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UN help sought for corals hidden in   cold seas

NORWAY: June 13, 2003

                OSLO - The United Nations should help to protect   little-known corals in deep, cold waters along with

                tropical cousins like Australia's Great Barrier Reef,  Norway's Environment Minister said. 

                Boerge Brende, who also heads the U.N. Commission on   Sustainable Development, said trawlers' nets were gradually  bulldozing coral reefs in cold seas and so wrecking  spawning grounds for fish from the Arctic to the Antarctic.

                "We want the U.N. to take an interest in cold water reefs   and not just in the tropical reefs," Brende told Reuters after   receiving an award from the WWF environmental group for   what it called Oslo's global lead in protecting cold water  corals.

                Brende said he wanted the U.N. commission, which is   following up on an Earth Summit in Johannesburg last year,   to consider measures to protect cold water corals and so   maintain them as habitats for dozens of other marine  species.

                Norway has the world's biggest known reef of so-called  lophelia coral - about 45 km (28 miles) long and three wide   in the Norwegian Sea. Corals are tiny animals - ranging in  colour from pink to white - that build reefs over thousands of  years.

                "Forty percent of warm water reefs have been destroyed  and perhaps 30 percent of cold water reefs in Norway have  been damaged by trawling and other activities," Brende   said.

                In some areas off Norway, trawlers have been banned from  dragging nets along the seabed in a measure the WWF says should be mirrored by other nations in cold climates.  Oil drilling and pipelines are also among threats to the  reefs.

                Australia said last week it would ban fishermen from about  one third of the 2,000 km (1,240 mile) long Great Barrier   Reef to protect the world's largest living structure.

                Deep water corals thrive in waters from 200 metres (650 ft)  to 2,000 metres deep - unlike tropical corals, they do not  depend on sunlight. Scores have been found in recent   years, but researchers say large tracts of the seabed are   uncharted.

                "We're going to use the Norwegian example in other parts  of the world to show what can be done," said Simon Cripps,  director of WWF's Endangered Seas Programme.

                Tomas Lundalv, of Sweden's Tjarno Marine Biological   Laboratory, said oil companies might be interested in  mapping corals. He said there were hints that corals thrived  in areas where natural gas seeped up from subsea   reservoirs.

                Story by Alister Doyle

_________________________________________________________________________________________

ENS

Global Bycatch Nets Some 308,000 Cetaceans a Year 

                      WASHINGTON, DC, June 12, 2003 (ENS) - Some 308,000   whales, dolphins and porpoises - collectively known as cetaceans -  die each year from entanglement in fishing gear, finds new research by                      U.S. and British scientists. The study, which was submitted today to  the International Whaling Commission (IWC), is the first global  estimate of cetacean deaths caused by fishing bycatch. 

                      "This level of bycatch is no doubt significantly depleting and disrupting   many populations of whales, dolphins and porpoises," said lead   researcher Andy Read of Duke University, who is co chair of World

Wildlife Fund's (WWF) Cetacean Bycatch Task Force. 

                      "Several species will be lost in the next few decades if nothing is  done." 

                      WWF is calling on delegates to the IWC meeting - to be held in  Berlin, Germany from June 16-20 - to support a resolution on   cetacean entanglement deaths that would make the issue a priority for  the commission and encourage member governments to provide   funding for research and strategies to reduce the problem. 

                      There are solutions to reduce   bycatch of cetaceans, but they   have yet to be globally adopted.

                      (Photo courtesy WWF)

                      Read, and his colleagues at   the University of St.  Andrews in Scotland,   believe their research adds

                      to growing evidence that  death in fishing gear is the leading threat to the survival of the world's

                      80 plus species of whales, dolphins and porpoises. 

                      Cetaceans can become entangled in commonly used fishing gear such  as gill nets, tangle nets, trammel nets, trawl nets and long lines. 

                      The researchers cite several examples of some cetacean species that   are on the brink of extinction because of unintentional death from  fishing gear, including right whales, harbor porpoises, Irrawaddy           dolphins and a small porpoise known as the vaquita. 

                      Some fifteen percent of the vaquita population is killed every year in   fishing nets within the Gulf of Mexico, which is the only place on Earth  the endangered porpoise is found. It is primarily gill nets set for

mackerels, sharks, rays and other species that unintentionally catch  vaquitas. 

                      With a population of only around 500, this practice is decimating the  species, the researchers say. 

                      But there is some good news, the researchers report -solutions to the   problem of entanglement are available, although they vary by region   and species involved. 

                      These can include adding gillie floats that break away when hit by a   whale, acoustic "pingers" that warn marine mammals away from nets  and buoy lines that are less likely to snare whales and dolphins. 

                      The scientists stress that fishermen have been crucial in developing  these successful gear modifications and will be vital to increasing the   use of improved gear that limits cetacean bycatch. 

                      They note that concerted efforts have worked, in particular in U.S.  fisheries, where cetacean bycatch has been reduced by some two   thirds in the past decade. 

                                                  A diver from the environmental  group Greenpeace works to free a                                                 dolphin trapped underwater in a  fishing net. (Photo courtesy Greenpeace). 

