Five years ago, I kept saying, 'Is this peak going to happen?' And each year, I keep seeing more and more interest," he said.

That peak could still be a ways off. As the region prepares for the possibility of warmer temperatures and reduced snowpack resulting from climate change, more growers could be moved to plant a crop that requires less water while meeting consumers' thirst for fine wine. 

And while wine grapes aren't Washington's biggest or most valuable crop, they may be emblematic of how changes in climate could have both positive and negative impacts on Washington's $6.4 billion agriculture industry.

Debate continues about causes and possible effects of climate change, or even if it really exists. But scientists at the University of Washington's Climate Impacts Group for years have studied what global warming could mean for the state: a half-degree temperature increase each decade, on average; an earlier onset of warmer temperatures each spring; a decline in snowpack, particularly at low and middle elevations, with more rainfall in the winter instead.

The potential impacts to agriculture vary.

Warmer temperatures can stress livestock, reducing production in dairy herds, as well as burn fruit and other crops. Bugs and diseases that survive if temperatures don't drop enough in the winter become a growing concern, particularly for organic growers who don't use pesticides.

At the same time, elevated levels of carbon dioxide generally increase sizes and yields of some crops.

More rainfall in the winter raises the potential for flooding west of the Cascades. Less snowpack or an earlier thaw means less water for irrigation in the dry eastern half of the state during the summer and early fall.

Some projections also show a decline in precipitation in general, which could hurt dryland crops that already receive little moisture.

But longer growing seasons could allow growers to plant new crops and varieties that flourish under different conditions.

It's a complex kaleidoscope determined not just by the effects of warming on Washington state both the benefits and detriments but also the impact on other regions that compete for agricultural markets.

Central to the debate is water. West of the Cascades, only 58,434 acres are in irrigated agriculture. East of the mountains, it's a different story, where some 1.6 million acres produce a cornucopia of crops tree fruits, hops, grain and vegetable fields, hay and alfalfa feed for livestock.

According to a 2005 study by researchers at Pacific Northwest National Laboratory, the likelihood of severe drought conditions in the Yakima Valley increases to one out of every two years by the middle of the century as the region warms.

That concerns Mario Mosso, a 41-year-old fruit grower in Wapato, who saw his water supply halved during the 2005 drought. Apples, apricots, peaches and pears didn't develop as they should and his trees yielded 20 percent less fruit, cutting his income in half.

"I recognize that water is not going to be there forever and there's changes that we'll have to make," Mosso said, pointing to a sprinkler system he'd like to replace with more a more efficient, and more expensive, drip system. "This year's a good year for water. Next year, who knows?"

Further complicating matters is the arid West's long-standing rule on water rights: first in time, first in right, which doesn't consider which crops require less water or which growers manage the water best.

Tedd Wildman, a wine grape grower on the Wahluke Slope near Mattawa, is a junior water rights holder. Each of the past two years, he was notified that his water might be rationed to provide a full supply to farmers with more senior rights. It never was.

Growers have become more efficient in how they manage water. However, while most are watchful of any signs of global warming, few manage their crops to protect themselves from it daily, Wildman said.

"It's so much conjecture at this point. Not that I'm a climate change doubter I think there's enough evidence of global warming around the globe," Wildman said. "I just think we're too young of an industry to know the effects to be able to manage for them."

Assuming that Washington's water supply doesn't dry up, the state should be in a good position to compete globally in agricultural markets, said Thomas Wahl, director of Washington State University's IMPACT Center, the international marketing program for agricultural commodities and trade.

Of course, agricultural markets also depend on what's happening elsewhere in the world. For example, growers in China have been shifting their production to higher altitude to produce better apples, he said.

Wine grape growers in Spain have been doing the same thing. In Australia, citrus trees are being replaced with wine grapes to conserve water.

Some reports have even questioned the viability of California's wine crops amid warming temperatures. Researchers disagree over whether Washington could supplant it as the nation's premier wine region, but they agree on one thing: Wine grape acreage in Washington could increase if water gets short.

"There clearly could be more growth in Washington, especially if water and the infrastructure for water does not become more available," said Greg Jones, professor in Southern Oregon University's environmental studies department.

Judkins, the nurseryman and orchard owner, noted that plenty of growers already have pulled up their fruit trees to plant grapes. He hasn't, but surrounding his orchards are acres of vineyards everything from traditional grape varieties, such as chardonnay and merlot, to the less recognized muscabella du bordelais.

"It does seem like more often, we're having short water years," he said. "Whether that's climate change or not, I don't know, but I think maybe wine grapes, for a crop to grow, as a grower it's a good choice."

On the Web:

Inland Desert Nursery: http://www.idnursery.com/

Climate Impacts Group: http://www.cses.washington.edu/cig/

Pacific Northwest National Laboratory: http://www.pnl.gov

Stone Tree Vineyard: http://www.stonetreevineyard.net

IMPACT Center: http://impact.wsu.edu/

Southern Oregon University: http://www.sou.edu/

Cleaver's amendment means Congress could lease only environmentally friendly cars

By Rob Hotakainen 

The Kansas City Star

WASHINGTON, Republican Rep. Joe Barton is happy with the gas-guzzling Chevy Tahoe he drives around his Texas district.

"It is a very good vehicle," said Barton, a 12th-term veteran and the top-ranked Republican on the House Energy and Commerce Committee who leases the sport utility vehicle at taxpayer expense.

"But I don't believe it would be certified as a low greenhouse-gas emitting vehicle." 

So Rep. Emanuel Cleaver, a Missouri Democrat, wants to help his colleague find a place to park the Tahoe - permanently.

Just before leaving town for August recess, the House approved a little-noticed amendment to its energy bill that would allow members of Congress to lease only environmentally friendly cars. Barton and 100 other lawmakers could be forced to downsize as part of Congress' effort to reduce global warming.

The 218-196 vote marks a victory for Cleaver, the amendment's author, who notes members spend more than $1 million a year to lease vehicles, including large luxury cars.

Cleaver said that gasoline prices had skyrocketed and that lawmakers should begin shifting to hydrogen, ethanol, electric and biofuel cars.

"If we are going to declare that we are moving toward energy independence, then the members of Congress using taxpayer dollars ought to be willing to give up big Cadillacs in order to lease an energy-efficient car," said Cleaver, who leases a large shuttlelike van that has been retrofitted to run on used cooking grease.

House Majority Leader Steny Hoyer, a Maryland Democrat, called it "extraordinarily good legislation." And Rep. Henry Waxman, a California Democrat who leads the House Oversight and Government Reform Committee, said it would hold Congress to the same standard that the House wants to apply to the executive branch. The House energy bill also would require all federal agencies to buy only low greenhouse-gas emitting vehicles for their federal fleets.

But critics see a big flaw. The legislation does not define which cars members could lease. It says members could lease only "low greenhouse-gas emitting vehicles." It does not specify any specific gasoline-mileage standards.

During floor debate, Barton said many cars used to provide security for congressional leaders would not be allowed. And he said it would be a mistake to put leaders in low greenhouse-gas emitting cars because they wouldn't accelerate quickly enough if there were an emergency.

Cleaver countered by saying his measure would apply only to rank-and-file members, not to the House speaker and others with special security needs. But he noted that even House Speaker Nancy Pelosi had requested that an energy-efficient vehicle be used for her security detail.

"People around the country are constantly observing us and looking at us in ways that are negative because we want to pass laws to impose on everybody except us," he said.

The issue is also prompting debate over whether it's proper for Congress to interfere with the personal decisions of members on how they spend their office budgets.

Rep. Todd Tiahrt, a Kansas Republican, does not lease cars but voted against Cleaver's amendment because he is worried that such a mandate might eventually be applied to the American public.

"He believes it's another form of Big Brother and is concerned about where it could lead by getting the camel's nose under the tent, so to speak," said Chuck Knapp, Tiahrt's spokesman.

Rep. Sam Graves, a Missouri Republican who leases a 2003 Buick LeSabre and a 2005 Chevrolet Impala, voted against the amendment because, he said, it was so broadly written that it was uncertain whether even the Defense Department would have to comply or whether a Ford Escape Hybrid would be banned.

His spokesman, Jason Klindt, said Graves would support "an amendment that was better-defined" and is co-sponsoring a bill that would increase fuel-efficiency standards for all vehicles by nearly 40 percent.

Barton boasted about his Tahoe on the House floor, noting that he represents a GM assembly plant in Arlington, Texas, and that his Tahoe is "made with union labor, which would make all my friends on the Democratic side happy." Of its special features, he said: "It has the engine in it that at a certain speed and under certain conditions, four of the eight cylinders stop working so you can get increased fuel efficiency."

Barton's spokeswoman, Karen Modlin, released a statement saying "the car fits the land and it fits the people, too." She said Barton represents "a district that covers eight counties and 6,000 square miles" and that Cleaver's amendment "seemed to overlook the fact that not every family, business or even congressional district is Prius-sized."

Cleaver has been working on the issue since last year, when The Kansas City Star reported that 136 of the 435 House members, from both parties, were leasing cars at taxpayer expense. The cost of some of the cars topped $1,000 a month.

The issue will flare again when Congress returns this week. No similar language was included in a Senate energy bill, which leaves it to be resolved by a House-Senate committee.

To reach Rob Hotakainen, call 1-202-383-0009 or send e-mail to rhotakainen@ mcclatchydc.com.

Take another look at wind power; It may be cheapest option to replace some of our needs with renewable energy and reduce reliance on oil

By Richard M. Kessel 

Newsday (New York)

The recent recommendation by my colleague and friend Long Island Power Authority Chairman Kevin Law to terminate LIPA's offshore wind farm has created quite a debate about the future of not only wind but renewable energy on Long Island.

