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INDIA: Banks, UNEP   Launch Solar Power  Initiative 

    The U.N. Environment Program and two of India's largest banks yesterday launched a $7.6 million

    solar power initiative aimed at helping 18,000 households in southern India conserve energy and

    emit fewer pollutants.

    "This initiative helps to meet both the environmental and development objectives by overcoming a

    major barrier to increasing the use of renewable energy -- access to finance," said Klaus Toepfer,

    executive director of UNEP.  

    Under the program, Syndicate Bank and Canara Bank have begun offering low-interest loans to

    homeowners in the southern state of Karnataka who are willing to install solar power equipment. 

    UNEP backed the project along with the United Nations Foundation and the Shell Foundation.

    Shell Foundation President Kurt Hoffman said clean and reliable home energy can "improve access

    to education and communications, protect health and environmental values and promote economic

    growth -- all necessary to alleviate poverty" (U.N. release, March 4).

_______________________________________________________________________________________

Le Figaro

La guerre est aussi une catastrophe écologique 

Alors que la menace d'une guerre en Irak plane toujours, le directeur du Programme des Nations unies pour l'environnement (Pnue) dénonce les risques majeurs que la guerre peut provoquer sur l'environnement. Deux rapports sur l'Afghanistan et les Territoires occupés passent en revue les ravages causés par les conflits. 
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C'est un véritable plaidoyer pour la paix. Alors que les bruits de bottes résonnent déjà dans les plaines arides d'Irak, les dernières mises en garde pleuvent. Et cette fois, elles n'émanent ni des grands de ce monde ni de l'opinion publique qui s'émeut des pertes de vies humaines à venir, mais des défenseurs de l'environnement. A commencer par Klaus Töpfer, directeur exécutif du Programme des Nations unies pour l'environnement (Pnue), qui vient de lancer un cri d'alarme sur le site de la BBC. «Il y a des débats interminables, avant et après une guerre, sur le coût économique, y compris le coût des bombes et celui de l'aide humanitaire. Nous devons aussi prendre en compte le coût des opérations de dépollution de l'environnement...»

Les exemples ne manquent pas, comme viennent encore cruellement le rappeler les deux rapports réalisés par le Pnue sur les dommages à l'environnement causés par les conflits en Afghanistan (1) et dans les Territoires occupés palestiniens (2). La suie dégagée par les 700 puits de pétrole mis à feu durant la guerre du Golfe en 1991 n'a-t-elle pas fait augmenter de 10% le taux de mortalité au Koweït durant l'année qui suivit la guerre ?

Lorsque, le 15 avril 1999, les missiles s'abattent sur l'usine pétrochimique de Pancevo sur les rives du Danube, on parle de catastrophe écologique. «Aux pollutions atmosphériques massives, aux contaminations des sols et des nappes phréatiques s'ajoute un autre problème dont les conséquences sont immédiates : en détruisant les capacités de production de chlore, largement utilisé pour rendre l'eau potable en Yougoslavie, le traitement de l'eau est devenu impossible», note le Groupe de recherche et d'information sur la paix et la sécurité (Grip) (3). Et des civils sont tous les jours amputés après avoir sauté sur une mine antipersonnel en Angola, au Cambodge ou en Bosnie. Sans parler des réfugiés victimes de choléra dans les camps du Rwanda ou d'ailleurs.

Les militaires eux-mêmes paient parfois aussi le prix fort. Les soldats ayant servi dans l'ex-Yougoslavie, dont beaucoup ont été victimes du «syndrome des Balkans», contaminés par l'uranium appauvri utilisé par les alliés, en savent quelque chose.

Peut-être faut-il noter un tournant dans les conflits actuels. Auparavant, la majorité des guerres causaient des dommages immédiats, que l'on s'attachait à réparer immédiatement une fois le conflit terminé. «La situation en Afghanistan est différente, notent les auteurs du rapport. Le problème le plus sérieux réside dans les dégradations à long terme causées à l'environnement.»

La nature et ses ressources font partie des inévitables victimes. Pénurie d'eau, disparition de cultures vitales, déforestation, érosion, désertification font partie des inévitables corollaires de conflits, dont les retombées revêtent une portée dramatique pour les populations locales. A l'instar des pipe-lines bombardés par Tsahal au printemps dernier, lors de l'attaque du camp de réfugiés de Jénine, ce qui a aggravé les problèmes d'eau dans la région. La moitié des puits municipaux de la bande de Gaza ne répondent pas aux critères d'une eau potable aux yeux de l'Organisation mondiale de la santé. Ce qui n'empêche pas Peeka Haavisto, coordinateur des deux rapports récents du Pnue, d'estimer que «les Palestiniens pourraient faire mieux de leur côté aussi pour préserver l'environnement, par exemple en ne rejetant plus leur eau souillée dans la Méditerranée à Gaza, sans l'avoir traitée préalablement».

Alors, la perspective d'une guerre en Irak a de quoi inquiéter. «La sécurité écologique ne doit plus être considérée comme un luxe, mais comme un élément indissociable d'une politique de paix durable», lance Klaus Töpfer. Lequel appelle de ses voeux des garanties internationales pour protéger l'environnement, similaires à celles de la Convention de Genève, qui protège déjà les droits des prisonniers et les populations civiles.

«Cela pourrait prendre la forme d'un code de bonne conduite des armées constituées, sachant qu'un certain nombre d'interdictions, comme la destruction d'infrastructures telles que des barrages, figurent déjà dans la convention de Genève», suggère Philippe Colombani, de l'Institut français des relations internationales (Ifri). Si la volonté existe déjà sur le papier, il ne reste plus qu'à la concrétiser. Car les préoccupations écologiques brandies comme une arme contre la guerre conditionnent à bien des égards la survie de populations souvent terrassées par la faim, la soif et la maladie, bien plus que par les bombes.

(1) «Afghanistan : Evaluation de l'environnement après un conflit», Pnue, février 2003.

(2) «Document de travail sur l'environnement dans les territoires occupés», Pnue, février 2003.

(3) La Guerre au Kosovo: éclairages et commentaires, Grip, juin 1999, éditions Complexe.

____________________________________________________________________________________

Reuters

War Risks Further Public Health Damage in Iraq

By Alison McCook

NEW YORK (Reuters Health) - The citizens of Iraq are facing serious public health problems, which will likely be worsened by any future military action, according to a series of reports published Friday in a leading

medical journal.

One article published in the UK journal The Lancet shows that the health infrastructure in Iraq is already in serious danger due to the aftereffects of the 1991 Gulf War and 12 years of sanctions imposed by the United

Nations.

Since the beginning of the 1990s, rates of chronic malnutrition among children younger than 5 and infant and childhood mortality have all increased in Iraq, signs that the health of the nation is at risk.

"If it's like this already, what's it going to be with a war?" Lancet spokesperson Richard Lane told Reuters Health. "Obviously, it's going to be worse."

The Gulf War had devastating effects on the country's public health infrastructure, the report notes, destroying the nation's ability to generate electricity, purify water, treat sewage and transport food and medical supplies around the nation. As a result, the initial months after the war saw outbreaks of infectious diseases such as typhoid and cholera, and a threefold jump in the rate of child and infant mortality.

On top of it all, the ongoing trade sanctions imposed when Iraq invaded Kuwait in 1990 "made it virtually impossible" for Iraq to recover and rebuild what it lost during the conflict, Helen Frankish of The Lancet

writes.

According to recent analyzes, half of Iraq's treatment plants no longer work, and the Tigris, the main source of water for Iraq's citizens, receives 500,000 tons of sewage every day. Not surprisingly, according to UNICEF, the percentage of childhood deaths due to diarrhea--a preventable condition--has skyrocketed in the last decade.

Problems with transportation have also made it difficult to transport sewage away from public areas. One expert at the British-based charity Oxfam noted that, in some regions, raw sewage simply sits in pools in city streets.

The widespread loss of electricity has posed problems for hospitals, which have also suffered from a lack of resources, shortage of supplies and too few skilled employees.  According to the World Health Organization (WHO), many hospitals cope with shortages in medications by offering people only half the dose they require,

then shutting their doors daily once they run out of medicine.

Ongoing sanctions have limited doctors' ability to keep up with new technologies and medical innovations, the WHO notes, preventing them from taking full advantage of new equipment and new developments in treating

diseases.

Despite the current problems, conditions in Iraq have improved during the last years of the 1990s as a result of the "oil-for-food" program, in which Iraq can sell a certain amount of oil to purchase food and other essential

supplies, Frankish writes.

However, those gains could be lost if Iraq were to face additional blows to its public health system, she adds.

According to Helen Frankish, "with a vulnerable population, and a health infrastructure so poorly prepared for emergency, the health of the Iraqi people hangs in the balance."

SOURCE: The Lancet 2003;361:622-631.
________________________________________________________________________________________

BBC

UN warns of future water crisis 

By Alex Kirby 

                 The world's water crisis is so severe it could take almost 30  years to eradicate hunger, the United Nations says. 

                 It believes the goal of halving the  proportion of hungry people by 2015  may be unattainable. 

                 By 2020, the average water supply  per person worldwide is expected be  a third smaller than now. 