                                                  "Solutions to cetacean bycatch    are out there," said Karen                                             Baragona, deputy director of   WWF's Species Conservation  program, "but to tackle the problem on a global scale, we need to  boost political will, increase funding for research on cetacean-friendly  ways of fishing, and tap into the creativity of fishermen - so that  whales and dolphins are protected and fishermen can keep earning a                    living." 

                      Bycatch is now recognized as one of the major problems with the  industrialization of fishing that has occurred in the past few decades.   The United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization estimates that

some 25 percent of animals caught in fishing gear dies as bycatch. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

UN Wire

Environment Ministers Sign Desertification Accord

By: Caroline Preston
                            Environment ministers from 30 Asian and Pacific countries yesterday signed an accord on

implementing the U.N. Convention to Combat Desertification and called for a global effort to fight the

problem.

                            The Abu Dhabi Declaration for the Implementation of the UNCCD, endorsed in the capital of the   United Arab Emirates, urges innovation in fighting desertification and long-term strategies to promote  sustainable land management.

                            The ministers alluded to the link between poverty and desertification.

                            "We understand that the vulnerable dry lands provide daily subsistence and income for more than half  a billion [people] in Asia," the participants said in their joint declaration.  "The UNCCD responds

directly to the economic, social and environmental challenges relating to poverty alleviation in dry lands

and marginalized rural areas as a means of achieving the objectives of the U.N. Millenium

Declaration," the declaration added.

                            Specific strategies include investigating the causes of desertification, establishing a network for

information sharing, implementing controlling measures, and strengthening agricultural productivity

  through sustainable land management.  The delegates urged more nations to pass national action

programs to deal with desertification and also called on the Global Environment Facility to speed up

support to affected countries.

                            According to the declaration, 17 of 187 countries have prepared national action plans to date.  The   conference agreed to hold the next ministerial conference on UNCCD implementation in 2008 (Nissar

Hoath, Gulf News,  

__________________________________________________________________________________________
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T H U R S D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
*
Annan voices concern over extending UN peacekeepers’ immunity from ICC

*
UN peacekeepers exempted from war crimes prosecution for another year

*
Guinea-Bissau on a ‘downward course’ – Annan

*
UN reports relative ‘quiet,’ difficult humanitarian conditions in Liberia’s capital

*
Security Council delegation set to arrive in war-torn Bunia, DR of Congo

*
Amid insecurity and unexploded bombs, UN readies school exams in Iraq

*
De-mining resumes on main Afghan road – UN

*
Colombian civilians deliberately targeted in fight to control land, UN official says

*
Top UN official in Kosovo praises international security force

*
On day against child labour, two UN agencies highlight trafficking of youngsters

*
Major corporations, suppliers convene for policy dialogue on Global Compact 

*
Southern Africa still requires substantial food aid – UN reports

*
WHO satisfied China has ‘excellent’ SARS response measures in place

*
Annan decides to downsize UN information centres in Western Europe

*
UN official outlines recipe for helping least developed countries

* * * * 

UN peacekeeping

12 June – As the Security Council met today to consider extending immunity for United Nations peacekeepers from prosecution by the International Criminal Court (ICC), Secretary-General Kofi Annan voiced concern that it might become an annual routine that could undermine the tribunal’s and the Council’s authority, as well as the legitimacy of UN peace operations.

In Council debates last year, the United States said it would not expose its personnel serving in UN peacekeeping missions to the additional risk of politicized prosecutions before the ICC, which was established to try individuals responsible for war crimes, and Washington temporarily blocked a full renewal of a UN peacekeeping mission in Bosnia.

Speaking at the outset of today’s session, Mr. Annan said he understood that the Council’s purpose was to enable peace operations to continue with the participation of all UN Member States, whether or not they are parties to the Rome Statute, which set up the ICC. “Indeed, I fervently share that hope, and I am grateful to you for giving priority to the continuation of this Organization’s vital peacekeeping work,” he declared.

But, he said, he did not believe the request was necessary because no UN peacekeeper had been “anywhere near committing the kind of crimes” falling under the ICC’s jurisdiction, and the case was thus hypothetical and “highly improbable.”

Moreover, UN peacekeepers remain under the jurisdiction of their home countries and anyone accused of committing a crime during a mission is immediately repatriated and dealt with by the home State’s courts, Mr. Annan added. Furthermore, no case is admissible in the ICC if a home State is already investigating or prosecuting it, which he assumed the home State would be “most anxious” to do.

Noting that it was reasonable to adopt the immunity resolution last year to give members time to study the Rome Statute, which was only then entering into force, Mr. Annan said: “I can accept that you feel it is necessary to renew the request now for a further twelve months, since the Court is still in its infancy and no case has yet been brought before it.”

But he voiced hope that it would not become an annual routine. “If it did so, I fear the world would interpret it as meaning that this Council wished to claim absolute and permanent immunity for people serving in the operations it establishes or authorizes,” the Secretary-General said. “And if that were to happen, it would undermine not only the authority of the ICC but also the authority of this Council, and the legitimacy of United Nations peacekeeping.”

Such an outcome “would cause me grave concern, and I would hope that that concern would be shared by all members of this Council,” he concluded.