That's good if we're ever to commit ourselves to replacing at least some of our energy needs with renewable resources so that we can begin to reduce our massive dependence on oil and other fossil fuels to produce electricity. 

I share many of Law's concerns regarding the cost of the offshore wind turbine proposal and the newness of the technology. But a careful look at this project shows that it may be the cheapest renewable alternative available to Long Island.

A recent report shows the cost of the project to be slightly over $800 million. That figure boils down to about $67 million per year for the life of the project, or an additional $2.50 for each LIPA ratepayer per billing cycle.

Is this really too costly a price to pay for reducing our dependence on fossil fuels, cleaning up the environment and providing emission-free electricity to 45,000 homes? I don't think so. And I can guarantee you that the skyrocketing price of oil will add a lot more to our LIPA bills than the cost of this project.

Lost in this important debate is the fact that New York State's Renewable Portfolio Standard requires LIPA to produce 25 percent of its electricity from renewable resources by the year 2013. This means that we'll have to find at least 500 megawatts of additional renewable resources in the next six years if we're to meet the state's standard and move toward a cleaner energy future.

The wind farm project would produce 140 megawatts. If we don't do it or a similar project, exactly how are we going to meet the goal?

Some proponents of renewable energy have suggested that we locate windmills on land instead of offshore. Exactly where? The pine barrens? Camp Hero in Montauk, where citizens defeated the siting of three windmills several years ago? Anyone up for a state or local park?

Some peole have even suggested siting them in another state and importing the power here. I'm sure that another state will accommodate Long Island on this one!

Others have suggested that we spend all of the money that we would have spent on this wind project on solar roofs. While I'm fully supportive of solar roofs - and LIPA has, in fact, installed more than 1,000 of them - spending approximately $67 million a year on solar roofs would give us fewer than an additional 1,000. That's the equivalent of slightly less than 1 megawatt per year. Compare that with the wind project, which would power 45,000 homes per year with the same money.

Others ask, Why not tidal power? Well, there's currently an experiment in the East River in New York City, and many of the machines have already broken due to the strength of the tide and the inability of the equipment to survive it. This technology is years away, as are many other ideas suggested in the renewable energy debate.

So what about energy efficiency? Reducing demand definitely should be a critical component of our long-term energy future, and LIPA is already planning a major program to reduce demand by 300 to 500 megawatts over a 10-year period. While I fully support this plan, it will initially add more to our electric bills than the wind project - and most of the programs are voluntary.

Finally, windmill opponents have suggested using the money for repowering older power plants. While repowering is essential, it continues our dependence on fossil fuels and doesn't provide a single megawatt of the renewable resources that we critically need.

If Long Island is really serious about meeting the state requirement and reducing its dependence on oil and other fossil fuels while cleaning up the environment, then we must not abandon this project.

Instead, we should suspend action on it for the next 12 to 18 months and issue a request for proposals for a renewable energy project of equal size and scope. If we get a proposal that is viable (in other words, it works), siteable (there's a place we can all agree to put it) and cheaper than the offshore wind farm, then we should do it.

Otherwise, we should go back to the concept of the offshore wind project and rebid it to see if there's a more favorable price to be had.

Long Islanders shouldn't believe for one minute that any major form of renewable energy is going to be cheaper than traditional resources produced by oil or natural gas.

There is no such thing. And I believe that after a new competitive process, we may find out that the offshore wind project is the best and cheapest alternative available. I'd be thrilled if I'm wrong, but frankly, I think that Long Islanders are being misled by opponents who simply don't want to see the windmills and use economics as an excuse to hide their real motives.

If we don't move forward on renewable resources and keep alive the concept of an offshore wind project, the oil companies and OPEC will celebrate.

Let's not let them have their way.

Whose land? Water can muddy the issue

By Rachael Jackson

Orlando Sentinel (Florida)

NEW SMYRNA BEACH, When Joyce Pearce decided to put a dock in the wetland between her backyard and Turnbull Creek, she thought she did everything right.

The New Smyrna Beach resident contacted the state Department of Environmental Protection and the city and hired a company to help get permits.

So Pearce, 61, was shocked when earlier this year she heard from a lawyer who told her she had two options: destroy the dock or buy 7 acres of land -- far more space than she needed -- for $50,100. Clients of the lawyer claimed to own part of the land underneath Pearce's dock. 

Pearce has refused to follow either option, and that could put her in a legal battle over the $35,000 dock built in July 2006.

Now she's hoping that something in the law changes or local officials go beyond legal requirements to prevent others from getting stuck in the same situation.

In searching for answers, Pearce has gotten lost in laws about tax-deed sales -- that's how the land behind her home was purchased without her knowledge -- and laws that determine whether waterways are state-owned. The state owns most navigable waterways in the state, but has not formally surveyed them all.

Now everything hinges on a land survey.

The business partners who say they own land under Pearce's dock are paying for the survey. They insist she has no right to the land.

"This woman is trying to take over our property that she didn't pay for," said Emilio Cirelli, who has spent two decades buying land at tax-deed sales, or auctions of land with delinquent taxes.

But Pearce said the land investor has taken advantage of her.

"As much as I'm interested in solving my personal problem, moreover I want to get him and everybody else that's in this rotten, lousy business out of it," she said.

Pearce isn't the first homeowner to receive a nasty surprise from a land investor. In 2002, a man bought submerged land in Pinellas County, and put a pink fence between homeowners and a lake, demanding that they pay him to use the waterway they had assumed came with their homes.

The state Legislature responded with a 2003 law that required all adjacent property owners to be notified when underwater lands or "common elements" such as waterways or parks in subdivisions, are sold at tax-deed sales.

But the law didn't specify what to do if the land was mixed, or if it was unknown whether it was submerged. Before the sale of the Turnbull Creek land, Volusia County Property Appraiser Morgan Gilreath Jr.'s office said it couldn't determine whether the land was submerged. Without a determination, the Volusia County Revenue Division, which decides whom to notify, said it couldn't contact neighbors like Pearce.

Pearce might have learned about the parcel behind her home if she lived in Pinellas County. There, the tax collector goes beyond the law and notifies all contiguous landowners.

But in November 2005, Cirelli and his partner bought 26 acres for $24,000.

"That's what I do, is buy land and sell," Cirelli said. "Sometimes I make money, sometimes I lose money."

The team has already sold 7 acres for $50,100 to a couple who said they were thrilled to purchase waterfront property. But observers say it's possible that the couple purchased land belonging to the state.

Cirelli and his partner own dozens of parcels in Volusia County alone. About eight years ago, he and some partners purchased land underneath Bear Lake in Seminole County. Seminole County Property Appraiser David Johnson said homeowners complained about being contacted by people who said they owned land under the lake and may try to charge them for it.

"They were certainly upset," Johnson said of the residents.

Cirelli said they never tried to charge the people who lived around that lake.

But Bear Lake actually belonged to the state. In 2003, the Seminole County Property Appraiser's Office declared the sale a clerical error and refunded Cirelli and his partners' money.

To qualify as a state-owned waterway, the wetlands behind Pearce's home must meet several criteria. First, the main water body -- in this case Turnbull Creek -- needs to be considered "navigable," which typically means big enough for a boat.

Second, the shoreline has to extend to Pearce's property. If there is any space between Pearce's property and what a surveyor considers the edge of the natural waterway, then Cirelli and his partner will have a right to it.

The final requirement is that the waterway is natural. Turnbull Creek is natural, but the waterway immediately behind Pearce's home is a canal that could be man-made.

Rod Maddox, a state land-surveyor manager, said many state-owned waterways have never been surveyed and it is not uncommon to find erroneous deeds written for land the state owns.

"It's just a matter of fact as to which waters are considered navigable," he said. "It's on a case-by-case basis."

_____________________________________________________________________________
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Marine atlas on the way

BAHRAIN's maritime environment is being mapped to help raise awareness of the country's underwater habitats. A Marine Atlas is now being put together by Geomatec, the commercial arm of the Bahrain Centre for Studies and Research (BCSR), Awali.

It will come up with recommendations for the protection of Bahrain's marine environment and its biological diversity.

Several Bahraini, British, American and Australian experts are helping in the preparation of the atlas, which will be a first for Bahrain.

The "MarGIS" project combines geo-information systems, research data, and other techniques to characterise and identify distinct provinces at the seafloor of marine and coastal zones.

Geomatec chief executive officer and project director Dr Abdul Jalil Zainal said the study was needed to correct a serious lack of data and information about Bahrain's marine environment. It is hoped the Marine Atlas will help fill this gap by providing up-to-date information on the underwater environment and the problems it is facing.

He added the online version would provide a comprehensive "spatial" database, which could be used for planning, research and education.

A team of expert photographers specialised in marine photography have been recruited to ensure high quality of images in the atlas.

The project is being funded by Esterad Investment Company and Durrat Al Bahrain.

"The proper study of the marine environment in Bahrain is the first step towards a better understanding, awareness and ultimately the conservation of precious marine species and habitats," explained Esterad chief executive officer Subhi Benkhadra.`

The atlas will include 11 chapters covering topics such as the importance of marine habitats and methods and tools used for the survey; the inter-relation between the sea and Bahrain's inhabitants; an analysis of the formation of the marine environment including coral reefs, islands and bays; inter-tidal habitats and the importance of these environments including mangrove, muddy, rocky and sandy areas; and submerged environments, which include marine plants, algae, coral and offshore oyster beds.

The Hawar Islands will be featured along with a focus on Bahrain's fisheries. 

Other chapters will be dedicated to marine mammals, including dugongs and dolphins, and will provide information on an survey of dugongs conducted by the BCSR last year. 