                 The UN says political inaction and a  lack of awareness are worsening the crisis. 

                 The warning comes from the World Water Assessment Programme  (WWAP), which combines the efforts of 23 UN agencies. It is based inUnesco, the UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation. 

                 The programme has prepared a report - Water For People, Water For Life - for the third World Water Forum, to be held in the Japanese city of  Kyoto from 16 to 23 March. 

                 The report's chapter on agriculture says about 25,000 people die daily  from hunger, with an estimated 815 million people suffering from  malnutrition. 

                 Stretched to the limit 

                 One of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) agreed internationally   promises to halve the proportion of hungry people by 2015. 

                 But the report says this may not be possible before 2030, because   previous estimates of food availability failed to distinguish between  rain-fed and irrigated crops. 

                 It says another 45 million hectares  (111 million acres) will be under  irrigation by 2030, requiring an

increase of 14% in water used in this way. Irrigation already accounts for  about 70% of global water use. 

                 Yet 20 of about 170 countries covered in the report are already using more than 40% of their

renewable water resources for irrigation. 

                 It describes this as "a threshold used    to flag the level at which countries are forced to make difficult choices    between their agricultural and urban water supply sectors". 

                 So, many countries may decide they    cannot afford the water they will   need to grow the food that could end  hunger. 

                 The report says another 16 countries use more than 20% of their water   for irrigation, "which can indicate impending water scarcity. By 2030  South Asia will on average have reached the 40% level, and the Near

East and North Africa not less than 58%. 

                 "By contrast, sub-Saharan Africa, Latin America and East Asia are likely  to remain far below the critical threshold. These regions will see the bulk  of agricultural expansion in the next 30 years." 

                 Golden future 

                 The report says almost 60% of the water used in irrigation is wasted.  But average grain yields doubled between 1962 and 1996. 

                 It says: "Towards 2050, the world could enjoy access to food for all. The  fact that 815 million are presently ravaged by chronic undernourishment  is not due to a lack of capacity to produce the required food. 

                 "It is because of global and national   social, economic and political   contexts that permit, and sometimes  cause, unacceptable levels of  poverty to perpetuate." 

                 Unesco's director-general, Koichiro   Matsuura, said: "Water supplies are  falling while the demand is

                 dramatically growing at an  unsustainable rate. 

                 "Over the next 20 years, the  average supply of water world-wide  per person is expected to drop by a third." 

                 The report says: "Globally, the challenge lies in raising the political will  to implement water-related commitments. 

                 "Attitude and behaviour problems lie at the heart of the crisis, inertia at  leadership level, and a world population not fully aware of the scale of   the problem. 

                 "Financing the Millennium Development Goals will probably be one of the  most important challenges that the international community will have to face over the next 15 years." 

___________________________________________________________________________________________

ENS

UN: World Water Crisis Due to Leadership Inertia 

                      PARIS, France, March 5, 2003 (ENS) - A global water crisis of the   future is taking shape today, due to "attitude and behavior problems,"  on the part of national leaders, says a report made public today                      written jointly by all United Nations agencies that deal with water.

                      "This crisis is one of water governance, essentially caused by the  ways in which we mismanage water," the agencies report. 

                      The 23 UN agencies that contributed to the World Water  Development Report, "Water for People, Water for Life" together  constitute the World Water Assessment Programme whose  secretariat is hosted by UNESCO. "Water resources will steadily  decline because of population growth, pollution and expected climate

change," they predict. 

                      The world's supply of freshwater is   shrinking while demand grows. (Photo   courtesy Strathcona County)

                      Water consumption has nearly  doubled since 1950, the report  finds. "A child born in the  developed world consumes 30 to  50 times the water resources of  one in the developing world. Meanwhile water quality continues to  worsen," it states. 

                      "Attitude and behavior problems lie at the heart of the crisis," says the  report, "inertia at leadership level, and a world population not fully  aware of the scale of the problem means we fail to take the needed                  timely corrective actions." The water crisis is getting worse and will  continue to do so, the agencies say, unless countries and communities,  working alone and together, take action to safeguard water supplies. 

                      "When all is said and done," the report says, "it is action at the local  level, improving the lives of real people, which counts the most." 

                      Written as a major United Nations contribution to 2003: The International Year of Freshwater, the report will be formally  presented to the international community on World Water Day,  March 22, during the Third World Water Forum in Kyoto, Japan. A   series of high level panel discussions will be organized to discuss the  results. 

                      "Of all the social and natural crises we humans face, the water crisis is   the one that lies at the heart of our survival and that of our planet   Earth," says UNESCO Director-General Koichiro Matsuura. 

                        Kuwait, situated between  Iraq and The Gulf's  northwest shore, has  less water available for   each resident than any   other country. 

                         The poorest five  countries in terms of  available water per   person are: Kuwait, followed by Gaza  Strip, United Arab Emirates, Bahamas, and Qatar. 

                      The top five water rich countries, with the exception of Greenland and   Alaska, are: French Guiana, Iceland, Guyana, Suriname, and Congo. 

                      The United States, including Hawaii, ranks 52nd of the 180 countries  listed in terms of water availability. 

                      "No region will be spared from the impact of this crisis which touches  every facet of life, from the health of children to the ability of nations  to secure food for their citizens," said Matsuura. "Water supplies are

                      falling while the demand is dramatically growing at an unsustainable   rate. Over the next 20 years, the average supply of water worldwide  per person is expected to drop by a third." 

                      The UN agencies predict that by the year 2025, water withdrawal  will increase by 50 percent in developing countries and 18 percent in  developed countries. "Effects on the world's ecosystems have the

potential to dramatically worsen the present situation," they state. 

Growing water demand cannot be  met if water sources are degraded,  the report warns. "By depleting and  polluting rivers, lakes and wetlands, we are destroying ecosystems  which play an essential role in  filtering and assuring freshwater  resources." 

                      As demand for water grows, "there   is much talk of looming water  wars," the agencies acknowledge.   But their report presents evidence   that while water scarcity will  intensify conflicts between states, these situations will be unlikely to "explode into full fledged water wars." 

                      The report highlights the findings of a study of every single water related interaction between two countries or more over the past 50  years. Of the total of 1,831 interactions, the majority, 1,228, were                      cooperative. They involved the signing of about 200 water sharing  treaties or the construction of new dams. 

                      A total of 507 conflictive events were documented. Only 37 involved   violence, of which 21 consisted of military acts - 18 between Israel and its neighbors. 

                      "Some of the most vociferous enemies around the world have  negotiated water agreements or are in the process of doing so  concerning international rivers," says the report. "The Mekong   Committee, for example, continued to exchange data throughout the   Viet Nam War. The Indus River Commission survived through two

wars between India and Pakistan. And all ten Nile riparian states are  currently involved in negotiations over development of the basin." 

                      Urban areas lacking water infrastructure are among the world's most  life threatening environments when infrastructure and services are  lacking, the agencies report. According to a survey of 116 cities,                   urban areas in Africa are the worst served, with only 18 percent of households connected to sewers. The connection rate in Asia is just over 40 percent. 

                      "From a public health perspective," says the report, "it is better to  provide a whole city's population with safe supplies to taps within 50  metres of their home than to provide only the richest 20 percent of

households with water piped to their home." 

                      Today industry accounts for 22 percent of total water use in the   world: 59 percent in high income countries and eight percent in low income countries. The report predicts that this average will reach 24

percent by 2025. 

                      About 25,000 people die every day from hunger, the agencies report.  An estimated 815 million people suffer from undernourishment - 777  million in developing countries, 27 million in countries in transition and  11 million in industrialized countries. 

                        Irrigation of a cotton  field in Israel's Hula  Valley, 1993. (Photo by U. Keren courtesy FAO )

                           The challenge lies in  improving efficiency of  land and water use, the report states.

"Irrigation is extremely   inefficient - close to  60 percent of the water used is wasted. This will only improve by an  estimated total of four percent." The report calls for financing of better  technology and to promotion of better management practices. 

                      Concerns over water pricing and privatization are addressed in the  report. "Although it is considered essential to involve the private    sector in water resource management," according to the executive

summary, "it should be seen as a financial catalyst - not so much as a   precondition - for project development." 

                      "Control of the assets and the resource should remain in the hands of  the government and users," the agencies state. 

                      The report details the need to make risk reduction an integral part of  water resource management. While the number of geophysical  disasters like earthquakes and landslides has been roughly the same,                 the scale and number of water related events such as droughts and  floods has more than doubled since 1996. 

                      With more than 25 world maps, many charts, graphs, and seven case  studies of major river basins, the report analyzes how diverse  societies cope with water scarcity, and which policies work or fail.                      Through the World Water Assessment Programme it lays the  foundation for the United Nations to monitor and report on the state  of the water resource by developing a set of standardized  methodologies, data and indicators. 