* * *

UN peacekeeping

12 June – The United Nations Security Council today approved a 12-month extension of immunity that effectively shields UN peacekeepers from potential prosecution by the world’s first permanent war crimes tribunal.

Currently, members of UN peacekeeping missions from nations that have not ratified the Rome Statute – the treaty that established the International Criminal Court (ICC) – are immune from investigation or prosecution under a Council resolution adopted unanimously a year ago. Today’s decision, adopted by a vote of 12 in favour, with France, Germany and Syria abstaining, extends that exemption each 1 July for another 12 months, unless the Council decides otherwise.

The ICC was inaugurated in early March in The Hague with the swearing in of its 18 judges, and will have jurisdiction over the most serious crimes, including war crimes, genocide, mass murder, rape, torture, and, once defined, the crime of aggression. The Rome Statute entered into force 1 July 2002, and the Court’s authority will cover only crimes committed after that date. The Statute, signed by nearly 140 States and ratified by 90, gives the court jurisdiction over individuals no matter the nationality of the accused.

In Council debates last year, the United States said it would not expose its personnel serving in UN peacekeeping missions to the additional risk of politicized prosecutions before the ICC and subsequently, Washington temporarily blocked a full renewal of a UN operation in Bosnia.

A handful of non-Council nations that have ratified the Rome Statute – Canada, Jordan, Liechtenstein, New Zealand and Switzerland – called for today’s public meeting, saying that the proposed renewal of the resolution had “implications of direct import” to UN Member States relating to international peacekeeping, fundamental questions of international law, and the Council’s role in promoting law and accountability.

Speaking at the outset of the meeting, Secretary-General Kofi Annan told the Council that although he could accept that the request for a one-year extension should be approved this year, since the court is in its infancy, he believes it should not become permanent, and that it violates the Rome Statute. He said he did not believe the request for an extension was necessary because no UN peacekeeper had been “anywhere near committing the kind of crimes” falling under the ICC’s jurisdiction, and the case was thus hypothetical and “highly improbable.”

Opening the debate, Ambassador Paul Heinbecker of Canada appealed to the Council to keep the exemption from becoming permanent and emphasized that “the ICC is not a court for frivolous prosecutions.” He noted safeguards put in the treaty at the US’s request to ensure that such prosecutions will be screened out. The ICC’s principal purpose was to “try humanity’s monsters” – the perpetrators of heinous crimes. It was distressing, therefore, that the Council, purporting to act in the name of Member States, today appeared to come down on the side of impunity, and for the most serious of international crimes. 

Ambassador Tim McIVor of New Zealand saw no need for the provision of immunity under the Court, and said the combination of events that would necessitate such action seemed unlikely last year, as they did now. He hoped that now that the Court was fully established, the Council would, in future, draw comfort from its effective and responsible operation and, accordingly, see no need to continue that resolution.

Jordan’s Ambassador, Zeid Ra’ad Zeid Al-Hussein, said as a State party to the Rome Statute, Jordan was mindful of the tensions the Council had been through over the last 10 months and did not wish to create further discomfort. Still, he was concerned about how the resolution attempted to elevate an entire category of people to a point above the law. He joined others in the belief that the Council should not be rewriting treaties previously negotiated by all the wider international community.

Ambassador Jeno C.A. Staehelin of Switzerland said it was very worrying to see the Council adopt a resolution that limited the scope of a treaty that was both in force and in full conformity with the UN Charter. He disagreed both with the principle and the modalities of the previous resolution on the issue and stressed that far from contradicting each other, the Court and peacekeeping operations complemented each other. The fight against impunity must become more universal, he said and the more it was pursued in a cooperative spirit, the more effective it would be.

Reiterating his country’s objection to the automatic renewal of the “deeply flawed” immunity clause, Ambassador Christian Wenaweser of Liechtenstein said the Council was not competent to adopt and interpret international treaties and, by attempting to do so, weakened the system established by the UN Charter.

Prior to the vote, Pakistan’s Permanent Representative, Munir Akram, stressed that UN peacekeepers should not be exposed to any arbitrary or unilateral action by any national or international body. That possibility could further reduce incentives for Member States to offer personnel for peacekeeping forces. No matter how unlikely the circumstances described in the text, he supported its objective.  Despite his support of the resolution, he strongly adhered to the position that the Council was not empowered to unilaterally amend or abrogate international treaties and agreements freely entered into by sovereign States.

Iya Tidjani of Cameroon said the ICC undeniably strengthened the ability of existing structures in peacekeeping and international security, primarily the Council itself. It was important that the two bodies – the ICC and the Council – cooperate and complement each other. As the Council prepared to renew its previous resolution, Cameroon would reaffirm that those who had the mission to establish peace and security were obligated to endow peacekeeping with respect for international legality and for life. He hoped the renewal exercise would not become a routine, which would have consequences for the credibility of the ICC and the Council itself.

After the vote, British Ambassador Jeremy Greenstock, said both resolutions were consistent with the ICC Statute and did not undermine the Court nor infringe the integrity of the Rome Statute. The rollover would sustain the ability of the United States to contribute to peacekeeping. The resolution remained deliberately narrow and there was no blanket immunity.  Under the circumstances, he regarded its adoption as an acceptable outcome.