Another will focus on marine reptiles and snakes, with an emphasis on marine turtles and their importance to the marine environment, and the different species of marine and coastal birds.

Head of fisheries studies at the BCSR, Dr Ebrahim Abdulqader Abdul Rahim, is technical manager for the atlas project.

The atlas, which will include both maps and photographs, is expected to be published in English and Arabic early next year.

http://www.gulf-daily-news.com/arc_Articles.asp?Article=192903&Sn=BNEW&IssueID=30169
Bay clamp on sandwashing

SANDWASHING operations in Tubli Bay will be relocated to other more suitable areas, it was announced yesterday. The Municipalities and Agriculture Ministry is currently evaluating alternative sites and will propose recommendations to the Cabinet.

The ministry along with the Central and Manama municipal councils will also invite Bapco and non-governmental organisations to participate in a general clean-up campaign at the bay's shoreline.

By early next month, independent consultants will also submit a final report on a study to improve the environment in the Ma'ameer channel that will further improve water flow in the bay.

The decisions were taken yesterday at a meeting by the steering committee in charge of tackling the environmental pollution in the bay.

During the meeting, Cabinet-appointed environmental consultants Posford Haskoning Environment Gulf presented the findings of the first phase of the bay's rehabilitation study.

Minis-try under-secretary for public works affairs and committee chairman Nayef Al Kalali said the study would be followed by recommendations by the consultants to undertake further studies.

"This will complete the preparation of all necessary facts surrounding the density and composition of the material in the bay," he said.

"Our two-phased strategic action plan comprises a number of short and long-term actions.

"These are to clean the bay and improve water flow, and a study of its ecology will indicate how to best support the natural rehabilitation of marine life as well as ensure that the bay is not subjected to further pollution."

"The ministry has already undertaken immediate action on a number of fronts. Debris and silt blocking the Ma'ameer channel outlets has been cleared to improve water flow.

"The widening of the bridge segments and culvert openings - as part of the Sitra Causeway reconstruction project - has also been completed, further enhancing water circulation.

Central Municipal Council vice-chairman Abbas Mahfoodh welcomed the measures.

"Municipal councils will also push to fully implement the law against illegal dumping in the bay and we will call for the reintroduction of patrols to monitor the area," he said.

Plans to alleviate the environmental deterioration of Tubli Bay were announced last month.

A BD1.1 million project to upgrade the sewage treatment plant was launched following a black patch of discharges from a nearby sewer surfaced at the bay in July. The Cabinet last month ordered measures to protect the bay, revive its marine life and purify it by pumping in more clean water.

http://www.gulf-daily-news.com/arc_Articles.asp?Article=192887&Sn=BNEW&IssueID=30169
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Ashraf Qazi named as new UN envoy for Sudan 
4 September - Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon announced today that Ashraf Jehangir Qazi, currently his Special Representative in Iraq”, will become his new Special Representative for Sudan, where the United Nations is working to relieve the crisis in Darfur and to improve the post-conflict situation in the south of the vast country. 
Mr. Qazi, from Pakistan, will succeed Jan Pronk of the Netherlands, who left the post last year. 

Born in 1942, Mr. Qazi had a long career with the Pakistani diplomatic service before he joined the UN in July 2004, including stints as his country’s ambassador to the United States, India, China, Russia, the then East Germany and Syria. 

Announcing the appointment in Juba, southern Sudan, during a joint press conference with the President of Southern Sudan, Salva Kiir, Mr. Ban cited Mr. Qazi’s diplomatic skills and his lengthy experience in making the selection. 

Mr. Ban is currently on his first visit to Sudan to “lock in progress” made so far to end the crisis in Darfur and to observe first-hand the situation on the ground ahead of the deployment of a massive joint United Nations-African Union peacekeeping operation. 

That force, to be known as UNAMID, will have some 26,000 peacekeepers at full deployment to quell the violence in Darfur. At least 200,000 people have died and more than two million others forced to flee their homes since 2003 in the impoverished region on Sudan’s western flank because of fighting between rebel groups, Sudanese Government forces and allied Janjaweed militias. 

In the south, the UN Mission in Sudan (UNMIS) is working to implement the January 2005 comprehensive peace agreement ending a separate north-south civil war that raged for two decades. 

Ban Ki-moon welcomes Sudanese move to allow ill Darfurian leader to travel 

4 September - The Sudanese Government has allowed the United Nations to arrange for the travel of a key Darfurian elder and former rebel group figure to Kenya for medical treatment, Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon announced today after meeting with Sudan’s President during his visit to the country. 

Mr. Ban said the decision by President Omar al-Bashir to allow Suleiman Jamous, a former member of the Sudan Liberation Movement (SLM), one of Darfur’s many rebel groups, to leave the country will “create conditions conducive to peace negotiations.” 

Earlier this month, UN and African Union (AU) envoys Jan Eliasson and Salim Ahmed Salim vowed to pursue the case of Mr. Jamous, who had been detained by Sudanese authorities, “in view of the role Mr. Jamous can play in the political process.” 

Full-fledged peace talks between the Sudanese Government and Darfur’s rebel groups are expected to be staged later this year, possibly by as early as next month, in a bid to resolve the underlying issues – including a lack of economic development – driving the conflict that since 2003 has led to the deaths of more than 200,000 people. 

Another 2.2 million Sudanese have had to flee their homes because of the fighting between the rebels, Government forces and allied militias known as the Janjaweed. The International Criminal Court (ICC) has issued warrants for the arrest of two suspects over alleged war crimes in Darfur, and the UN and AU have announced they are setting up a hybrid peacekeeping force (to be known as UNAMID) to try to quell the violence. 

Last night, Mr. Ban held a working dinner with Mr. Bashir at the presidential guesthouse in Khartoum, the Sudanese capital, before he headed today to Juba in southern Sudan. 

There he met with Salva Kiir, the President of Southern Sudan and the First Vice President of Sudan, to discuss the implementation of the January 2005 comprehensive peace agreement that ended the long-running north-south civil war. 

“It is crucially important that we implement this comprehensive peace agreement,” he said. “For that to be possible, it is again important that leaders of both north and south Sudan, President Bashir and President Kiir, are fully committed and closely coordinate.” 

Mr. Ban stressed that he was well aware of several remaining issues at dispute, such as demarcation, the redeployment of forces and the status of the area around Abyei, but he hoped “a strong political commitment” from both sides could resolve any impasse. 

The Secretary-General also met with key local officials and with some of the staff of the UN Mission in Sudan (UNMIS) that was set up to help implement the comprehensive peace agreement. 

In an address to Juba University, Mr. Ban acknowledged that “there is still a long way to go before southern Sudan can fully recover from decades of conflict and insufficient development” and asked the people of the region to “work as hard for peace as you did to uphold the rights of the people of southern Sudan all these years.” 

Thousands more civilians flee new clashes in eastern DR Congo, UN reports 

4 September - Thousands of Congolese civilians are on the move in the Democratic Republic of the Congo’s (DRC) strife-torn North Kivu province, fleeing their homes amid reports of renewed fighting, cases of rape, and rising tensions between Government forces, renegade troops and rebel groups, the United Nations refugee agency reported today. 

“We fear that the pursuit of a military solution to the problems in North Kivu would further worsen the province’s humanitarian crisis through the potential displacement of hundreds of thousands of additional Congolese civilians,” UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) spokesman Ron Redmond told a news briefing in Geneva. 

“We again call on all parties to the conflict in North Kivu to refrain from direct attacks and atrocities against the civilian population, and displaced people in particular.” 

Voicing deep concern, Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon called on the Government and all local stakeholders to persevere in their efforts to bring about a peaceful solution. 

A statement issued by his spokesperson said Mr. Ban was “very concerned by the impact of the fighting on local populations and calls on all parties to ensure the protection of the vulnerable. He urges all stakeholders in the region to focus on resolving the underlying causes of the crisis through dialogue,” it added. 

In Kinshasa, the DRC capital, the top UN humanitarian relief official, Under-Secretary-General John Holmes, today discussed the situation with the country’s Foreign Minister, UN agencies and the UN Mission in the DRC (MONUC). 

UNHCR reported that over the weekend and yesterday an inter-agency team found large groups of newly displaced people making their way on foot from Rubaya and other Masisi villages towards the town of Sake and the nearby Mugunga site for internally displaced persons (IDPs), 15 kilometres west of Goma, North Kivu’s capital. 

The newly displaced carried few belongings, mostly packed in bundles on their backs. Many said they left their homes fearing the ongoing military build-up in the area, although they had not witnessed direct fighting. Some have reported cases of rape and killings of civilians by armed men, Mr. Redmond said. 

The UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) noted that overall more than 1 million people in the DRC have been uprooted due to armed confrontations and the presence of armed groups. The majority are in North Kivu (640,000), South Kivu (266,000) and the north-eastern district of Ituri (152,000). Since the beginning of the year, up to 224,000 people have been displaced in North Kivu. 

Eastern DRC remains the most violent region in the vast country, where MONUC has overseen the 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 – to gradual stabilization, culminating in the first democratic elections in over four decades last year, the largest and most complex polls the UN has ever helped to organize. 

UNHCR is discussing the possibility of a new displacement site near Mugunga, which currently has as many as 18,000 people. On Friday, for example, at a school near Mugunga was reported to hold 600 IDPs seeking shelter in over-crowded conditions. “Our team reports there are now more than 2,500 people there,” Mr. Redmond said. 

“Unaccompanied children are also among the displaced, as well as parents desperately looking for their children,” he added. 

“The full scale of displacement is difficult to gauge as we and other humanitarian agencies face increasingly limited access to many areas in Masisi and Rutshuru districts. We fear there may be many more in areas we cannot reach. A growing number of Congolese are seeking shelter at more than 20 spontaneous IDP sites scattered across the province.” 