                      The World Water Assessment Programme, together with other   partners, is developing the World Water Portal, to provide access to  a wide body of water information to serve decision makers, water                    managers, technicians, and the public at large. Before going global, a   prototype water portal has been developed for the Americas to test  ways of sharing information among local, national and regional water                      organizations. Visit: http://www.waterportal-americas.org 

                      Visit the World Water Day 2003 website at:

                      http://www.waterday2003.org 

__________________________________________________________________________________________
ENS

 EU Ministers Urge Russia to Ratify Climate Protocol 

                      MOSCOW, Russia, March 5, 2003 (ENS) - Three top level  European environment officials arrived in Moscow today for a three  day attempt to persuade Russia to complete ratification of the Kyoto

                      Protocol, and to discuss a strengthening of cooperation in the fight  against climate change. The European Union member states have all  ratified the climate treaty, and now Russia's ratification is necessary to  enable the protocol to enter into force. 

                      EU Environment Commissioner Margot Wallstrom, together with  environment ministers Altero Matteoli of Italy and Vasso Papandreou  of Greece, which currently occupies the six month EU Presidency,

are in Moscow through Friday. 

                                      Russian Energy Minister Igor Yusufov (Photo courtesy   Norwegian Petroleum Directorate)

                                      Their schedule includes meetings with the  Ministry for Economic Development and Trade, Energy Minister Igor Yusufov, representatives of  the Duma, and nongovernmental organizations.                                    This visit to Russia is the latest initiative in the  European Union's ongoing efforts to secure the  entry into force of the Kyoto Protocol and  effective multilateral action to combat climate change. 

                      In February 2002, Yusufov announced Russia's intention to ratify the  Kyoto Protocol. He stressed that Russia is making maximum efforts  to reduce the level of greenhouse gas emissions into the atmosphere. 

                      Under the protocol, an addition to the United Nations Framework  Convention on Climate Change, 37 industrialized nations have agreed  to cut their emissions of six greenhouse gases linked to global

warming. Thirty-nine countries were to have been governed by the original agreement signed in Kyoto, Japan in December 1997, but the  Bush administration in March 2001 said that the United States would

not ratify the protocol, and Australia has followed suit. 

                      The protocol will not take effect until it is ratified by 55 percent of the  nations responsible for at least 55 percent of the total carbon dioxide  emissions in 1990. 

                      EU Environment Commissioner Margot   Wallstrom (right) and Belgian Minister   for Energy and Sustainable Development  Olivier Deleuze participate in climate   talks that forged the Kyoto Protocol,

July 2001. (Photo courtesy IISD)  Commissioner Wallstrom said, "The   world is waiting for Russia to                      demonstrate that it is ready and   willing to become a major player in  the multilateral efforts to combat

climate change. I trust that Russia will live up to its responsibilities and  political commitments. The EU is looking forward to cooperating  even closer with Russia to fight this global challenge." 

                      As of February 6, the latest date for which figures are available, 105 countries responsible for 43.9 percent of the carbon dioxide  emissions in 1990 have ratified or acceded to the Kyoto Protocol. 

                      Ratification by Russia is essential, as Russia is responsible for 17.4   percent of the 1990 emissions. Russian ratification would push the   total percentage of the greenhouse gas over the 55 percent that

triggers the protocol's entry into force. 

                      The countries that ratify the agreement must reduce emissions of  carbon dioxide to an average of 5.2 percent below 1990 levels during  the five year period 2008 to 2012. But the Russian Federation would

not have to reduce its carbon dioxide emissions below 1990 levels.

                      The terms of the protocol allow Russian emissions to remain at 100  percent of 1990 levels. 

                                      Greek Environment Minister Vasso Papandreou  served as European Commissioner for Social Affairs  from 1989-1993. (Photo courtesy European Commission)

                                      Environment Minister Papandreou said, "Russia  has the honor of running the anchor leg of this  relay race for ratification. We hope that Russia  will cross the finish line so that the applause from

around the world starts." 

                      "All of us," said Papandreou, "15 Member States in the EU as well as  all the acceding countries who have already ratified it - view the entry  into force of the Kyoto Protocol as an important step in addressing  climate change and starting to reduce its impacts. We believe that the  Kyoto Protocol is good for Russia, and most importantly it is good   for the world." 

                      Minister Matteoli observed, "The ratification of the protocol will allow   Russia to create an important channel for technological cooperation  with Europe in the energy sector and in forest management." 

                      Italian Environment Minister Altero Matteoli (Photo  courtesy Government of Italy)

The European environment officials will attempt  to persuade Russia to ratify by emphasizing the  economic advantages the country would gain by  ratification such as participation in the so-called  "flexible mechanisms" that the protocol permits.  The international emissions trading regime  established by the Kyoto Protocol allows industrialized countries to  buy and sell emissions credits amongst themselves. They will also be  able to acquire "emission reduction units" by financing projects  reducing greenhouse gas emissions in other developed countries  through a mechanism under the protocol known as Joint  Implementation. 

                      By creating a framework for emissions trading, Russia will be able to monetize the surplus of emission rights that it is likely to have given   that its emissions in the first commitment period under the protocol -  2008 through 2012 - will probably be lower than its emissions   stabilization target under the protocol, the European officials say. 

                      Russian companies will have access to Joint Implementation projects  that could be developed with partners from other developed  countries. Through these projects, Russian companies will have                     access to new technologies and management systems. 

Siberian permafrost melts in a warming climate. (Photo courtesy   Russian Academy of Sciences)

                      Russia will benefit from  measures implemented  worldwide to fight climate  change, the European  officials say, measures that  will diminish the adverse  effects that climate change already has had, and will have, on Russia. 

                      The thawing of permafrost in particular, which is foreseen to be one  of the effects of climate change in Russia, carries with it considerable  economic costs in terms of damage to infrastructure such as buildings  and railways. If climate change is reduced, through strict control of  emissions, costs for Russia will be lessened. 

                      The European environment officials say that Russia's concerns such as  taking into account the carbon absorption of its forests and conditions  for access to the Kyoto flexible mechanisms "have been taken into  consideration throughout the international climate change  negotiations," and Russian ratification will be "an important recognition  of the spirit of compromise in which the negotiations took place."

_________________________________________________________________________________________

REGIONAL OFFICE FOR AFRICA - NEWS UPDATE

               March 06, 2003

Water Availability One of World's Lowest

UN Integrated Regional Information Networks: Ethiopia has one of the lowest amounts of water availability in the world, according to a major UN study released on Wednesday. According to the World Water Development Report, the country also has one of the poorest quality water supplies, with only 11 countries worldwide in a worse state. The key study, carried out by UNESCO, is the most comprehensive, up-to-date overview of the state of the world's water resources. In Ethiopia 1,749 cubic metres of water is available per person per year while French Guyana - which ranked top in terms of access to water - had nearly 500 times as much. The report also states that half the people in developing countries are exposed to polluted water. "Of all the social and natural crises we humans face, the water crisis is the one that lies at the heart of our survival and that of

our planet earth," said UNESCO Director-General Koïchiro Matsuura. "No region will be spared from the impact of this crisis which touches every facet of life, from the health of children to the ability of nations to secure food for their citizens." "Water supplies are falling while the demand is dramatically growing at an unsustainable rate. Over the next 20 years, the average supply of water worldwide per person is expected to drop by a third," he noted. UNESCO says that political inertia lies at the root of the problem and that action needs to be taken to ensure better management of the resource.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200303050246.html
Kenya Wildlife Agency saves Sudanese apes 

Nairobi, Kenya (PANA) - The Kenya Wildlife Service (KWS) is looking after four endangered chimpanzees in a quarantine facility after recovering them from a village in southern Sudan. The chimpanzees, aged 4-5 years, arrived in Kenya in good condition and are in the care of KWS vets and animal handlers. They will later be sent to a chimpanzee sanctuary in Zambia. In a statement, KWS said it had applied for permission under the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES) to transfer the apes to Zambia, adding that the International Fund for Animal Welfare (IFAW) had agreed to pay for their transportation care costs. It said the Zambian CITES Management Authority has asked Kenya to comply with basic medical testing before the permits are issued, adding that the chimpanzees will be transferred to Zambia as soon as the tests and permits are completed. Chimpanzees are listed under CITES as one of the most endangered species. Although commercial trade in all apes and their products is prohibited worldwide, enforcement is weak or non-existent in most African countries.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng043711&dte=05/03/2003
Zambia to spend US$100 million to clean-up mining sites 

Lusaka, Zambia (PANA) - Zambia is to spend more than 100 million US dollars to clean up contaminated mine sites and settle social liabilities associated with the mining of copper and lead in the country's Copperbelt and midlands, Environment Minister Patrick

Kalifungwa said Wednesday. "The Copperbelt Environment Project will address environmental and social liabilities associated with the mining sector in the Copperbelt and Kabwe and also strengthen the environmental regulation of the mining sector to improve compliance of the sector to environmental regulations and environmental management plans," Kalifungwa said. The project, to be supported by the World Bank and the International Development Association, followed complaints from residents of Kabwe, about lead poisoning from a closed mine. The lead mine in Kabwe, which started operation in 1904, was closed down in 1994. Experts say lead poisoning affects the mental development of children, with resultant death in some cases.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng043677&dte=05/03/2003
Maduna, Moosa to Officially Open First Environmental Court