James Cunningham of the United States said the exemption in the text was consistent with the UN Charter and the Rome Statute, as well as with the principle of international law that required a State’s consent if it was to be bound. The resolution did not affect the parties to the Court or to the Rome Statute itself, as some had suggested. Nor did it elevate an entire category of people above the law.  It was not always easy to recruit contributors to peacekeeping. It was important that Member States not add concern about ICC jurisdiction to the difficulty of participating.  Moreover, the ICC did not operate in the same democratic and constitutional context as the United States and, thus, had no right to deprive United States citizens of their freedom.

France’s Deputy Permanent Representative, Michel Duclos, who abstained in the vote, said the Council’s previous resolution on the ICC was not a commitment for automatic renewal, and had stipulated that one-year renewals be continued “only for as long as necessary.”  The resolution was worded in such a way as to encourage judgement of the advisability of renewing the resolution. The ICC, which now had 90 States parties, had now become a reality, he said. The Court’s professionalism would be judged according to the work it did, and the competence of Court members would lend the Court its credibility. Any perception of permanency attached to the resolution could only weaken the Court’s authority.

Ambassador Gunter Pleuger of Germany, which also abstained, said the ICC was not an impediment to peacekeeping, but a safeguard.  It was an institution designed to prevent impunity and could play an important role in protecting peacekeeping in the execution of their missions.  The judges and the Prosecutor of the ICC had, meanwhile, been elected. Germany was confident that experience would show that the ICC was going to work impartially, justly and without politically motivated misuse.

Ambassador Inocencio Arias of Spain said it should not be taken for granted that invoking Article 16 to renew resolution 1422 would become a regular practice.  The Council would have to make a study of circumstances that could vary in the future.  However, it could still consider possible renewals, if that became necessary in accordance with the resolution.

Syria’s Ambassador Mikhail Wehbe, also abstaining from the vote, said there was no justification to renew resolution 1422 this year. Some 11 months had passed since the adoption of the resolution, and no need had arisen during that time requiring the Council to continue giving permanent immunity to one State. He was fully confident that peacekeeping forces in many parts of world were assumed to be above suspicion of perpetrating crimes considered by the ICC as crimes of war or genocide. Renewing resolution 1422 would serve to weaken the Court’s role in prosecuting those who had perpetrated heinous crimes.

Rayko Raytchev of Bulgaria said while he was sensitive to all legitimate concerns of countries involved in peacekeeping operations, he continued to support the effective functioning of the ICC as a court with universal jurisdiction to combat and prevent crimes against humanity, war crimes and genocide. While the search for compromise should not lead to the weakening of important treaties, Council members must act in the spirit of compromise and understanding and work to find a solution that was acceptable to all, he said.

Angola’s representative, Julio Helder de Moura Lucas, that the scope of resolution 1422 had not affected the present and future development of international criminal law or the ability of the UN to conduct operations to restore international peace and security. Neither had the text created a precedent of interference by the Security Council in the sovereign rights of Member States in their prosecuting capacities of repugnant crimes.  The international community must ensure that the ICC was not undermined or weakened and that it fulfilled its mandate.  

Paul Zoumanigui of Guinea said the support of his country for the renewal of resolution 1422 should not be considered support for its automatic renewal year after year.

Wang Yingfan of China said his country supported the ICC as an independent, effective and universal court. Today’s debate had been useful, and he hoped the parties concerned would study the relevant questions and find appropriate solutions before the issue came up again next year.

The Council’s President, Ambassador Sergey Lavrov of the Russian Federation, speaking in his national capacity, said the concerns of some States parties were understandable. He hoped that the practical work of the court, which had just begun, would be successful and not only strengthen the positions of its unconditional supporters, but help dispel questions about its effectiveness and impartiality. He said that, since the ICC was not yet universal, it was essential to bear in mind the concerns of those States that were not yet States parties. The issues discussed today had a direct bearing on the Organization and on the conduct of peacekeeping operations, to which the Secretary-General had drawn attention.

* * *

Guinea-Bissau

12 June – Contrary to earlier expectations, the political, economic and security situation in Guinea-Bissau has worsened and the country’s leaders should make every effort to ensure peace-building agendas can be put back on track, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan says in a new report.

“There is now consensus that Guinea-Bissau, which has seemed so promising following the ending of the 1998-1999 armed conflict and the holding of free and fair elections, is now once again embarked on a downward course,” Mr. Annan states in his new report to the Security Council on the activities of the UN Peace-building Support Office in Guinea-Bissau (UNOGBIS) and developments in that country since last December.

“Amid political and institutional instability, electoral uncertainty has continued to generate tensions, as the question of the promulgation of the revised constitution remains unresolved,” Mr. Annan says. 

He stresses that the forthcoming July legislative elections – in which the UN is providing technical assistance – are widely seen as a crucial test of the country’s young democratic process. “Should the United Nations determine that conditions are not conducive for free, fair and credible elections, the Organization could reconsider its assistance,” Mr. Annan warns.

 “In advance of the announced legislative elections, the human rights situation in the country has become more fragile, reflecting, and at the same time, adding to, the general instability in Guinea-Bissau,” Mr. Annan notes. In addition, he reports that the worsening social and economic situation also continues to sharpen political tensions.