In a related development, some 10,000 Congolese crossed into Uganda’s Kisoro district yesterday evening, saying they were fleeing fighting between the DRC military and renegade troops. By this morning, the majority had already begun returning home. Due to general insecurity in North Kivu, especially at night, such rapid population movements are relatively frequent. 

UN rushes aid ahead of anticipated damage wreaked by Hurricane Felix 

4 September - The United Nations has begun deploying aid and assistance to the areas in Central America expected to suffer from the destruction that Hurricane Felix – which made landfall in Nicaragua this morning – could leave in its wake. 

The UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) said that Nicaraguan authorities suspended school in the town of Bilwi and evacuated other local communities, while temporary shelters have been built on higher ground in the area where the hurricane, which has since been downgraded from Category 5, struck. The agency estimates that as many as 50,000 families in the country could be affected by the hurricane. 

“What we are really concerned about is the communities further north, because they are very isolated indigenous communities,” said UNICEF Representative in Nicaragua Debora Comini. “The living conditions are very basic and there’s no infrastructure to withstand this kind of wind and rain.” 

The agency said that warnings and evacuations have been announced in all countries potentially impacted by Hurricane Felix and that pre-positioned water, shelter, water treatment stations and first aid kits are ready if necessary. 

Ms. Comini predicted that water and sanitation could be severely affected, and also noted that food distribution will be crucial in the long-term as “many of the crops are likely to be ruined.” 

The UN World Food Programme (WFP) announced that it will send emergency teams and that it has enough food stocks in the region to feed 600,000 people for one month. 

“Right now Hurricane Felix is a moving target and it’s difficult to predict with precision which countries will ultimately bear the impact of its destructive force,” said WFP Deputy Regional Director Gordana Jerger. “The result is that we have to be extremely flexible in our planning and to expect the worst. We just can’t take chances.” 

WFP is prepared to transport both staff and supplies via air and by land, basing a key operational centre in El Salvador, where the agency’s sub-regional logistics base is located, and in Panama, home to its regional office. It is also considering using a ship to transport supplies along the coast of Honduras and Belize. 

The region has already been battered by heavy rains and there are concerns that widespread landslides, such as those resulting from 2005’s Hurricane Stan, may occur, which could make roads inoperable and impede aid efforts. 

WFP fears that Belize City could sustain as much damage as it did by Hurricane Hattie in 1961, which leveled 40 per cent of all buildings. The agency continues to provide assistance to 5,000 people in Belize in the wake of Hurricane Dean two weeks ago, distributing two-month rations of rise, pulses, high energy biscuits, vegetable oil and salt. 

The UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) today sent a six-member UN Disaster Assessment and Coordination (UNDAC) team to Honduras in support of the world body’s Country Team and the local Government to coordinate international assistance and assess urgent needs, UN spokesperson Michele Montas told reporters in New York. 

Senior UN official hails Lebanese seizure of refugee camp 

4 September - A senior United Nations official welcomed the Lebanese army’s full seizure over the weekend of the Nahr el-Bared camp, which has been the scene of months of intense combat with Fatah el-Islam gunmen. 

“The Lebanese army has extinguished this serious threat posed by Fatah el-Islam to Lebanon’s independence, sovereignty and stability,” said UN Special Coordinator for Lebanon Geir O. Pedersen said, noting that over 150 Lebanese soldiers died “to uphold these principles.” 

“The fight against Fatah el-Islam in Nahr el-Bared was a fight of both Lebanese and Palestinians against terrorism and is a victory for all of Lebanon,” he noted. 

The humanitarian obstacles facing Palestinian families displaced by the violence must be tackled, while the efforts must be intensified to rapidly reconstruct the Nahr el-Bared refugee camp and support Lebanese communities affected by the conflict, the Special Coordinator said. 

Mr. Pedersen said he gives his full support to Prime Minister Fouad Siniora’s call for a donor meeting in the capital Beirut on 10 September. 

He also conveyed the UN’s condolences to the families of the soldiers and civilians killed, and expressed wishes for a speedy recovery to the injured. 

Before the fighting began in late May, the camp in northern Lebanon was home to nearly 31,000 people, including about 8,000 classified by the UN Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA) as special hardship cases. 

UN seeks to build on reconciliation efforts in Iraq 

4 September - The top UN official in Iraq is to explore with the Government and a full range of political leaders the activities that the United Nations can undertake to promote national dialogue and reconciliation following recent political developments. 

In a statement issued by the UN Assistance Mission in Iraq (UNAMI), Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon’s Special Representative Ashraf Qazi welcomed the agreement and statements on reconciliation made by Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki and several political leaders late last month. 

He also welcomed the decision by Shiite cleric Sayyed Muqtada al-Sadr to suspend the activities of his Jaysh ul Mehdi movement and voiced the hope that these developments would help bring about an environment in which violence could be reduced and progress made in national dialogue and reconciliation. 

Mr. Qazi noted that last month’s adoption of Security Council resolution 1770 extending and expanding UNAMI’s mandate “clearly highlights the importance of national reconciliation among Iraq’s different political and ethnic groups.” 

Meanwhile, UN agencies are supporting another massive effort to deliver critical polio vaccinations to 4.8 million Iraqi children, even in the country’s remote areas. Almost 20,000 vaccinators will participate in this week’s house-to-house drive, set to last five days. 

Their goal is to deliver oral polio vaccine (OPV) to children wherever they live, travelling by boat, car and on foot. Teams will also be working in every vaccination hospital and primary health care centre across the country to immunize children against the highly infectious and incurable paralytic disease that mostly affects the young. 

Conflict and insecurity have regrettably made mass campaigns such as this critical to maintain immunity against infectious diseases. 

But the challenges facing the campaign from conflict and insecurity are greater than ever. During the last campaign in December only half as many children were immunized in parts of Baghdad and Diyala province as against the national average of 91 per cent. 

Reaching the most vulnerable and displaced children this time round is critical, said the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF), which is supporting the campaign together with the UN World Health Organization (WHO). 

“We are committed to ensure that the most vulnerable children do not miss out,” UNICEF Representative for Iraq Roger Wright stressed. “Over the next week, reaching displaced children and those areas must be given top priority.” 

WHO Representative for Iraq Naeema Al-Ghasser praised the efforts of the Ministry of Health and the vaccinators to ensure that a high quality campaign goes ahead. “This is a testament to Iraq’s health workers’ determination to protect children’s health and families in most difficult conditions,” she said. 

WHO and UNICEF are helping the Government with planning and management, providing transport for vaccinator teams and assisting the engagement of local communities, as well as providing OPV to re-stock Iraq’s supplies. The European Union provided $4.25 million to UNICEF and WHO to support the drive. 

Syria assures UN it will not forcibly deport Iraqi refugees under new visa system 

4 September - The Syrian Government has assured the United Nations refugee agency that it does not intend to forcibly return Iraqi refugees, estimated at some 1.4 million, when it introduces new visa requirements. 

In talks at the Foreign Ministry in Damascus, the Syrian capital, UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) top protection official Erika Feller was told that the new visa restrictions arose from the fact that Syria’s ability to handle the influx is close to the breaking point. 

Ms. Feller, on a mission to Syria to see first-hand the situation of Iraqi refugees, acknowledged the enormous pressure on Syrian society – its infrastructure, economy, security and energy resources – and reiterated the agency’s appreciation for the generosity shown by the Syrian people, UNHCR spokesman Ron Redmond told a news briefing in Geneva today. 

“So far, she has received assurances that the Government does not intend to forcibly return Iraqi refugees currently living in Syria, estimated at some 1.4 million,” he said, noting that Ms. Feller had expressed hope that the most vulnerable will continue to have access to the safe environment offered by Syria and that there be no forcible return. 

She has also highlighted the need for sustained international support to Syria in its efforts to cope with the huge number of Iraqis. 

Over the weekend, press reports about the new visa requirements caused great concern among Iraqis in Syria, with a UNHCR hotline for refugees being inundated with calls from people asking how this would affect their situation. 

In her discussions, Ms. Feller is seeking to clarify the reports. Although all the officials she has met so far confirmed that there would be a new visa regime, no formal policy has yet been made available to UNHCR. According to Government sources, all Iraqis wishing to enter Syria will have to apply for a visa from the Syrian Embassy in Baghdad. 

Syria is the only country not to have imposed strict regulations on the entry of Iraqi refugees. Jordan, which hosts an estimated 500,000 to 750,000 Iraqis, has largely limited access for new arrivals, while other regional countries have tough visa regulations in place. 

Ms. Feller, who oversees UNHCR’s protection work for nearly 33 million refugees and other people of concern worldwide, is continuing her efforts to obtain more information on how the visa rules may affect Iraqi refugees, Mr. Redmond said. 

Since the beginning of the year, UNHCR has issued two appeals aimed at helping countries in the region to cope with the humanitarian crisis of hundreds of thousands of Iraqis fleeing the violence in their homeland. The first commits $41 million to Syria for humanitarian assistance. 
The second, launched jointly with the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF), seeks over $63 million to support the education sector. 

UNHCR has so far registered a total of 118,000 Iraqis in Syria and expects that figure to reach 200,000 by the end of the year. Many of them are seriously ill and victims of extreme violence and torture. Ms. Feller noted at least 2,000 people continue to flee their homes in Iraq daily. Tomorrow she is due to continue her mission in Lebanon. 

Timor-Leste making progress in overcoming last year’s crisis, says Ban Ki-moon 

4 September - Despite the recent flare-up of tensions following the announcement of a new Government, Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon has commended Timor-Leste on overcoming the crisis of last year that led to the bolstering of the United Nations presence in the country which it helped shepherd to independence in 2002. 