BuaNews (Pretoria): The ministers of environmental affairs and tourism and justice, Valli Moosa and Penuell Maduna will officially open the country's first Environmental Court in Hermanus, Western Cape, tomorrow. A joint project of the Departments of Environmental Affairs and Tourism and Justice and Constitutional Development, the court's initial primary focus will be the prosecution of marine offenders, particularly abalone poachers. Just over R300 000 has been invested in the court that started operating early last month 'With between 70 and 80 percent of crime in this area attributed to poaching, this court has had its work cut out long before it started operating,' said Minister Maduna. Minister Moosa asserted that government was pleased with the success achieved by the Scorpions in seizing assets and with a number of arrests it had made in bringing this unscrupulous poachers to book. A unique feature of the court will be a monitoring committee, comprised of special interest groups, particularly environmentalists, who will oversee the performance of the court.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200303050401.html
Mysterious beast kills 3, maims 16 in central Malawi 

Blantyre, Malawi (PANA) - A mysterious rampaging wild beast has killed three persons and severely wounded 16 others in Malawi's central mountainous Dowa District, local health officer Matius Joshua confirmed Wednesday. Joshua told PANA that the beast crashed the skulls of two elderly women and a three-year-old baby and ate their intestines and private parts. Joshua said the 16 victims of the beast attack, who have are admitted at hospital, have various appalling injuries with some of them completely maimed and disfigured. "It's a mess in the wards, blood, fingers and limbs are everywhere, it's terrible," Joshua told PANA Wednesday. About 4,000 persons have fled four villages and are currently seeking refuge at a community hall at the district headquarters. The mysterious wild beast attack in Dowa District is the second in less than a year, as another rampaging beast killed five persons and maimed over 20 others last August.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng043635&dte=05/03/2003
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José Saramago:
"Trees can be revived, the dead cannot"




By Carla Maldonado*
MILAN - The anti-war spirit of Portuguese writer José Saramago, winner of the 1998 Nobel Prize for Literature, has scandalized the public more than once. He has called for silencing the drums of war in the Mexican state of Chiapas and in Palestine, the latter of which he compared to Auschwitz, the Nazi concentration camp where Jews were exterminated during the Holocaust.

As for the apparently imminent war in Iraq, Saramago, 80, has not toned down his discourse. In a collective letter to the president of the United States in early February, he wrote that war is always a step backwards, it is a failure of democracy, of development and understanding: "it is a defeat for all humanity".

The author of "On Blindness" and "The Gospel According to Jesus Christ" is concerned about the human and environmental catastrophe that seems to be approaching, but he says: "the trees can be revived, the dead cannot."

Saramago spoke with Tierramérica in an exclusive interview during his visit last week, to Milan, Italy, where he presented his most recent book, "O Homem Duplicado" (The Duplicated Man).

Q: What is your stance on the impending war in Iraq?
A: This attack is being prepared by the empire of the United States. In the 19th century the world empires reached their peak, in the 20th century they declined, and now in the 21st century they are recovering. But the difference is that today there is only one single colonial empire in the world: the United States. Before, there were the Portuguese, Spanish, French and British empires. Now there is just one.

Q: Are weapons and petroleum industry interests behind this drive for war?
A: Yes, they are part of the motives for this war, but there are also many more. To make this clear (if anything can be sufficiently clear in this world): no other country has military bases in the United States, but that empire has military bases around the world. This fact, which does not seem to bother people, can only mean one thing: I have military bases throughout almost the entire world, in other words, I have an idea of domination. These are not bases with universities and hospitals; they are bases with soldiers and weapons. This has a specific end: to control the world. It would be better if we would talk with each other about what is behind all of this, and not just what is on the surface. 

Q: Experts predict that an attack would not only cost thousands of human lives, but also that it would destroy the environment. They talk about an ecological tragedy. What do you think?
A: Ecological tragedies are very important, but human tragedies are more so. A tree can, more or less, be revived, a forest, a woodland, if we take care of it. But the dead cannot be revived. There is no way to restore them to life. While it is true that we should be concerned about ecological catastrophes, it is no less true that we must think especially about the catastrophe that would be the death of a great number of human beings, which in these moments we cannot even imagine.

Q: In your book "The Cave" you talk about the world that is disappearing, that we are losing species, we are losing traditions.
A: One day we are all going to fall into a black hole in the galaxy and then everything will end. But until that happens, we have to be aware that every four seconds someone in the world dies of hunger. And the environment has to do with this situation.

Q: How important for you is environmental awareness?
A: The environment is very important, but we are going to have to be concerned about something more. I have a garden and I take good care of my trees, but I am more worried about the people who live inside my house.

_________________________________________________________________________________________
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General environment news

Situation in the Caspian Sea becomes tense

Moscow, 4 March. Negotiations on the legal status of the Caspian Sea become more tense.  The Government of Kazakhstan expressed its dissatisfaction with the Russian military presence in the Caspian Sea.  Mr. M. Altynbaev, Minister of Defence of Kazakhstan, declared the intention of the country to create its military fleet to defend its oil enterprises in the Caspian Sea. Mr. Kaluzhny, Special Representative of the Russian president replied that it "made to sense" to create new military fleet in the Caspian Sea. Kazakhstan does not agree any more that Russian military boats should defend Kazakh oil fields and will seek support from the USA and the UK.

http://www.ng.ru/printed/cis/2003-03-04/5_Caspian.html
Public organization against ecologists

Novosibirsk, 27 February. Today a new public organization was established in Novosibirsk, Russia.  The motto of the organization is "environment action leads nowhere".  The organization will unite everybody who is "fed

up with greens" who impede natural course of industrial development. The organization suggests to stop protecting nature and to help the "motherland to earn money".  Presently the organization is in search for scientists who would help to "discredit ecologists' myths about the ozone hole, global warming, dangers of importing nuclear fuel".   The organization believes that it will be financially supported by the Russian industry.

http://www.izvestia.ru.

Ban on fair information on the state of environment

Moscow, 28 February.  The Centre of ecological policy of the Russian Federation sent a letter to the General public persecutor accusing Mr. A. Povolotski, Deputy Minister of Natural Resources, of exceeding his

authority.  Apparently Mr. Povolotski had sent a circular letter to the regional offices of the Ministry prohibiting to provide any negative information on the state of environment and geological situation.  Public organizations believe that this letter contradicts to the Russian constitution and the law on Environment protection.

http://www.izvestia.ru/community/30650
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DAILY PRESS BRIEFING BY THE OFFICE OF THE SPOKESMAN FOR THE SECRETARY-GENERAL


Following is a near-verbatim transcript of today’s noon briefing by Fred Eckhard, Spokesman for the Secretary-General.


Good afternoon.  It’s always a pleasure to welcome David Stephen to the briefing.  He is the Representative of the Secretary-General for Guinea-Bissau, and he’ll be talking to us about recent developments in that country right at the end of my briefing.


**Statement Attributable to Spokesman/Middle East

On the Middle East, we are expecting a statement attributable to the Spokesman, probably within the hour, concerning the rise in violence in the Middle East in the past few days.

[Before the end of the briefing, Mr. Eckhard received and read out the statement.  Following is the text of that statement: 

“The Secretary-General is gravely and increasingly concerned by the steady escalation and violence between Israelis and Palestinians, which has left 

176 Palestinians and 30 Israelis dead since 1 January.  He utterly condemns its latest manifestation, today’s terrorist attack in the Israeli city of Haifa.

“The Secretary-General believes that the parties should take urgent steps to draw back from this dangerous and dehumanizing situation.  He once again calls on both sides to respect fully their obligations under international humanitarian law to protect the lives of civilians.

“The Secretary-General remains convinced that violence will produce neither security nor lasting peace.  He reiterates his call on the parties to allow the international community to help them find a peaceful way out of this conflict, based on the two-State solution, through the implementation of the Quartet’s Road Map.”]

**Palestinian Economy
The picture emerging from the World Bank and UN studies on the Palestinian economy is clear.  The Palestinian economy is devastated.  The public sector is on life support.  The private sector is rapidly deteriorating.  The population’s sources of livelihood are disappearing.  Those were the words of the UN Special Coordinator for the Middle East Peace Process, Terje-Roed Larsen, at a press conference he gave earlier today in Jerusalem.

Billions in aid is not the answer, Mr. Larsen said.  The Palestinians must be given the means and opportunity to manage their own lives, which calls for Israel to lift its restrictions of movement on goods and people.  However, Israel says it will not do this until attacks on its people end.  “No population should suffer such murderous attacks, or even the fear of such attacks, ever”, Mr. Larsen told journalists.

The only alternative is a political solution, and the instrument that can do this is the road map.  And we need to start implementing the road map immediately, he went on, for this economic and humanitarian crisis can’t go on.

According to figures in from the World Bank, 27 months after the outbreak of the intifada, 60 per cent of the population of the West Bank and Gaza live under the poverty line of $2 per day.  The numbers of the poor have tripled from 637,000 in September 2000 to nearly 2 million today. 

Press releases and the findings from both the UN and World Bank are available upstairs.

**UNMOVIC
Our daily report on the work of the weapons inspectors in Iraq tells us that a team from the United Nations Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC) supervised the destruction of nine more Al Samoud 2 missiles.  Another missile team observed the concrete casing of the two destroyed.  And UNMOVIC conducted a private interview with an Iraqi scientist this afternoon.  Other UNMOVIC teams and inspectors from the International Atomic Energy Agency continued to conduct visits to various sites in both the Baghdad and Mosul regions. 