“The political will of the international community to provide support to Guinea-Bissau and its people is palpable,” the Secretary-General says welcoming the continued donor engagement and encouraging other international partners to be equally involved.

Mr. Annan calls on Guinea-Bissau’s leaders to do more to restore confidence and trust within the country, as well as among international partners. “The country’s elected leaders have a sacred responsibility to put the people’s needs above all other considerations and create basic conditions for democratic governance, peace and stability,” he adds.

* * *

Liberia

12 June – With peace talks between Liberian Government officials and opposition leaders expected to begin in earnest today in Ghana, United Nations staff in Monrovia reported little gunfire but “extremely difficult” humanitarian conditions for thousands of frightened people crowding into spontaneous camps that have sprung up throughout the capital. 

The UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) reported that Monrovia is relatively “quiet” today. An inter-agency assessment mission has visited areas in the city where displaced persons have congregated in large numbers. Team members visited five sites, including the sports complex where an estimated 30,000 people are living under extremely difficult conditions. In all locations, OCHA said that the priority needs are water and sanitation, food, shelter, medical services and protection.

Efforts are also being made to assist some 300 Ivoirian and Sierra Leonean refugees who have congregated at the Monrovia headquarters of the UN refugee agency.

On the political front, the peace talks bringing together the Government and Liberian parties were expected to formally get underway today in Akosambo, Ghana. Secretary-General Kofi Annan is represented by Abou Moussa.

* * *

DR of Congo

12 June – United Nations Security Council diplomats are expected to arrive in the ravaged northeastern Democratic Republic of the Congo town of Bunia today on a mission to revive a political process and end violence in the resource-rich region of Ituri.

While in Bunia, the Council’s mission to Central African, led by Ambassador Jean-Marc de La Sablière of France, is expected to meet with the UN Organization Mission in the DRC (MONUC), the newly authorized multinational emergency force, members of the Ituri Pacification Commission and representatives of all the Iturian communities.

Meanwhile, MONUC has expressed serious concern at the intensified fighting in North Kivu. Three days of escalating violence between rival rebel factions, including the Rassemblement Congolais pour la Démocratie (RCD-Goma) and the RCD-Mouvement de Liberation (RCD-ML), have placed the local civilian population as well as the regional peace process at risk. The mission has called for an immediate end to the hostilities and that all parties abide by their obligations under the Lusaka peace accords.

* * *
Iraq

12 June – Even as the general security situation remains uncertain in Iraq, and unexploded ordnance takes a regular toll of killed and injured, United Nations agencies today reported plans to ensure end-of-year exams next month for the 6 million students throughout the country.

The UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) and the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) are coordinating the efforts with the United-States-run Coalition Provisional Authority and the Iraqi Ministry of Education, the spokesperson for the UN Office of the Humanitarian Coordinator for Iraq, Veronique Taveau, told a briefing in Baghdad. 

UNESCO has received a grant to reprint mathematics and science books and is planning to form a panel involving Iraqi professionals to analyze textbooks and remove “obvious” ideological material, Ms. Taveau said. One issue the agency had to deal with was that some examination centres were occupied by coalition forces.

On the health front, to prevent the spread of disease among children, UNICEF has been sending teams of workers across Baghdad to fix blocked sewage lines and clean up the piles of refuse building up in many areas.

As a result, 1.5 million people in four Baghdad areas are now living in much safer, cleaner homes and neighbourhoods free of the raw sewage that was a constant risk to children’s health, UNICEF spokesman Geoffrey Keele said.

The agency is now tackling the problem in other parts of Baghdad and is also repairing sewage pumping stations that draw sewage out of neighbourhoods. Most of the capital’s 256 pumping stations are only partially functioning and UNICEF is repairing 28 of them, with plans for many more in the coming weeks and months, Mr. Keele said.

* * *

Afghanistan

12 June – De-mining work has resumed along parts of the Kabul to Kandahar road, one of Afghanistan’s most important routes for commerce and relief aid, after extra security measures were put in place following a recent rash of attacks, the United Nations said today.

The situation continues to be assessed and further work will resume if conditions are considered safe enough for the de-mining teams, Manoel de Almeida e Silva, spokesman for the UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA), told a briefing in the Afghan capital, Kabul.

De-miners along the road had come under renewed rocket attack last week. UNAMA and local authorities have been looking into why they have been frequent targets. There are about 8,000 de-miners in Afghanistan.

The Mission has said that whatever the motivation, the impact has been tremendously negative, as about 55 per cent of the areas contaminated by mines and unexploded ordnance is in grazing areas and about 29 per cent of all the contaminated area was agricultural land.

Heavy rains, melting snow, floods and mudslides in the north east of the country have recently moved landmines onto or near roads causing a potential danger to people travelling in the area and teams from the UN Mine Action Centre and de-mining non-governmental organizations (NGOs) are set to start mine clearance there today.

On a more positive note, the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) reported today that it expected a very good harvest in Afghanistan this year, “probably the best in 25 years for different reasons.”

The main reason is sustained and good rainfall in almost all the country from December up to now, allowing farmers to plant a much bigger area than before, FAO Senior Food Advisor Hector Maletta told the briefing.