An indication of that progress is the successful completion of presidential and parliamentary elections with which the Timorese people “once again demonstrated their faith in democratic processes to move beyond internal divisions,” Mr. Ban writes in his latest report to the Security Council on the activities of the UN Integrated Mission in Timor-Leste (UNMIT) from 27 January to 20 August. 

However, he added, the process leading to the formation of the new Government and the violent disturbances following it “demonstrate that not all divisions have yet been overcome. Continued efforts to strengthen the culture of truly inclusive and participatory democracy based on rule of law and respect for human rights will be essential for the creation of a stable and prosperous Timor-Leste.” 

The Security Council created UNMIT in August 2006 to help restore order after fighting, attributed to differences between eastern and western regions, broke out in April and May and led to the deaths of at least 37 people and forced about 155,000 people – or 15 per cent of the population – to flee their homes. 

In his report, Mr. Ban says the security situation in the country improved overall during the reporting period but continues to be volatile and subject to sporadic violence, such as that witnessed after the formation of a new Government led by former president Xanana Gusmão following the June elections, which failed to produce a single outright winner. 

“Elections are a fundamental step in consolidating democracy, but only an initial one,” he observed, adding that many of the challenges relating to the 2006 crisis remain unresolved, such as the grievances of members of the armed forces, gang violence and the situation of some 100,000 people who remain internally displaced. 

Mr. Ban cautions that the Government will face “a delicate balancing act” in addressing more immediate problems stemming from the crisis while guaranteeing public security and ensuring effective socio-economic programmes to tackle issues such as poverty, which continues to be “one of the major causes of instability” in the country. 

Other priorities include advancing on justice and reconciliation issues, strengthening the judicial sector and promoting human rights, as well as moving forward with security sector reform, including training of the national police force. 

The serious but temporary escalations of violence in the course of this year “serve as a reminder of the fragility of the security situation,” Mr. Ban states. “They also demonstrate that, despite the peaceful conduct of elections and wide acceptance of the results, there is still a need to nurture a culture of non-violence and promote the peaceful resolution of differences.” 

UN counts on field commanders in meeting peacekeeping challenges – Migiro 

4 September - With more peace operations, and more men and women in the field, than at any other time in the history of the United Nations, Deputy Secretary-General Asha-Rose Migiro today called on field commanders to help the world body meet the “daunting challenges of contemporary peacekeeping.” 

Today there are over 74,000 military personnel, from 117 troop-contributing countries, serving in 18 field missions on four continents. This unprecedented surge in UN peace missions has presented the Organization with a number of challenges. 

“Member States are asking for enhanced accountability from all of us,” Ms. Migiro told the annual conference of heads of military components of UN peacekeeping operations. “We are being called upon to improve managerial practices, instil better discipline in the field, and reach time-bound mission accomplishments.” 

The gathering brings together field commanders with senior managers and staff at UN Headquarters to discuss concerns facing field missions, troop-contributing countries and relevant departments such as the Department of Peacekeeping Operations and the newly established Department of Field Support. 

“Together, you should identify the strengths and weaknesses of our current peacekeeping system, and determine areas needing additional impetus,” Ms. Migiro told participants. 

She pointed out that today’s multidimensional, integrated operations support a whole host of post-conflict needs, including institution building, disarmament and demobilization of combatants, human rights protection and reconstruction. 

“We should all be proud of these achievements,” she stated. At that same time, she noted that it was also important to address “our failings,” referring to allegations of sexual abuse and misconduct levied against UN peacekeepers in recent years. 

In that connection, she stressed the need to ensure that all peacekeepers exercise the highest standards of integrity and ethical behaviour. “The upstanding behaviour of the vast majority of United Nations staff and uniformed personnel should not be undermined by the small number of individuals who engage in acts of sexual exploitation and abuse.” 

“We need your help in ensuring that your forces are fully aware of all relevant codes, rules and regulations of the United Nations,” she added. 

Kosovo: top UN envoy voices solidarity with anti-crime demonstrators 

4 September - The top United Nations envoy to Kosovo today voiced solidarity with demonstrators in the capital, Pristina, who marched against crime in response to last week’s murder of a police officer in the Serbian province administered by the world body since 1999. 

“The murder of Kosovo Police Officer Triumf Riza is a heinous crime and a terrible tragedy,” said Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon’s Special Representative Joachim Rücker. “Indeed, his death has united Kosovo’s people against crime like no other event that I have witnessed here.” 

He characterized Mr. Riza, 28, as a “fearless officer, whose service was exemplary,” and staff from the UN Mission in Kosovo, known as UNMIK, participated in today’s rally. 

The Kosovo police force has already apprehended suspects in his murder, and Mr. Rücker expressed confidence that the guilty will be brought to justice. He appealed for the community’s support and for anyone with information regarding the case to come forward. 

UN-backed report spotlights obstacles faced by Afghan returnees 

4 September - Many Afghans returning to their homeland face a number of major challenges, including a lack of employment, health care, education and housing, according to an assessment carried out with the support of the United Nations refugee agency. 

The findings are contained in “Economic and Social Rights in Afghanistan II,” the second report of its kind by the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and the Afghan Independent Human Rights Commission (AIHRC). 

The vast majority – over 85 per cent – of the more than 11,000 Afghans interviewed listed job opportunities, access to safe drinking water, improvement of health and education facilities, and housing as their top priorities for the future. 

“Despite all efforts made by the Government, this report shows that Afghanistan needs more time to reach sustainable reintegration for those who have come home,” said Salvatore Lombardo, UNHCR’s representative in Afghanistan. 

In particular, the study found chronic food shortages among those interviewed, and more than half said they did not have access to safe drinking water, while 60 per cent were living on less than $1 a day. 

One third of respondents said their children were not attending school, with distance and security concerns cited for girls and the need to work for boys. 

The lack of housing was not only a key obstacle for those choosing to return but also a main cause of dissatisfaction after their homecoming. 

In response to the findings, the AIHRC is urging the Afghan Government to focus more on the situation of vulnerable groups, including returnees who have to rebuild their lives after spending years in exile. 

“Full integration of returnees and a permanent peace closely and directly depend on the realization of economic, social and cultural rights,” stated AIHRC Chair Sima Samar. 

Funding shortfall threatens UN family reunions for Western Sahara refugees 

4 September - Threatened by an almost 50 per cent shortfall in funding, family reunion visits and other confidence-building measures connecting Sahrawi refugees in camps in Algeria and their relatives in the Western Sahara Territory risk coming to a halt next month, the United Nations refugee agency warned today. 

In January, the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) appealed for nearly $3.5 million to continue the family visits and telephone services initiated in 2004 for some 90,000 Sahrawi around Tindouf in western Algeria, where they sought shelter from the conflict between Morocco and the Frente Polisario independence movement, which contest the Western Sahara territory, a former Spanish colony. 

But only a little over half that amount has so far been funded, UNHCR spokesperson Ron Redmond told a news briefing in Geneva. 

Sahrawi refugees started arriving in Algeria in 1976 after Spain withdrew from the area and fighting broke out over its control, while others stayed in the Western Sahara and today families remain separated. UNHCR has introduced several measures to build confidence between the two groups and to re-establish contact between families. 

UNHCR gives Sahrawis the possibility of five-day visits with relatives and loved ones, reuniting many of them after 32 years of separation and contributing significantly to relieving the trauma and suffering of the Sahrawi people. 

Since they started in March 2004, some 154 visits have taken place involving 4,255 people, mainly women. An additional 14,726 people have registered and are waiting to take part in the programme. 

In recent weeks, UNHCR also received suggestions from Moroccan authorities that Sahrawi refugees and their relatives be allowed to attend funerals and weddings. A small number of Sahrawis on both sides may also be allowed to undertake pilgrimages to Mecca, pending the availability of funds. 

UNHCR has 24 staff in Laayoune in the territory and 23 in the Tindouf camps. 

Sierra Leone: UN envoy praises agreement between presidential candidates 

4 September - The senior United Nations envoy to Sierra Leone has welcomed the agreement of the leaders of the country’s two major political parties on measures to try to calm rising tensions ahead of this Saturday’s presidential run-off election. 

Victor Angelo, the Secretary-General’s Executive Representative in Sierra Leone, issued a statement praising the agreement yesterday, a day after the President, Ahmad Tejan Kabbah, brought together the two presidential candidates for talks. 

Ernest Bai Koroma of the All People’s Congress (APC) and incumbent Vice-President Solomon Berewa of the Sierra Leone People’s Party (SLPP), who are vying to replace Mr. Kabbah in the run-off poll, signed a communiqué on Sunday stipulating the measures reached. 

Mr. Angelo congratulated Mr. Koroma and Mr. Berewa for their agreement and Mr. Kabbah for his “timely initiative” amid mounting international concern at the tensions inside the West African nation. 

“The historic meeting between the two leaders… marks an important milestone in the collective efforts to foster an atmosphere of peace and tranquillity that had characterized the first round of the ongoing national elections,” Mr. Angelo said. 

The 11 August presidential and parliamentary elections were Sierra Leone’s second since the end of the decade-long civil war in 2002, and the first since the withdrawal of the UN Mission in Sierra Leone (UNAMSIL) in December 2005. The mission has been replaced by the UN Integrated Office in Sierra Leone (UNIOSIL). 

Mr. Angelo urged all Sierra Leoneans to show patience and tolerance for the work of the National Electoral Commission and the country’s security agencies to ensure that the run-off election reaches a peaceful and successful conclusion. 