For more information, you can see the briefing note upstairs.

**Secretary-General on Iraq
The Secretary-General was asked this morning about media reports concerning an internal UN document about proposals for Iraq, and he stressed, “There is no UN plan for administering post-conflict Iraq.”  The United Nations, he noted, has no mandate to make such plans.

He said that his luncheon meeting yesterday with the members of the Security Council included a discussion of the status of the Secretary-General’s contingency planning, particularly on humanitarian aspects, as well as legal and other issues that would be posed if there were to be a war.  The Secretary-General added, “There is some preliminary thinking, but there is no plan and no document.”

**Secretary-General on Food and Security
The Secretary-General this morning addressed the meeting of the Group of Eight Contact Group on food and security in Africa.  He said that Africa had faced food crises, deadly diseases and governance challenges in the past, but never all three at the same time.  “Today, Africa faces a deadly triad of related burdens”, he said, “food insecurity, HIV/AIDS and an emaciated capacity to govern and provide services.”  There was urgent need for a green revolution in Africa, he continued, but a viable solution to food insecurity would only be found if the challenges of AIDS and governance were addressed at the same time.

He outlined 11 key actions that needed to be taken to address the issues, including addressing the short-term emergency and structural causes; preventing further HIV/AIDS infection and treating those already infected; and helping small farmers through micro-finance.  He said achieving this would require resources and investment on a new scale, reversing the decline in development assistance, which dropped from $4 billion to $2.6 billion during the 1990s. 

We have the full text of his statement in my Office.

The Group also heard from James Morris, Executive Director of the World Food Programme; Jacques Diouf, Director General of the Food and Agriculture Organization; and Lennart Bage, President of the International Fund for Agricultural Development.  And if any of you have any interest in interviewing any of those three people, just contact my Office.

This afternoon at 3:30, the Minister of Cooperation for France, Pierre-Andre Wiltzer, and the Under-Secretary for Economics, Business and Agricultural Affairs of the United States, Alan Larson, will give a press conference in this room on this meeting.

**Security Council
The Security Council is holding closed consultations today on Guinea- Bissau, which is why David Stephen is here, and on Liberia.  The Secretary-General’s Representative for Guinea-Bissau briefed on the deteriorating situation in that country, which he says needs economic assistance despite political uncertainty. 

A press statement on behalf of the Council members is expected to be read out by the Council President, Ambassador Mamady Traoré of Guinea, on Guinea-Bissau.

The Council is also taking up Liberia, as I said, and as you recall, the Secretary-General’s most recent report was issued last Friday on the day that the Contact Group on Liberia met here at UN Headquarters.  The Secretary-General’s Representative on Liberia, Abou Moussa, is the briefer.

Regarding the Council programme, Ambassador Traoré yesterday announced that Iraq would be taken up by the Security Council on Friday of this week -– first in an open meeting, and then in closed consultations. 

The Council President also said that, on 18 March, the Council will be organizing a workshop on the proliferation of small arms and light weapons and the use of mercenaries as a threat to peace and security in West Africa.

**Statement Attributable to Spokesman/Cyprus

We have the following statement attributable to the Spokesman on the subject of Cyprus:

“The Secretary-General was pleased with the support he received in the Security Council yesterday for his efforts to assist the parties in Cyprus reach a comprehensive settlement.

“The Secretary-General has since written to the Prime Ministers of Greece, Turkey and the United Kingdom -- the guarantor States -- inviting them to be represented in The Hague next Monday, 10 March, at a level commensurate with the importance of the meeting.  The Secretary-General is looking to the guarantors to give strong support to his efforts so that The Hague meeting has a successful outcome and that the separate simultaneous referenda go ahead on 30 March 2003”.

**UNHCR/Afghanistan
UN High Commissioner for Refugees Ruud Lubbers warned the international community not to neglect the rebuilding of Afghanistan as the world’s focus switches to a potential conflict in Iraq, terming Afghan stability a vital security issue.

Speaking at a press conference in Islamabad, Pakistan, Mr. Lubbers appealed for continued aid as the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) begins a three-year programme of repatriation from Pakistan.  He said he would be writing to donor governments after his tour to ask them to speed up delivery on pledges.

Last year, the UNHCR assisted nearly 1.6 million Afghans to return home from Pakistan and another 262,000 from Iran.  The planning figures for this year involve 600,000 returns from both countries.  The UNHCR has so far received only about $25 million of the $195 million in funds requested to support its Afghan regional programme for this year.

**China/Earthquake
The United Nations and its humanitarian partners are lending China assistance after a powerful earthquake in the country on 24 February.  The earthquake caused the death of more than 250 people and left 3,000 without housing in winter conditions.  Seventy thousand housing units and 103 schools collapsed as a result of the earthquake and its tremors.

The UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) is providing an emergency grant of $50,000 drawn from its own resources, as well as from funds by the Government of Norway.  The OCHA is also prepared to serve as a channel for cash contributions to be used for immediate relief assistance. 

We have a press release on that. 

**Kosovo
And out of Kosovo, Michael Steiner, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative there, and Kosovar Prime Minister Bajram Rexhepi today visited the village of Sredska in southern Kosovo, where many Serbs have returned over the past six months.

Mr. Steiner took the opportunity to call upon all those who want to return to do so, since, he promised, “They can return and find a suitable environment.” The Prime Minister also assured all Kosovo’s citizens that Kosovo’s institutions would work for their return and their “good treatment”.

We have a press release on that.

**Tajikistan/Human Rights
Deputy High Commissioner for Human Rights Bertrand Ramcharan completed a three-day visit to Tajikistan today, during which he met with senior Tajik officials to discuss topics ranging from compliance with human rights treaties to the enhancement of the justice system and the protection of women’s rights.  He also called for enhanced protection of human rights on the part of law enforcement officials.

**Student Conferences

The twenty-seventh UN International School-UN Student Conference will take place in the General Assembly Hall tomorrow and Friday.  Five hundred high school students from eight countries will participate in this year’s conference.  The theme is “Youth at Risk:  The Future in Our Hands”.  Vanessa Redgrave will be the keynote speaker, and other speakers will include children from five war-torn areas.  

Also taking place this week is the national High School Model United Nations.  A total of 2,100 high school students from the United States and other countries will participate in activities which begin this afternoon and end with a plenary on Saturday morning in the General Assembly Hall.


We have a press release on that.


**Political Affairs Web Site
The UN Department of Political Affairs says its new Web site should be up and running by the end of today.  The site includes useful information on the various components of the Department, ranging from Security Council Affairs, to the UN’s prevention, peace-building and peacemaking activities, and the work of the Electoral Assistance Division.  And they say it’s a stunner, so we urge you to take a look at it.

**Budget
In budget news today, two Member States became paid in full for 2003 for the regular budget:  Kazakhstan with $370,000, and Grenada with just over $13,000. That makes 59 paid in full.


**Tomorrow’s Noon Briefing Guest

And our guest at tomorrow’s noon briefing will be Olara Otunnu, the Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Children and Armed Conflict.  He is just back from Sierra Leone and will be reporting to you on his visit.


**Questions and Answers

Question:  Concerning the Security Council meeting on 7 March, do you have the list of Ministers for Foreign Affairs who will attend?


Spokesman:  We don’t have it.  So we’ll have to stay in touch with Security Council Affairs.  I don’t know when they want to go public with the names.  Maybe not till tomorrow.


Question:  It’s an open meeting, right?


Spokesman:  It’s open followed by closed consultations.


Question:  Can you tell us something about the Arab Foreign Ministers coming tomorrow?  Who are they?  And what is their programme?


Spokesman:  I don’t have the details under my nose on that.  Amr Moussa, the Secretary-General of the Arab League, is bringing a number of senior Arab officials here to talk to the Secretary-General, and I’ll have to see if I can get any more for you.  But at this time, that’s all I have.


Question:  Yesterday, the Greek Cypriot President, Tassos Papadopoulos, as well as the spokesman for the Greek Cypriot Government, said that there is still room to change the Annan plan and asked for further negotiations.  On the other hand, the Secretary-General yesterday asked both parties to vote on referenda on the basic plan without any change.  What is the United Nations position reading that those two approaches can be compatible?  What is your position? 


Spokesman:  I think the reason the Secretary-General went to the region was to make any adjustments to the plan that would be required to bring this whole negotiating process to a close.  I can’t say, because I haven’t spoken to the Secretary-General on the subject, what his reactions would be to these comments from yesterday.  But as you’ve already pointed out, his expectation is that when they come to The Hague on the 10th, they will indicate to him that they are ready to take the current plan to a referendum.


Question:  This is again on Iraq and the contingency planning.  You say there’s no plan at this point, but obviously there are proposals and ideas.  So the question is, what is the United Nations at this point willing to do, proposing even at this stage? 