* * *

Colombia

12 June – In Colombia, civilians are not only caught in crossfire, they are also directly targeted as part of a strategy to control land and routes, a senior United Nations relief official said today at the end of his three-day mission to that country.

“In Choco, the mostly Afro-Colombia and indigenous communities are regularly subjected to economic blockades, murders, kidnappings, forced disappearances and displacement,” Under-Secretary General for Humanitarian Affairs Kenzo Oshima said of the region along Colombia’s Pacific coast, where he had discussions with internally displaced persons (IDPs).

Speaking to reporters in Bogotá, Mr. Oshima urged all parties to Colombia’s decades-long conflict to immediately cease attacks against civilians and ensure that they have access to humanitarian aid, according to the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA).

Mr. Oshima was in Colombia to assess the UN response to the conflict that has forced an estimated 2 million persons to flee their homes, one of the highest such totals in the world. 

OCHA said the UN has put in place a plan, which requires $80 million, to reduce poverty among the conflict-affected population. The donor community has so far provided $27 million.

* * *

Kosovo

12 June – Speaking on the fourth anniversary of the arrival of the international security force in Kosovo (KFOR), the top United Nations official there today stressed the importance of continued good cooperation between the NATO-run force and the UN Mission in the province (UNMIK).

UNMIK chief Michael Steiner noted improvements in the security situation over the past four years, but warned that it was still not normal, with the threat being more complicated and unconventional – largely internal, with organized crime and extremism.

“As we fight the enemy in its new forms, it is important that KFOR and UNMIK continue to work well together,” Mr. Steiner declared. “After all, KFOR and UNMIK are two sides of one coin. Today is your anniversary, tomorrow is ours as we followed immediately in your footsteps four years ago.

“We are bound together. UNMIK can’t do without KFOR and KFOR can’t do without UNMIK. We are totally interdependent,” he added, paying tribute to the 101 KFOR soldiers and 26 members of UNMIK who have been killed.

* * *

Child labour

12 June – Commemorating the second World Day Against Child Labour, two United Nations agencies today drew global attention to an estimated 1.2 million children trafficked each year into domestic servitude, sexual abuse, involuntary marriage and hazardous work.

The UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) pointed to estimates that the global trade in human beings is beginning to rival the illicit trafficking of arms and drugs, with a revenue of about $12 billion a year. Unscrupulous traffickers move the children within and across national borders through force, coercion or deception, the International Labour Organization (ILO) said. 

“Child trafficking is one of the worst forms of child labour,” ILO stated, adding that an estimated 1.2 million children are trafficked each year into exploitative work in agriculture, mining, factories, armed conflict or commercial sex work.

UNICEF added that children are forced to endure various forms of exploitation, hidden from view and often from legal protection after being lured across borders by promises of a good education or employment. Children are particularly vulnerable as they are seen, by traffickers, as more easily manipulated, on high demand and exploitable over a longer period.

 “We can no longer simply look at the worst forms of child labour as a shame. We have to see it as one part of an inhuman and criminal trade that must be stopped,” UNICEF Executive Director Carol Bellamy said. “Courageous leadership is needed from governments, who are primarily accountable for ensuring that child trafficking is criminalized and children are effectively protected from this form of exploitation.”

Efforts to end the worst forms of child labour would not succeed without effective cooperative efforts to fight the trafficking of children and women within and across national borders, UNICEF stressed.

During its annual event to mark the day, ILO is holding a meeting in Geneva on anti-trafficking activities in the Philippines, the Mekong River area in Asia, Africa and the “three border area” of Argentina, Brazil and Paraguay. 

* * * 

Global Compact

12 June – Major corporate suppliers and top-level business managers are meeting at United Nations Headquarters in New York today to discuss ways to improve partnerships and further promote the goals of Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Global Compact initiative, which seeks to advance good corporate citizenship and responsible globalization.

The Global Compact opened a two-day policy dialogue session dealing with management and partnership practices along the supply chain, in which over 200 participants, including representatives from more than 100 companies  – including Citigroup, Microsoft and General Motors – are participating, along with labour groups and non-governmental organizations.

According to the Compact, cross border supply chain management is one of the key issues facing global businesses and their suppliers today. The meeting is designed to identify concrete measures to build the capacity of suppliers in a manner consistent with the Global Compact’s environmental, labour rights and human rights principles. It will explore the challenges faced in this area with the goal of improving workplace conditions and standards of workers and to further advance the principles of the Global Compact.

* * *

Southern Africa

12 June – In what they called a “stark finding,” two United Nations agencies reported today that Southern Africa still requires substantial food aid despite producing more than during last year’s severe food crisis.

As a whole, the six countries covered in the reports – Lesotho, Malawi, Swaziland, Zimbabwe, Mozambique and Zambia – produced enough food to meet more than two-thirds of the region’s requirements, but production has been uneven, with Zimbabwe producing barely enough to meet 30 per cent of its needs, the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) and the World Food Programme (WFP) said.

Over the next year, the six countries will need to import nearly 2.5 million tons to meet minimum needs. Surpluses in South Africa far exceed this amount and cross-border trade among other countries will continue to take place. In addition, for the region to resume agricultural growth, increased and carefully targeted support will be needed for the agriculture sectors, the reports add.