‘Extremely serious’ locust infestation in Yemen worsens in August, UN reports 

4 September - The locust infestation in Yemen, already termed “threatening and extremely serious” last month, worsened during August as immature swarms of the crop-devouring insects formed in the interior and moved into the central highlands, with the possibility that they may now invade neighbouring countries, the United Nations warned in its latest update. 

Some swarms remained in the interior where another generation of breeding is likely to occur while a few others moved to southern Oman, the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) reported, in what has been called the worst locust infestation in Yemen in nearly 15 years. 

The swarms in the highlands are expected to reach the Red Sea and Gulf of Aden coast where they will mature and lay eggs. A few swarms could also reach coastal areas in Saudi Arabia, Eritrea, Sudan and northern Somalia where good rains fell during August, FAO said. 

There is also a slight risk that a few swarms could reach the Indo-Pakistan border during the first half of September. Elsewhere, heavy rains and flooding occurred in the interior of Sudan and Eritrea where locust numbers are expected to increase. 

Good rains fell and ecological conditions were favourable in the northern Sahel region of West Africa bordering the Sahara, FAO noted. 

UN envoy on children and armed conflict begins visit to Côte d’Ivoire 

4 September - The United Nations human rights envoy tasked with protecting the rights of children caught up in armed conflict today began a visit to Côte d’Ivoire to assess the situation in the divided West African country. 

Radhika Coomaraswamy, the Special Representative for Children and Armed Conflict, will focus particularly on the follow-up of action plans aimed at releasing children from armed groups and reintegrating them into their communities, UN spokesperson Michele Montas told reporters. 

Ms. Coomaraswamy will also examine the issue of sexual violence against children in the aftermath of the conflict in Côte d’Ivoire, which has been split between the Government-controlled south and the Forces Nouvelles-held north since 2002. 

The Special Representative was invited to Côte d’Ivoire by the Government, Ms. Montas added. 

The UN peacekeeping mission to the country (known as UNOCI) is helping to implement a disarmament process in Côte d’Ivoire as part of a peace deal signed by the country’s leaders in Ouagadougou, capital of neighbouring Burkina Faso, in March. 

The pact calls, among other steps, for: creating a new transitional government; organizing free and fair presidential elections; merging the Forces Nouvelles and the national defence and security forces through the establishment of an integrated command centre; dismantling the militias, disarming ex-combatants and enrolling them in civil services programmes; and replacing the “zone of confidence” separating north and south with a green line to be monitored by UNOCI. 

Last year, a report from the UN Secretary-General found that Côte d’Ivoire was one of at least 12 countries where children are recruited to serve as either government soldiers, rebel gunmen or militia members. 

New UN report underscores ties between poverty and productivity 

4 September - A new report by the United Nations International Labour Organization (ILO) released today highlights the linkage between poverty and labour productivity, noting that limited investment in training and skills is diminishing opportunities to lift people out of poverty. 

“Productivity is the cornerstone for poverty alleviation,” Lawrence Jeff Johnson, ILO’s Chief of the Employment Trends Team, said at a press briefing at UN Headquarters in New York today of the report, entitled “Key Indicators of the Labour Market,” also underscored the linkage between poverty and productivity. 

Although productivity in East Asia has doubled in the last 10 years, the United States remains the global leader by a considerable amount in terms of labour productivity per person employed in 2006, the report noted. 

South Asia, Central and South-Eastern Europe (non-European Union countries) and the Commonwealth of Independent States have all seen their productivity rise in recent years. 

In South and East Asia, Mr. Johnson pointed out that the ILO has seen a marked decrease in the “working poor,” which he defined as “those individuals that are working but are unable to earn at least $2 a day for themselves and for their families.” 

However, the situation is different in sub-Saharan Africa, where there has been only “moderate” growth in productivity, he said. “The only asset the poor have is often their labour. And if we are to reduce poverty, we need to improve productivity,” Mr. Johnson said, adding that bolstering skills and labour could play a key role. 

The report also said that the productivity gap between the industrialized region and most others remains wide, even as productivity levels have been on the rise over the past decade worldwide. 

In an ILO press release, the agency stated that an increase in productivity is largely due to firms better utilizing capital, labour and technology, and thus limited investment in training and skills, equipment and technology could lead to an underutilization of the world’s labour potential. 

“The huge gap in productivity and wealth is cause for great concern,” said Juan Somavia, ILO Director-General. “Raising the productivity levels of workers on the lowest incomes in the poorest countries is the key to reducing the enormous decent work deficits in the world.” 

The report found the US has increased its productivity growth over most other developed economies, with $63,885 of value added per person employed in 2006, followed by Ireland ($55,986), Luxembourg ($55,641) and Belgium ($55,235). 

But the report stated that Americans work more hours per year than workers in most other nations with developed economies, and thus Norway has the highest labour productivity level when measured as value added per hour worked. 

UN health agency urges more investments, services for mental health disorders 

4 September - With up to half of all people with severe mental disorders worldwide and a vast majority of mild or moderate cases not receiving any treatment, the United Nations health agency today appealed to countries to increase their investment and support for necessary services. 

“This topic should matter to everyone, because people living with mental disorders in low- and middle-income countries are systematically locked out of the benefits of development that are open to others,” UN World Health Organization (WHO) Assistant Director-General for Non-communicable Diseases and Mental Health Catherine Le Galès-Camus said. 

“When not addressed, mental disorders deprive people of opportunities to escape from poverty and deny them a voice to claim their rights,” she added. 

Even when treatment is available, it is often delivered in institutional settings which in many countries are associated with stigma and human rights violations, WHO noted. 

“The reasons for this bleak situation are clear: mental health services are being starved of both human and financial resources,” the agency said in a news release, pointing out that a majority of countries in Africa and South-East Asia spend less than 1 per cent of their health budget on mental health. 

Low-income countries have an average of 0.05 psychiatrists and 0.16 psychiatric nurses per 100,000 people (about 200 times less than in high-income countries) and those extremely low rates make it impossible for satisfactory services to be delivered. 

“The current situation means that people with mental illnesses are at best ignored and at worst actively discriminated against in many countries,” WHO Director of Mental Health and Substance Abuse Benedetto Saraceno said. “We can only improve the services available to people with mental disorders if there is a major and rapid increase in investment in this area.” 

Estimates show that the money required to deliver a core package of mental health care is approximately $2 per person per year in low-income countries and $3-4 in lower-middle income countries. This package, based on treatment of mental disorders in primary health care and in community-based facilities would increase the treatment coverage to 80 per cent for severe mental disorders and 25-33 per cent for less severe ones. 

These targets are currently the best attainable level for most low- and middle-income countries given the current poor infrastructure and scarcity of human resources for mental health care, WHO said. 

Secretary-General backs efforts for more innovative forms of finance for development 

4 September - Finding new flows of development finance is crucial if the world is to meet its ambitious series of anti-poverty goals by the target date of 2015, Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon has told a meeting of an international group of rich and poor nations set up to promote more innovative ways of financing. 

In a video message to the meeting of the Leading Group on Solidarity Levies to Fund Development, held in Seoul, Mr. Ban noted the continuing funding gap in the campaign to achieve the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). 

“Closing this gap is essential if we are to alleviate extreme poverty, fight diseases and achieve the other development targets,” he said. “It is vital that the momentum be maintained and that new funding initiatives be encouraged.” 

The world’s nations agreed in 2000 to work towards the MDGs, a set of eight targets for ameliorating major social and economic ills. 

In his message today, Mr. Ban cited the air ticket solidarity levy, the international finance facility for immunization and the advanced market commitments pilot programme as recent examples of creative alternatives in the area of financing for development. 

He told the Leading Group that their gathering “provides a unique opportunity to take stock of the progress made to date in these and other initiatives. It also allows you to exchange experiences and lessons learned as we move forward in achieving the internationally agreed development goals.” 

Established last year, the Leading Group has at least 40 member countries and observer members, and includes both developed and developing nations. 

Human rights situation in northeast Uganda shows improvement – UN 

3 September - The human rights situation in Uganda's Karamoja region has improved significantly over the last four months, with a “marked reduction” in human rights violations, road ambushes and the circulation of illegal arms, the United Nations said today. 

In its latest report on the situation in Karamoja – an area in northeast Uganda inhabited by close to 1 million people – the UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) highlighted the “improvements in the security and human rights situation in the area as well as advances made by the national army, Uganda Peoples' Defense Forces (UPDF), in conducting disarmament operations.” 

Cattle raids and subsequent retaliation by armed Karimojong, however, rank as the highest recorded violence inflicted on the population during the period covered by the report, 1 April to 12 August. 

In its previous report released in April, OHCHR voiced concern over escalating violence against civilians in Karamoja where almost 70 people have been killed since last November. 

It was also concerned over a “climate of fear and insecurity” in the area where armed Karimojong have reportedly killed seven UPDF soldiers, eight civilians and almost 300 cattle. 

The follow-up report issued today in Geneva calls on the authorities to hold perpetrators accountable and to adopt a national response to combat impunity. 

Ban Ki-moon kicks off first visit to Sudan 

3 September - Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon arrived in Sudan today to “lock in progress” made so far to end the crisis in the country's strife-torn Darfur region and observe first-hand the situation on the ground ahead of the deployment of a massive joint United Nations-African Union peacekeeping operation. 

Mr. Ban's visit comes just weeks after the Security Council authorized a hybrid force, which will have some 26,000 peacekeepers at full deployment, to quell the violence in Darfur, where at least 200,000 people have died and more than two million others forced to flee their homes since 2003 because of fighting between rebel groups, Sudanese Government forces and allied Janjaweed militias. 

“I want to see for myself the plight of those we seek to help, and the conditions under which our peacekeepers in Darfur will operate,” Mr. Ban told an audience of civil society representatives upon arriving in the Sudanese capital, Khartoum. 