Spokesman:  The Security Council has not given us any mandate to carry out any activity in Iraq, apart from what you’re already well aware of, the “oil-for-food” programme, the Border Monitoring of UNIKOM, the inspection process by UNMOVIC, the compensation commission activity in Geneva.  These are all Security Council-mandated activities.  Should there be a war, and we still hope that the Security Council can avert war, should there be a war, we have to ask ourselves what happens to these activities, and we’ve looked at it in two steps.  First, the immediate humanitarian reaction, where our main concern was internal coordination. And as you know, since last December, the Deputy Secretary-General has been chairing an internal task force involving a number of key UN agencies that would be involved in humanitarian work to do contingency planning.  As you also know, Mr. Rafeeuddin Ahmed, a former UNDP official, was asked as an extension of that exercise, to look at what might be asked of us, what might be asked of us after the immediate humanitarian needs had been dealt with, drawing on our experience with past post-conflict situations.  Mr. Ahmed put some ideas on paper for the Deputy Secretary-General.  Someone, I don’t know who, someone decided you should see this document, or at least the Times of London should see the document.  That is very unfortunate, and the Secretary-General reacted to that this morning, emphasizing that while we have no mandate from the Council, we have a moral obligation to do contingency planning.  And we still hope that there can be a peaceful solution.  Follow-up?


Question:  Yeah, I mean, but even the umbrella of contingency ...  Having given that sort of preamble and understanding that this contingency is all with the hope that war can be avoided, but you say there are thoughts on paper.  So what can you elaborate about those thoughts? 


Spokesman:  Well, we’ve already said, and I’ve been asked before, “What kind of contingency planning are you doing?  What kinds of ideas are you coming up with?”


Question:  But on the political side, I guess?


Spokesman:  We said no on the humanitarian side.  We don’t share; we don’t go public with contingency planning.  We’re not going to on the political side either.  That’s natural.


Question:  There are indications, from the press at least, that the United Nations will participate in the administering of Iraq three months after the end of the conflict.  Is this speculation?


Spokesman:  To my knowledge, we have not been informed by anyone and certainly not by the Security Council of what would be expected of us post-war.  So, this must be pure speculation.


Question:  Can you give us an idea of what was said between Louise Fréchette and Jay Garner on Monday?


Spokesman:  No, Mr. Garner represented a Pentagon team, although there were also members of USAID and the U.S. State Department that came up to exchange views.  I can say that Mr. Garner said that he hoped that the United Nations would be actively involved in any post-war scenario, but there were very few specifics offered.  We’ve had talks like this with other government authorities, including governments from the region.  We see it as an extension of our contingency planning.


Question:  So you mean no political request?


Spokesman:  No.


Question:  There are provisions in the Charter for the General Assembly to intervene in matters concerning peace and security.  We’ve seen it in the Congo; we’ve seen it in Korea.  Is there any scenario, if the Security Council felt to achieve its objective, that the General Assemble will step in like they did in Korea or the Congo?


Spokesman:  This is hypothetical, but the Council in that case was blocked and unable to act.  And then the General Assembly can decide that, since the Council is unable to act, they will take up the matter themselves.  Normally, once the Council is seized of a matter, the General Assembly may not address it.  So, it’s hypothetical.


Question:  There have been reports that the United States might issue an ultimatum giving 72 hours notice for journalists, United Nations personnel, civilians, and others, to leave Iraq, as sort of a warning that war is imminent. Would 72 hours be enough time for inspectors and all of the other United Nations agency personnel to leave with their files, records, equipment, so in the event of humanitarian action in a post-war Iraq, they would have a leg up on what might be needed?


Spokesman:  Hypothetical.  Yes, our contingency planning has also involved the matter of evacuation of our international staff and our peacekeepers.  But I can’t get into details of how long I think it will take us to do that.


Question:  (Inaudible) ... receiving a number of members of the Council this morning.  Could you specify the subject?


Spokesman:  I can’t.  We can, as usual, ask for readouts at your request. Those meetings continue through this afternoon.  My understanding is they were at the request of the ambassadors, so you also have the option of asking the missions.  We’ll see if we can get a readout.


Question:  In the event of an invasion, what will the United Nations do in order to overcome all that unfortunate ... ?


Spokesman:  I already said we’re not going to comment on our contingency planning.  Sorry.  Thank you very much.

· *** *
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W E D N E S D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
*
Middle East: Annan voices grave concern for steady rise in violence

*
Only political solution can resurrect devastated Palestinian economy – UN

*
Reacting to press reports, Annan says UN has no plans for managing post-war Iraq

*
UN to release list of remaining tasks for complete Iraqi disarmament

*
Security Council members appeal to Guinea-Bissau to ensure fair elections

*
Liberia: Security Council calls for restraint from West African neighbours

*
Africa: Annan urges world’s richest countries to help on hunger and AIDS

*
Annan invites Greece, Turkey and UK to meeting on Cyprus deal next week
*
In Iran, UN official pledges help with refugee influx if Iraq war cannot be avoided

*
China: UN and partners step-up to assist after lethal earthquake

*
UN seeks to encourage Serb refugees to return to Kosovo

*
Senior UN human rights official concludes visit to Tajikistan

*
World faces unprecedented water crisis because of leaders’ inertia – UN report

*
High schoolers kick off model UN conference

*
Students meet at UN to discuss challenges facing youth in 21st century

* * * *

Middle East: Secretary-General

5 March – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today voiced grave and increasing concern for the steady escalation in violence between Israelis and Palestinians, urging both sides to take urgent steps to step back from such confrontations.

The Secretary-General “utterly condemns its latest manifestation, today’s terrorist attack in the Israeli city of Haifa,” said statement issued by a spokesman for Mr. Annan, noting that 176 Palestinians and 30 Israelis have died in the violence since the beginning of the year.

“The Secretary-General strongly believes that the parties should take urgent steps to draw back from this dangerous and de-humanizing situation,” spokesman Fred Eckhard said. “He once again calls on both sides to respect fully their obligations under international humanitarian law to protect the lives of civilians.”

The spokesman added that Mr. Annan remained convinced that violence will produce “neither security nor lasting peace,” and reiterated his call on the parties to let the international community help them find a peaceful way out, based on the two-state solution set forth in the road map plan of the diplomatic Quartet, comprising the UN, European Union, Russian Federation and United States.

* * *

Middle East: economy

5 March – Immediate implementation of a political solution leading to two states is the only way to resurrect the devastated Palestinian economy and protect Israel from “murderous attacks,” a senior United Nations envoy for the Middle East, Terje Roed-Larsen, said today.

“The Palestinian economy is devastated,” Mr. Roed-Larsen, Special Coordinator for the Middle East Peace Process, said in Jerusalem at the presentation of UN and World Bank reports on the impact of the conflict on the Palestinian economy. “The public sector – on life support. The private sector – rapidly deteriorating. The population’s sources of livelihood – disappearing.”

The UN report notes that one telling statistic captured the overall picture of the Palestinian economy: in just 27 months since the outbreak of violence, Israeli restrictions on movement in the West Bank and Gaza reduced gross national income by approximately $5.4 billion – one year’s worth of income. The World Bank reports that 60 per cent of Palestinians now live under the poverty line of $2 a day and the number of poor has tripled from 637,000 in September 200 to nearly 2 million today.

Noting that enabling Palestinians to work normally, not billions of dollars in aid, is the solution, but that Israel refuses to lift restrictions on movement until attacks against it stop, Mr. Roed-Larsen said: “Israel has suffered immensely from terror attacks. No population should suffer such murderous attacks, or even the fear of such attacks. Ever.”

The only alternative is a political solution “that can cut through this vicious cycle and restore hope to both sides,” he said. The instrument to do this, he added, is the road map, a plan drawn up by the diplomatic Quartet of the United Nations, European Union, Russian Federation and United States to achieve a two-state solution with the establishment of a Palestinian state in three years.

“And we need to start implementing the Road Map immediately – for this economic and humanitarian crisis can’t go on,” Mr. Roed-Larsen said.

* * * 

Iraq: Secretary-General

5 March – Reacting to media reports of an internal United Nations document about proposals for Iraq, Secretary-General Kofi Annan today said there was no UN plan for administering post-conflict Iraq and stressed that the world body has been focusing instead on dealing with the humanitarian side of a potential conflict.

“There is no UN plan for managing or administering Iraq,” Mr. Annan told reporters this morning at United Nations Headquarters in New York. “There is some preliminary thinking but there is no plan and no document.”

“We have been doing lots of good work and contingency planning for the humanitarian aspects and obviously some preliminary thinking on what would happen if there were to be war and the other aspects of post-conflict Iraq,” he added.

The Secretary-General emphasized that the UN has “no mandate to make these plans” and that yesterday, at a lunch with Security Council members, he had discussed “very clearly” the status of the UN Secretariat’s contingency planning, particularly on the humanitarian aspects.

“We did raise some of the legal and important issues that would be posed if there were to be a war,” he said, adding that there was “no UN plan for administering post-conflict Iraq.”

Speaking to the press later in the day, a spokesman for the Secretary-General noted that in addition to the humanitarian and peacekeeping activities regarding Iraq currently mandated by the Security Council, the UN had a “moral obligation” to examine what happens to these efforts should there be a war.