The findings of the joint FAO/WFP assessment missions were announced at a meeting in Johannesburg today of UN agencies, government representatives, the Southern African Development Community (SADC), donors, and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) examining the humanitarian assistance needs in southern Africa.

Zimbabwe faces acute shortages, with 5.5 million people in need of aid, according to the reports. Production has fallen by more than half, measured against a five-year average, due mostly to the current social, economic and political situation, and drought. As a result, about half the regional deficit of 2.2 million tons is in Zimbabwe, which will need to import almost 1.3 million tons commercially or through food aid to meet minimum needs.

In Mozambique, production surged in the north but parts of the south and central regions continue to face serious shortages affecting 949,000 people. Some areas in Swaziland and Lesotho also continue to face shortages. In Malawi, crop production has improved significantly since widespread shortages in 2002, leaving a shortfall of only 90,000 tons. In Zambia, cereal production is estimated at 1.16 million tons, almost double the output of last year.

Other reasons for continued food aid assistance, despite increased overall availability, are household vulnerability caused by the on-going HIV/AIDS pandemic, according to the reports. Infection rates in southern Africa are the highest in the world, making those infected all the more vulnerable to health complications and death when food shortages occur.

* * *

SARS

12 June – The leader of a United Nations World Health Organization (WHO) assessment team in China said today he was satisfied that “excellent” measures for the immediate response to the Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) are now in place, although the lack of a sustainable surveillance system was still a source of concern.

“We’ve seen that there has been a massive effort to mobilize the population both in urban and rural areas across the country, encouraging people to monitor themselves for fever and to ensure that SARS cases are quickly identified, isolated and treated,” David Heymann, WHO’s Executive Director for Communicable Diseases, said at a press briefing on the situation of SARS control in China.

The briefing – where he was joined by China’s Executive Vice Minister of Health, Gao Qiang – marked the first joint news conference between high-ranking Chinese and WHO officials since the SARS outbreak began late last year.

Initial WHO assessments, issued in late April following a visit to Guangdong Province, expressed serious concern over the lack of urgency in reporting SARS cases, and criticized the Chinese Government for not immediately treating the outbreak as a public health emergency.

Dr. Heymann noted the vast difference in approach now, praising the openness with which the Ministry of Health welcomed the WHO team. He cited the high level of commitment and determination at all levels of the health system as largely responsible for the recent dramatic decline in the number of cases seen throughout mainland China.

Indications of the effectiveness of control measures cited by Dr. Heymann include the very short time now occurring between the onset of symptoms and the detection and isolation of cases, and the speed and efficiency of contact tracing.

The WHO team, however, said it was still concerned by the lack of a reliable, sustainable surveillance system to detect the first hints of a resurgence of cases, some delays in meeting WHO requests for further information, and wide variations in application of the national case definitions, which can lead to under-reporting of cases.

The briefing followed a day of intensive meetings during which WHO officials reviewed data and statistics from selected provinces, voiced their concerns, and received frank and detailed answers. The team has been in China since Tuesday.

* * *

Information centres

12 June – Proceeding with his plan to streamline the work of the United Nations, Secretary-General Kofi Annan has decided to shut down nine information centres in Western Europe and replace them with a regional hub.

The UN Information Centres (UNICs) in Paris, London, Rome, Madrid, Bonn, Lisbon, Athens, Copenhagen and Brussels are expected to close by end of this year. Mr. Annan, however, decided to maintain the Information Services located at the UN Headquarters in Geneva and Vienna.

The new Information Hub, covering the countries in the European Union, is expected to be located in Brussels, and negotiations with the Government of Belgium are at an advanced stage, according to a UN spokesman.

“The Secretary-General wishes to pay tribute to the loyal staff of these nine centres for their remarkable work over the years and their contribution to enhancing European understanding of the United Nation’s goals and achievements,” spokesman Fred Eckhard said. “He is taking a personal role in seeing that their interests will be protected as their offices close.”

* * *

Least developed countries

12 June – Grassroots-level mobilization, effective oversight, accountability, empowerment of women and rural development in the Least Developed Countries (LDCs) are essential if the world as a whole is to achieve the goals set by the Millennium Summit, according to United Nations Under-Secretary-General Anwarul K. Chowdhury.

In a keynote speech on the theme “Challenges of Development: Case of the LDCs” at the annual United Nations Day organized by the Rotary Club of New York on Tuesday, Mr. Chowdhury warned that all 49 LDCs, 34 of which belong to Africa, continue to get marginalized in a globalizing world.

Mr. Chowdhury, who is High Representative for the Least Developed Countries, Landlocked Developing Countries and Small Island Developing States, underscored that the economic, social and human development indicators for the poorest countries of the world are so low that without their effective progress, the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) as a whole would remain unattained.

The MDGs, ranging from halving extreme poverty to halting the spread of HIV/AIDS to providing universal primary education, all by 2015, were adopted by the UN Millennium Summit in 2000.

Mr. Chowdhury emphasized that poverty continued to be the all-embracing challenge for the LDCs, compounded by increasing population growth, endemic diseases particularly HIV/AIDS, debilitating hunger and malnutrition and deteriorating environment.