In a speech to the UN Association in Sudan on Monday evening, Mr. Ban outlined the reasons for his visit –which will also include stops in neighboring Chad and Libya – stating that his goal is to “lock in the progress we have made so far. To build on it so that this terrible trauma may one day end.” 

Mr. Ban said he also wanted to try to strengthen momentum towards a lasting political resolution. “I want to see us begin a new and conclusive round of peace negotiations as soon as possible,” he stated. 

During his visit, the Secretary-General will meet with President Omar al-Bashir and other senior leaders, in addition to First Vice-President Salva Kiir in southern Sudan, and opposition representatives. 

He stressed that any real solution to Darfur's troubles requires sustained economic development and solutions that go to the root causes of the conflict. “But we cannot effectively address development issues until there is a peaceful environment in Darfur and a political solution to the conflict,” he added. 

With regard to economic and social development, Mr. Ban emphasized the need for money for new roads and communications, as well as health, education, sanitation and social reconstruction programmes. In addition, he stressed that more needs to be done if Sudan is to be on track to meet the set of global anti-poverty targets known as the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), stating that “there can be no solutions to Sudan's political problems without sustainable economic development.” 

“As for human rights, we have only to look around us to see how far Sudan has to go in upholding human rights and protecting people from suffering,” the Secretary-General added. 

Noting that justice is an important part of building and sustaining peace, he emphasized that “a culture of impunity and a legacy of past crimes that go unaddressed can only erode the peace.” 

Mr. Ban urged those gathered to do their part to ensure an immediate end to violence and a rapid political solution, stating that “ultimately, it is you who will carry forward the work of building a lasting peace in Sudan.” 

In addition, “I urge you to think of the United Nations – and me, personally – as your friend, always by your side. I urge you to do everything you can to advance our common cause – building a better Sudan, and a better world, for yourselves and for future generations.” 

UN envoy speaks out against attacks in Nepalese capital 

2 September - The top United Nations envoy to Nepal today condemned a series of bomb blasts which struck Kathmandu, resulting in a number of casualties. 

"The United Nations expresses its condemnation of the bomb attacks which have killed and injured Kathmandu citizens," Special Representative of the Secretary-General Ian Martin said in a statement. 

"The Nepalese have shown a great capacity to resolve difficult issues through peaceful dialogue, and I have no doubt that acts of terror will discredit whatever cause they are claimed to promote," said Mr. Martin, who is also head of the UN Mission in Nepal (UNMIN). 

According to media reports, at least two people were killed and more than two dozen others injured following three blasts that took place aboard a minibus packed with commuters, at a bus stop in the busy city centre and outside army headquarters. 

The attacks came just days after the Special Representative appealed for an end to violence ahead of November's Constituent Assembly elections. 

Late last year, the Government and rebel Maoists signed a peace accord ending a decade-long armed conflict that killed some 13,000 people in the Himalayan nation. 
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The following is a near-verbatim transcript of today’s noon briefing by Michèle Montas, Spokesperson for the Secretary-General.

Good afternoon all.  We have the participants of the 2007 Reham al-Farra Memorial Journalists’ Fellowship Programme attending our briefing today.  Welcome.

**Guest at Noon
Our guest at the noon briefing today is Richard Kinley, Deputy Executive Secretary of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, who will brief you on the upcoming High-Level Event on Climate Change, to be held at the UN Headquarters on 24 September.

**Secretary-General Appointment
The Secretary-General has [announced his intention] to appoint Mr. Ashraf Jehangir Qazi of Pakistan as his Special Representative for Sudan.  He succeeds Mr. Jan Pronk of the Netherlands, who left the post last year.

Mr. Qazi has been serving as the Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Iraq since 2004.  From 2002, he was Pakistan’s Ambassador to the United States in Washington, DC, and, prior to that, he held a number of other high-level appointments in his national diplomatic service.

We have more information on Mr. Qazi upstairs.

**Secretary-General in Sudan
The Secretary-General is in Juba, southern Sudan, today, where he gave a joint press encounter with the President of Southern Sudan, Salva Kiir, in which he announced the appointment of Qazi as his new Special Representative for Sudan.  The press encounter followed a meeting between the Secretary-General and Salva Kiir.

Before leaving Khartoum for Juba this morning, at a press encounter at the airport, the Secretary-General announced that Sudanese President Omar al-Bashir had allowed the United Nations to arrange for the travel of Suleiman Jamous, a respected former member of the SLM movement, to Nairobi for medical treatment.

The Secretary-General is about to deliver a speech at Juba University on the importance of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement between Northern and Southern Sudan.  While in Juba, he has also been meeting with key officials and showing his support for UN staff who work and live in difficult conditions there.

The Secretary-General arrived in Khartoum from Turin on Monday afternoon, and after a meeting with his team and the Acting Special Representative, Tayé Zerihoun, he gave a keynote address to the UN Association of Sudan.

In his speech, the Secretary-General again flagged the importance of moving ahead with the Darfur political process.  “Everyone agrees there can be no military solution,” he said.  “We need a ceasefire now.  The violence must stop.”  He added that a culture of impunity and a legacy of past crimes that go unaddressed can only erode the peace.  We have his speech upstairs.

Yesterday evening, the Secretary-General attended a one-on-one dinner hosted by President Bashir at the Presidential guesthouse.

We have three sound-bites from the Secretary-General available from UN Radio if you’re interested -- two from the press conference given in Khartoum today and one following his meeting with Salva Kiir.  We’ll probably have a transcript a little later on today.

**Statement on North Kivu
We have a statement attributable to the Spokesperson for the Secretary-General on North Kivu.

The Secretary-General is deeply concerned by the ongoing armed clashes in North Kivu in the eastern Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC).  He calls on the Government of the DRC and all local stakeholders to persevere in their efforts to bring about a peaceful solution.

The Secretary-General is also very concerned by the impact of the fighting on local populations and calls on all parties to ensure the protection of the vulnerable.  He urges all stakeholders in the region to focus on resolving the underlying causes of the crisis through dialogue.

The Secretary-General welcomes the positive outcome of the meeting in Kinshasa held yesterday between the Foreign Ministers of the DRC and Rwanda.  He hopes both Governments will follow up rapidly on the understandings reached and that they will cooperate closely in addressing cross-border issues.

**Democratic Republic of Congo
Still on the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR) reports that thousands of Congolese civilians are on the move in the Democratic Republic of the Congo’s North Kivu province, amid reports of renewed fighting and rising tensions between government forces, renegade troops and rebel groups.  Over the weekend and yesterday, UNHCR staff has found large groups of newly displaced people making their way on foot from Rubaya and other villages.

With the continuing displacement, UNHCR yesterday discussed the possibility of a new displacement site near Mugunga, which currently has as many as 18,000 people.  The Refugee Agency fears that the pursuit of a military solution to the problems in North Kivu would further worsen the province’s humanitarian crisis through the potential displacement of hundreds of thousands of additional Congolese civilians.

Also, in Kinshasa today, the UN Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs and Emergency Relief Coordinator, John Holmes, met with the Minister of Foreign Affairs, with whom he discussed the current situation in the Kivus, the protection of civilians, and sexual violence.  He will travel to North Kivu later this week.

**Security Council
The President of the Security Council for the month of September, Ambassador Jean-Maurice Ripert of France, is holding bilateral consultations with other Council members today on the Council’s work over the coming month.

The Security Council expects to hold consultations tomorrow on its programme of work for September.  Then, tomorrow at 12:30, Ambassador Ripert intends to brief you in this room about the Council’s agenda during this month of September.

**Hurricane Felix
The United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) today is deploying a Disaster Assessment and Coordination team (UNDAC) to Honduras, to support the UN Country Team and the local Government in coordinating international assistance and urgent needs assessment ahead of the expected devastation from Hurricane Felix.  The six-member team has departed for the region.

The World Food Programme has also announced plans to deploy emergency teams and has sufficient regional food stocks to feed some 600,000 people for one month as Hurricane Felix prepares to make landfall.

WFP is also preparing to make food stocks available from its development operations in the region and is making standby arrangements for air and overland transport, as well as moving emergency staff into place.  A key operational centre will be in nearby El Salvador, where WFP has its subregional logistics base, as well as in Panama, where its regional office is located.

Meanwhile, UNICEF said warnings and evacuations had been announced in all the countries to be affected by Hurricane Felix and the UN system was mobilized and had already pre-positioned water, shelter, water treatment stations and first-aid kits.  In Honduras, UNICEF has in place 1,500 hygiene kits, water purification systems and educational materials for 100 schools.

** Lebanon
From Lebanon, Geir Pedersen, the UN Special Coordinator for Lebanon, responded to the Lebanese Army’s seizure of full control of the Nahr el-Bared camp with a statement saying that the fight against the Fatah el-Islam group was a fight of both Lebanese and Palestinians against terrorism and is a victory for all of Lebanon.

He said that, while continuing to address the humanitarian challenges of Palestinian families displaced by the fighting, the focus must also be on the speedy reconstruction of the Nahr el-Bared refugee camp and support for Lebanese communities that have also been affected by the conflict.  Pedersen gave his full backing to Prime Minister Siniora’s call for a donor meeting in Beirut on 10 September.

** Iraq
On Iraq, Ashraf Qazi, in his capacity as the head of the UN Mission in Iraq, yesterday welcomed the agreement and statements made by Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki and several political leaders in the framework of the leadership meeting of 26 August.  He also welcomed the decision of Sayyed Muqtada al-Sadr to suspend Jaysh ul Mehdi activities.

Qazi hoped that these developments would help bring about an environment in which violence could be reduced and progress made in national dialogue and reconciliation.  We have his full statement upstairs.