Spokesman Fred Eckhard said that as an extension of that contingency planning, a former official of the UN Development Programme (UNDP), Rafeeuddin Ahmed, “was asked to look at what might be asked of us after the humanitarian needs had been dealt with, drawing on our experience with past post-conflict situations.” Mr. Eckhard explained that Mr. Ahmed had “put some ideas on paper” for Deputy Secretary-General Louise Fréchette, who is heading an internal task force.

Mr. Eckhard also dismissed as “pure speculation” reports that the UN has been asked to step in three months after the end of a conflict. “To my knowledge we have not been informed by anyone, and certainly not by the Security Council, of what would be expected of us post-war,” he said.

* * *

Iraq: inspections

5 March – Top United Nations weapons inspector Hans Blix said today that he expects to release by the end of the week a list of 29 remaining issues that Iraq needs to resolve in order to be in compliance with UN demands that it rid itself of banned weapons of mass destruction.

Speaking after Iraq destroyed nine more banned Al Samoud 2 missiles today, its highest daily number yet, Mr. Blix, Executive Chairman the UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC), told a news conference that the working paper “contains 29 clusters of issues and each cluster ends with a number of questions as to what Iraq could do in order to solve the issue.”

The release of the paper would come almost three weeks before a Security Council deadline for UNMOVIC to provide a work programme containing what it considers the key remaining disarmament tasks and indicating what it plans to do in these tasks and what it would demand that the Iraqis do. Mr. Blix declined to identify the key issues.

Mr. Blix reiterated, however, that Iraq’s destruction of the Al Samoud was real disarmament. “There is a great deal more of cooperation now and the threat (of serious consequences) certainly has brought it there – I hope it is not too late,” he said. “Certainly the chopping up of the missiles is the most spectacular, the most important and tangible.”

He also mentioned Baghdad’s provision of documents that had not been found before, greater cooperation in interviewing Iraqi scientists and the digging up of R-400 biological bombs on which Iraq took the initiative.

Meanwhile in Iraq, UNMOVIC supervised the destruction of the nine missiles, which the UN says can exceed the 150-kilometre-range limit mandated by Council resolutions, bringing the total to 28 since the 1 March deadline set for starting the process. The concrete casing of the two already destroyed casting chambers was also destroyed.

UNMOVIC conducted another private interview with an Iraqi scientist while chemical and biological teams supervised the final disposal of neutralized mustard gas at Al Muthanna and further excavation at Al Aziziyah of R-400 bombs, which Iraq says had been filled with biological agents and were destroyed in 1991.

International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) teams inspected a State-owned trading company and the computer centre of a State bank and performed a car-borne radiation survey in an area southeast of Baghdad.

* * *

Guinea-Bissau

5 March – Members of the United Nations Security Council today expressed their concern at the political instability in Guinea-Bissau and appealed to the government to ensure that upcoming legislative elections are conducted in a fair, transparent and credible manner.

The President of the Council, Ambassador Mamady Traoré of Guinea, said in a press statement that members also stressed the need to elect the President and Vice-President of the Supreme Court before the balloting as a tangible demonstration of the government’s commitment to fairness, the rule of law and respect for human rights.

“They called on the international community to stand ready to send observers and to provide funding for these elections,” Ambassador Traoré said, adding that Council members also welcomed UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s decision to assist Guinea-Bissau in holding free and transparent elections. The Council also called on the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) to become more involved in the search for a solution to the problems faced by Guinea-Bissau.

David Stephen, the Secretary-General’s Representative for Guinea-Bissau, briefed the Council earlier Wednesday on the volatile situation in that country. “Members were concerned by information regarding the human rights situation,” Ambassador Traoré said, adding, “It is important that freedom of speech and freedom of the press be fully respected.”

Council members further expressed their concern at the serious economic situation, the President said. “They called on the Government of Guinea-Bissau to take the necessary steps to facilitate a constructive dialogue with the international community and to fully endorse the approach defined by the ad-hoc advisory group of the Economic and Social Council on Guinea-Bissau.” The Council also asked the Government to take steps to end the proliferation of small arms in the country.

Mr. Stephen, who spoke to the press following his Council briefing, said in the wake of current events in the region, it would be “tragic” if yet another West African nation were rocked by a major crisis. “Guinea-Bissau may be a very small country,” he said, “but it has a potential to cause considerable instability in a region characterized by fragile economies and political systems.”

Mr. Stephen endorsed the Council’s call to the international community not to abandon Guinea-Bissau and to help the country conduct free and fair elections. Though the situation was “very serious” – economically, politically and socially – he stressed that for the moment, Guinea-Bissau was a country at peace. “The people do not want war,” he said, adding that open elections – now fixed for 20 April – were the best way to overcome political impasse and ensure wider stability.

* * *

Liberia

5 March – United Nations Security Council members, deeply concerned at the humanitarian situation in Liberia, called on all West African states today to refrain from any interference in the affairs of their neighbours, particularly through the movement of arms or mercenaries.

In a press statement following consultations on Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s latest report on Liberia, the Council’s President, Ambassador Mamady Traoré of Guinea, said the 15 members called on the Government and the Liberians United for Reconciliation and Democracy (LURD) rebel group to stop human rights abuses and give unrestricted access to humanitarian organizations.

In his report, the Secretary-General warned that with elections approaching, Liberia is at a “critical crossroads between peace and conflict,” and that continued support for Liberian rebels could engulf the whole of West Africa in an economic and humanitarian crisis.

Today, Council members encouraged the efforts of the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) to facilitate ceasefire talks, especially the suggestion of a meeting in Mali on 10 March, Ambassador Traoré said. “They urged the Liberian Government and the LURD to participate constructively” under the auspices of ECOWAS mediator Amadou Toumany Touré.

“Council members welcomed the conclusions of the international contact group on Liberia, held on 28 February,” the President said. They also recalled the necessity of carrying out a mission to the sub-region during the first half of 2003.

* * *

AIDS/governance

5 March – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan called on the world’s richest countries today to provide the resources for a strategy of “radical approaches on multiple fronts” in the battle against hunger in Africa and the devastating impact of the AIDS pandemic on food production there.

“We cannot find viable solutions to the challenge of food security unless we address the challenges of AIDS and governance at the same time,” Mr. Annan said in his opening remarks to a meeting of the contact group of the Group of 8 (G-8) most industrialized countries on food security in Africa at UN Headquarters in New York.

“The devastating impact of AIDS on food production – with seven million African farmers already dead – is only too obvious. Infection rates are rising among African women – who account for 8 out of 10 of Africa’s small farmers, and who traditionally provide the vital coping skills needed in times of food crisis. The latest figures show that women now make up 58 per cent of Africans already infected.

“Because of AIDS, skills and knowledge are dying out rather than being passed from one generation to the next. Both at the household level and the government level, resources are being diverted from food production to health care. In turn, food shortages fuel the disease, through malnutrition, poverty and inequality.”

Stressing the need to reverse the “alarming decline” in official aid for African agriculture –which dropped to $2.6 billion from $4 billion in the last decade of the 20th century – Mr. Annan said: “You, the richest Governments in the world, are among those best placed to provide those resources. Governments, both North and South, must recognize that agriculture is an essential pillar of development.”

The G-8 includes Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, Russian Federation, United Kingdom and United States.

Mr. Annan laid out a multi-point action programme including a comprehensive approach to fighting AIDS, education for all – including more than 40 million African children currently not in school – empowering small farmers with initiatives like micro-financing, reversing the dramatic decline in publicly funded agricultural research to create a Green Revolution and dismantling agricultural subsidies in rich countries.

“Rarely has the continent had to face the kind of intersecting challenges we see today,” Mr. Annan said. “Today, Africa faces a deadly triad of related burdens – food insecurity, HIV/AIDS and an emaciated capacity to govern and provide services. And this on top of a number of conflicts that are impacting large parts of the continent.

“This interlocking set of issues facing Africa is far greater than the sum of its parts. Addressing it requires a new, integrated response from both the Governments of Africa and the international community. It requires a shift from short-term approaches to a reassessment of our entire strategy for development – or, taking long-term measures even when addressing short-term emergencies.”

* * *

Cyprus

5 March – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan has written to Greece, Turkey and the United Kingdom inviting their leaders to be represented at The Hague next week when he meets with the Greek Cypriot and Turkish Cypriot parties on a plan that would enable a united Cyprus to join the European Union.
A spokesman for the Secretary-General said Mr. Annan is looking to the guarantor states “for their support of his efforts so that The Hague meeting has a successful outcome and the separate simultaneous referenda go ahead on 30 March.”

Last week, the Greek Cypriot leader, Tassos Papadopoulos, and the Turkish Cypriot leader, Rauf Denktash, accepted the Secretary-General’s invitation to meet on 10 March in The Hague to give their response to his proposed settlement plan.
Yesterday, Mr. Annan said he was pleased with the support he received in the Security Council for his efforts to assist the parties in Cyprus reach a comprehensive settlement. He also stressed that he hoped that when the two leaders arrive at the meeting they will have undertaken all the internal consultations “and come ready to give me a definitive answer.”

* * *
Iran

5 March – The head of the United Nations refugee agency assured Iranian President Mohammed Khatami today that his country would not stand alone in facing an influx of refugees if war breaks out in Iraq.

“UNHCR is here to help prepare for a possible outflow of Iraqis,” the UN High Commissioner for Refugees, Rudd Lubbers, said, adding that the agency is doing its utmost to mobilize funds for a possible refugee situation if international efforts to avoid war in Iraq failed.

For his part, President Khatami said Iran will stand by its humanitarian responsibilities, but will need help to deal with a possible flood of Iraqi refugees. Meeting with Mr. Lubbers in Tehran today, the President underscored Iran’s economic difficulties and high unemployment, saying, “We are committed to our humanitarian obligations, but at the same time, we expect the international community to help us.”

During an earlier meeting with donors, Mr. Lubbers said UNHCR needed $60 million to make basic preparations for a possible refugee emergency from Iraq. The agency has so far received only $16.6 million but has spent about $25 million for its operational preparations.

Asked by one diplomat about the agency’s “empty pockets,” and who will be responsible in the event of a refugee influx into Iran, Mr. Lubbers said, “you are responsible, UNHCR works on behalf of the international community.”

While in Tehran, the High Commissioner is also expected to meet Foreign Minister Kamal Kharrazi and Interior Minister Abdolvahed Musavi-Lari.

The High Commissioner praised Iran for hosting more than 2 million refugees for the past two decades, including 202,000 Iraqis, 48,000 of whom live in 22 camps. Some 400,000 Afghan refugees have returned home in the last year, including 262,000 under a joint voluntary repatriation programme between the Iranian Government and UNHCR that started last April.

Iran is the last stop on Mr. Lubbers’ 10-day trip to the region, which included visits to Afghanistan and Pakistan. Before leaving Islamabad, Pakistan, yesterday, he emphasized that Afghanistan’s stability was a “vital security issue.” But, with war looming in Iraq, he feared that donors were taking a wait-and-see approach before making firm commitments towards Afghan reconstruction.

Mr. Lubbers stressed that he still believed a peaceful solution could be found in Iraq, and appealed for continued aid as UNHCR begins a three-year programme of repatriation from Pakistan – seen as central to a final resolution of the decades-old Afghan refugee problem. UNHCR plans to help up to 1.2 million Afghan refugees return home this year, mainly from Iran and Pakistan, while it expects to assist another 300,000 internally displaced Afghans to return to their communities.

* * *

China

5 March - After a powerful earthquake last month killed more than 250 people and left 3,000 without housing in the harsh winter conditions in China, the United Nations and its humanitarian partners are stepping up to provide the country with needed assistance.

The UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) is providing an emergency grant of $50,000 drawn from its own resources as well as from funds pre-positioned by the Government of Norway. OCHA said it is also prepared, in coordination with relevant organizations in the UN system, to serve as a channel for cash contributions to be used for immediate relief assistance.

OCHA said the major problem is the reconstruction of houses, clinics and schools, after the tremors on 20 February destroyed 70,000 housing units and collapsed 103 schools. Although the Chinese Government sent 17,000 tents, the local government’s rehabilitation plan does not have the required funding to cater to all those affected. Reconstruction is expected to continue for the next three to four months.

Snowfall and low temperatures in the last two days have made the situation more difficult for people without adequate shelter, OCHA said. The absence of safe drinking water sources may increase the risk of water related diseases. According to Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF), local health clinics have requested medical supplies. More food assistance is also needed as many families lost their food reserves. 
* * *

Kosovo

5 March - The senior United Nations envoy in Kosovo sought to encourage Serb refugees to return home today with a visit to a Serbian village that had once been in an area of multi-ethnic coexistence but was left battered and empty after the conflict with Kosovo Albanians in 1999.

Michael Steiner, Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Special Representative, was accompanied by Kosovo Prime Minister Bajram Rexhepi and a delegation from the donor community in the visit to Sredska in Kosovo’s southern Zhupa Valley, where some Serbs have already returned. 

“We call upon all those who want to return to do so, because as we saw for ourselves, they can return and find a suitable environment,” Mr. Steiner said. “We are creating these conditions.”

Several Serbs who returned in the past six months accompanied the visitors on their tour and the group discussed ways to make life better in Sredska and encourage more returns.

“We are engaged for the return of all citizens of Kosovo and for their good treatment,” Rexhepi said. “Kosovo institutions, along with UNMIK (UN Interim Administration Mission in Kosovo), and UNHCR (UN High Commissioner for Refugees) are committed to encouraging the population to return to their homes in Kosovo.”

Zoran Stevanovic, 70, who returned to Sredska five months ago, said the village still needs improvements in such areas as health care, transportation and communication.  “It means a lot to us that the Prime Minister is here because we expect a lot from them,” he said, adding that he had good relations with Albanians in nearby villages, who come to socialize on a regular basis.

* * *

UNHCHR

5 March – A senior United Nations human rights official today concluded a three-day visit to Tajikistan, part of a trip to Central Asia to enhance dialogue and technical cooperation between the governments of the region and the UN High Commission for Human Rights (UNHCHR). 

Following-up on UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s visit to the region last October, the Deputy High Commissioner for Human Rights, Bertrand Ramcharan, met with top government officials, including Deputy Prime Minister, Saidamir Zukhurov.

Mr. Ramcharan discussed various matters pertaining to enhancing and protecting human rights, including the submission of outstanding reports under the human rights treaties ratified by Tajikistan and compliance with interim measures of protection ordered by the UN Human Rights Committee.

The Deputy High Commissioner also recalled the regional project for Central Asia of the Office of the High Commissioner, which focuses on human rights education and the development of materials for teaching rights in schools. It also foresees the establishment of a high-level expert, based in the region, to provide advice on human rights.

During his visit, Mr. Ramcharan heard the human rights concerns of more than two dozens representatives of local non-governmental organizations, and had meetings with the UN country team, the Representative of the Secretary-General and Head of the UN Office of Peace-building in Tajikistan (UNTOP), Vladimir Sotirov, and the representatives of the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) and the diplomatic community in Dushanbe.

* * *

Water crisis

5 March – The world faces a looming water crisis of unprecedented levels because of the failure of world leaders to take action now as population growth, pollution and expected climate change are rapidly depleting water resources, according to a United Nations report launched today.

The water crisis “is set to worsen despite continuing debate over the very existence of such a crisis,” the report says, with growing per capita scarcity in many parts of the developing world.

“Of all the social and natural crises we humans face, the water crisis is the one that lies at the heart of our survival and that of our planet Earth,” says Koïchiro Matsuura, Director-General UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), which together with the UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs is sponsoring the International Year of Freshwater.

The “World Water Development Report – Water for People, Water for Life” – was published on the eve of the Third World Water Forum in Kyoto, Japan, from 16 to 23 March. Every UN agency and commission dealing with water worked jointly to compile it as part of a 23-member UN World Water Assessment Programme (WWAP), whose secretariat is hosted by UNESCO.

“No region will be spared from the impact of this crisis which touches every facet of life, from the health of children to the ability of nations to secure food for their citizens,” Mr. Matsuura says. “Water supplies are falling while the demand is dramatically growing at an unsustainable rate. Over the next 20 years, the average supply of water world-wide per person is expected to drop by a third.”

Despite widely available evidence of the crisis, political commitment to reverse these trends has been lacking, the report says. A string of international conferences over the past 25 years has focused on the great variety of water issues, including ways to provide the basic water supply and sanitation services required in the years to come. Several targets have been set to improve water management but “hardly any have been met,” it says.

“Attitude and behaviour problems lie at the heart of the crisis, inertia at leadership level, and a world population not fully aware of the scale of the problem means we fail to take the needed timely corrective actions.” 

* * *

Model UN

5 March – A conference bringing together more than 2,100 high school students kicked off today at United Nations Headquarters in New York in an effort to broaden the youngster’s understanding of global issues and the role of the UN.

The High School Model UN Conference, through simulations of the UN’s major committees and roles of delegates, is designed to give the students first hand experience of the world body’s proceedings.

Ambassadors Richard Williamson and Patrick Kennedy from the United States Mission to the UN were scheduled to address the opening session this evening. The conference, comprising students across the United States and several other countries, will run until Saturday.

* * *

UN student conference

5 March – Five hundred high school students are set to gather at United Nations Headquarters in New York tomorrow for a conference aimed at addressing the challenges youth confront growing up in the twenty-first century.

The twenty-seventh UN International School (UNIS)-UN Student Conference, “Youth at Risk: The Future in Our hands,” will seek to address the trials and tribulations that pose significant threats to the basic rights and well being of the world’s youth.

The two-day UNIS-UN annual conference, run and organized by UNIS students, selects topics pertinent to young people but also relevant to the world at large. Conference organizers said young people in the developed world suffer from acute child abuse, violence and rampant media influence, while those in developing nations fall victim to social and political unrest that often manifest in prostitution, slave labour, and lack of education and healthcare.

The conference aims to elucidate the precise danger that these issues constitute, not only to the children themselves, but also to the future of mankind. The UN General Assembly setting will provide an ideal platform for the young people to express and debate their own opinions and also tap into expert knowledge through featured guest lecturers, including keynote speaker Vanessa Redgrave.

* *** *
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