**Timor-Leste
On Timor-Leste, The Secretary-General’s report to the Security Council on the UN Integrated Mission in Timor-Leste is out on the racks today, with his recommendations to maintain the current mandate of the Mission as it stands, with the exception of the electoral support area.

The Secretary-General said the security situation in Timor-Leste improved overall during the reporting period, but continues to be volatile and subject to sporadic violence, including the fighting on 6 August following the announcement of the new Government.

He added that, despite the recent flare-up in tensions, the advances made by the country thus far are considerable, including strengthening dialogue and reconciliation, embracing electoral processes as the mechanism for political competition and the people’s increased respect for rule of law institutions.

** Nepal
And on Nepal, Ian Martin, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Nepal, expressed his condemnation of the bomb attacks which killed and injured residents of Kathmandu on Monday.

He said that the Nepalese have shown a great capacity to resolve difficult issues through peaceful dialogue, and that he had no doubt that acts of terror will discredit whatever cause they are claimed to promote with the Nepalese people, as well as the international community.

**Kosovo
On Kosovo, the Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Kosovo, Joachim Rucker, said that the United Nations Mission in Kosovo stood firmly behind the thousands of demonstrators who participated in an anti-crime march in Pristina earlier today.  The march was a response to last week’s killing of Kosovo Police Service (KPS) officer Triumf Riza.

Rucker noted that the KPS had already arrested suspects in the case and he urged the local population to come forward with any information that may help the police fully solve the case.

** Cyprus
On Cyprus, just a reminder, Tassos Papadopoulos and Mehmet Ali Talat, the leaders of the Cypriot communities, will meet at the official residence of the Secretary-General’s Special Representative in Cyprus, Michael Møller, in the UN Protected Area in Nicosia, at 4 p.m. local time tomorrow.  This meeting follows a previous meeting of the principal aides to the two leaders, held at the UNFICYP Headquarters on 21 August.

** Côte d’Ivoire
On Côte d’Ivoire, Radhika Coomaraswamy, the Special Representative for Children and Armed Conflict, begins a visit to Côte d’Ivoire today upon the Government’s invitation.

She will pay particular attention to the follow-up of action plans that are aimed at releasing children from armed groups and reintegrating them into their communities.  She will also address the issue of sexual violence against children in the aftermath of the conflict.  We have more details in a press release upstairs.

**UNMOVIC
The planning for the investigation team on UNMOVIC (the United Nations Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission) is expected to be completed very soon.  We’ll have more on that later.

**WHO -- Mental Health
In Geneva, the World Health Organization today is appealing to countries to increase their investment and support for mental health services.  WHO’s Mental Health Atlas database shows that a majority of countries in Africa and South-East Asia spend less than 1 per cent of their health budget on mental health.  Low-income countries have an average of 0.05 psychiatrists and 0.16 psychiatric nurses per 100,000 people (about 200 times less than in high-income countries).

**Press Conferences
There are several press conferences scheduled for tomorrow.

At 11:15 a.m. tomorrow, Ibrahim Gambari, Special Adviser on the International Compact with Iraq and other Issues, will provide you with an update on the implementation of the Secretary-General’s good offices mandate in Myanmar.

At 12:30 p.m., Ambassador Jean-Maurice Ripert of France will brief you, in his capacity as the Security Council’s President for September, on the Council’s programme of work for the month.

At 3 p.m., there will be a press conference by Major-General Claudio Graziano, Force Commander of the United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL), on the situation in Lebanon.

This is all I have for you today.  We’ll have in a few minutes Mr. Kinley as our guest.  Yes?

**Questions and Answers
Question:  When does Ambassador Ashraf Qazi take over his new assignment, and where will he be based?

Spokesperson:  From what I gather, he will be based in Khartoum.  I don’t have the exact date of his moving date yet.  [The Spokesperson later said that Qazi ended his time in Iraq, and would begin in Sudan on 4 November.]

Question:  Going on Mr. Qazi, has the Secretary-General decided on a new Envoy to Iraq?

Spokesperson:  No, we don’t have an answer on that yet.  I asked this morning.

Question:  And you just said about UNMOVIC -- 

Spokesperson:  Yes, UNMOVIC.  Simply that the planning team is expected to be completed very soon.  Potential members of the investigative team are being contacted.  The investigative panel will likely be comprised of three experts, with additional support as needed.  The UNMOVIC office site has been secured.  In the meantime, we are still awaiting final testing results on the objects that were removed last week.  As soon as we have more information to share, I will let you know.  That’s all I have.  Yes?

Question:  Yes, on that, first of all, it wasn’t clear when the stuff was found and removed whether it was active or not.  Since it’s been in the lab for what, four days now, five days, do we have any answer on that first of all?

Spokesperson:  Not yet.  Not yet.

Question:  From the federal --

Spokesperson:  Not yet.

Question:  And the second thing is, how long, what type contract does the nominee for the Sudan post get?  Is it a year contract, a two-year contract, six-month contract?

Spokesperson:  I’ll check on that.  Yes.  Masood, I’m sorry.  You’re not through with your question.  Did I miss something?

Question:  No, I was asking the same thing about Qazi.

Spokesperson:  Yes, okay.  Fine.

Question:  Michèle, the FBI is involved in the investigation.  I think originally, UNMOVIC required the FBI to investigate.  Now the UN is forming an investigative team.  Is there something you can tell us?  How did you handle this accident?  And have you had any results from the FBI [inaudible] studying the chemicals?  Are the chemicals dangerous or not?  We haven’t heard anything.

Spokesperson:  Well, we don’t have a detailed report yet on that.  As far as we know, there was no danger, and this is what was said when you had the briefing last week.  As far as the group that has been constituted, the Secretary-General needed answers on a number of questions concerning how long the stuff had been there, how it was recovered, when it was transported and all this.  So he is asking questions, and that team is supposed to give answers.  And there will be experts in there that work -- experts in armaments and other chemical weapons issues.

Question:  The experts are UN experts?

Spokesperson:  No, they are not UN experts.  They are being contacted.  They are external experts who will be contacted to join the team.

Question:  Does it involve US authorities also?

Spokesperson:  I don’t know.  I don’t have the details on the team yet, because it is not constituted yet.  Right now, they have been trying to get in touch with people who would be qualified to be doing this type of research.

Question:  Yes, one more on this.  Has there been any request by either city or federal authorities to do any inspections at the UN?  And if there were such a request, would the UN grant them, given what happened last week?

Spokesperson:  Well, the “if” questions -- as far as I know, no.  There has been no request for that.  I can try to get more information for you from the security services.

Question:  I wanted to ask about the meeting in Turin -- if we can have some kind of a readout on what -- in terms of reform -- what reforms were discussed there.  And also there was this interview that Mr. Ban did with La Repubblica, where I think he was quoted as saying, this was the first retreat of senior officials.  Anyway, is that the case, or have there been previous retreats on Long Island, in Westchester and other places?

Spokesperson:  Well, there was a retreat in Long Island, which was in Greentree, which was a very limited one, because most of the people had not been yet assigned to the different posts.  So it was a much smaller one.  And of course, this was a much larger one, with, as I said, about 54 participants, among ASGs and USGs.  I don’t want to have our guest wait too long.  So I’ll give you more about the retreat later on.

Question:  Luis Moreno-0campo was reported yesterday saying that he told Mr. Ban to be sure to raise this issue of the International Criminal Court indictees with President Bashir.  So I’m wondering, was that issue raised in the meetings that he’s had so far with President Bashir by the Secretary-General?

Spokesperson:  I don’t know at this point.  I can ask.

Question:  On the Turin retreat, do you know if they discussed how to extend the Ethics Office across the whole UN system?  And just as a follow-up on that, does the SG have any reaction to last week’s call by the Union representing all UN employees to the Ethics Office to have jurisdiction in Tony Shkurtaj case?

Spokesperson:  The Secretary-General has received that resolution by the UN staff.  He certainly is studying it.  Whether this was discussed at the Turin meeting no, it was not.  What were discussed were much larger issues, concerning, for instance, reforms in general.  Of course, the idea of the Ethics Office, but not specifically that one issue, but the idea of the Ethics Office’s jurisdiction, of course, it was discussed among the reform issues, but not specifically on the whistle-blower issue.  What was discussed again was risk assessment, peace and security issues, a more integrated UN role.  They discussed the prevention of conflict, they discussed communications.  They also discussed working with private sector partners.  It was more of a general agenda.  It was not on specific issues, like you mentioned.

Question:  [Inaudible] mentioned whistle-blowers [talk-over]?

Spokesperson:  No, that was not discussed specifically, no.

Question:  And what was the Secretary-General’s reaction to the Union’s resolution last week?

Spokesperson:  He was informed of it.  I don’t have a specific reaction.  Yes?

Question:  You mentioned Al Maliki.  Is that another position with the opposition to secure the peace in Iraq or what?

Spokesperson:  There is nothing new.  I’m just giving you the latest; it’s just an update.  I’ll get back to you on that, on specifically when.

Question:  Are you sure that the specific issue of this whistle-blower person was not discussed in Turin, and if not, why wasn’t it discussed since it was the subject of a system-wide staff union resolution?  I think it’s certainly on the agenda somehow of the UN.

Spokesperson:  It is definitely on the agenda, but it was not discussed at that specific meeting, Benny.

Question:  Are you sure?

Spokesperson:  Yes, I am sure about that.  If it was discussed, it was discussed maybe in smaller units.  But in the public meetings, it was not discussed.

Question:  I don’t get it, I mean --

Spokesperson:  Because they were talking about peacebuilding, prevention of conflicts -- there were a number of issues being discussed.

* *** *
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