He identified participation, particularly of the people at the grassroots-level, local institutions, effective oversight and accountability system and empowerment of women, as essential for development efforts in LDCs to reach benefits to the common people and to be sustainable in the longer run.

* *** *

__________________________________________________________________________________________











12 June 2003

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.

**Security Council
The Security Council this morning began an open meeting concerning the International Criminal Court, starting with a debate before a vote is expected later today on a draft resolution that would renew a request, for another year, to defer any investigation or prosecution by the Court involving current or former personnel from a State that is not party to the Court’s Statute, over acts or omissions relating to a UN-established or UN-authorized operation.

The Secretary-General, who opened this morning’s debate, said that, although he accepted that Council members are acting in good faith to make it possible for peace operations to continue, he does not believe that the request being made to the Court is necessary.  Last year, when the Security Council first asked the Court for a 12-month deferral into the sort of investigations that today’s resolution also deals with, the Secretary-General felt it was a reasonable thing to do, to allow member States more time to study the way the Court is to work.

But, he added, “Allow me to express the hope that this does not become an annual routine.”  If it does, he warned, the world may interpret that as a sign that the Council wishes to claim absolute and permanent immunity for people serving in the operations it establishes or authorizes, which would, he said, “undermine not only the authority of the ICC but also the authority of this Council, and the legitimacy of United Nations peacekeeping”.  We have the copy of his remarks upstairs.

The meeting today stems from a request made in a joint letter from Canada, Jordan, Liechtenstein, New Zealand and Switzerland.  In addition to the Secretary-General, there are 18 non-Council members on the speakers’ list.  The vote is scheduled following the public meeting.  Security Council members are expected to speak immediately before and after the vote.  The list is now also available in my office.

**Guinea-Bissau
The Secretary-General’s report on the developments in Guinea-Bissau and the activities of the UN Peace-building Office in that country is out as a Security Council document today.

In it, the Secretary-General says that the situation in that country has worsened.  He says, “There is now consensus that Guinea-Bissau, which had seemed so promising following the ending of the 1998-1999 armed conflict and the holding of free and fair elections is now once again embarked on a downward course.”

He goes on to say that the forthcoming legislative elections are widely seen as a crucial test of Guinea-Bissau’s young democratic process.  He says the United Nations is providing technical assistance in that process, but adds that “should the United Nations determine that conditions are not conducive for free, fair and credible elections, the organization could reconsider its assistance”.

The Council is scheduled to discuss Guinea-Bissau next Thursday.

**Liberia
Reports from Monrovia today indicate that it is relatively “quiet” in the Liberian capital.

The Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs reports that an inter-agency assessment mission visited areas in Monrovia where displaced persons have congregated in large numbers.  Mission members visited five sites, including the sports complex, where an estimated 30,000 people are living under extremely difficult conditions.  In all locations, the priority needs are water and sanitation, food, shelter, medical services and protection.

Efforts are being made to assist some 300 Ivorian and Sierra Leonean refugees who have congregated at the UNHCR offices in Monrovia.

On the political front, the Liberia peace talks bringing together the Government of Liberia and Liberian parties were expected to formally get under way today in Akosombo, Ghana.  The Secretary-General is represented there by his Representative for Liberia, Abou Moussa.

**Security Council Mission
We reported to you that the Security Council mission to Central Africa was scheduled to be in Bunia in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) today to meet with the UN mission, the multinational force and the members of the Ituri Pacification Commission, as well as representatives of all the Iturian communities.

We have a write-up in French of a press encounter held yesterday in Kinshasa by Jean-Marc de la Sablière, the French ambassador to the United Nations, who is leading the Council mission.  He insists on the necessity of accelerating the implementation of a transitional government in the DRC.  We hope to receive a report on today’s activities from the mission spokesman shortly.  We also have a statement in French from the UN Mission in the DRC, expressing its concern at the intensified fighting in North Kivu.

**Iraq
From the humanitarian briefing in Baghdad we learn that the UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, that’s UNESCO, the UN Children’s Fund –- better known to you as UNICEF -- working with the Coalition Provisional Authority and the Iraqi Ministry of Education, are coordinating efforts to ensure that yearly exams take place for 6 million Iraqi students, countrywide.  These exams are scheduled to happen at the start of next month. 

The exams will start the beginning of July and one issue that UNESCO had to deal with was that some examination centres were occupied by coalition forces.

The UNICEF, in an effort to prevent the spread of disease among children, has been sending out teams of workers across Baghdad to fix blocked sewage lines and to clean up the piles of refuse building up in many areas of the capital.  With work done so far, a total of 1.5 million people are now living in much safer, cleaner homes and neighbourhoods.  For more information, you should pick up the briefing notes from Baghdad.

**Afghanistan
The UN Mission in Afghanistan said that demining work has resumed along parts of the Kabul-to-Kandahar road after extra security measures were put in place.  The situation continues to be assessed and further demining will resume if conditions are considered safe enough for the demining teams.  

Also on Afghanistan, the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) said that the country is expecting to have probably its best harvest in 25 years.  Sustained and good precipitation and increased land utilization are the main reason behind the good news, the FAO said. 

The FAO and the World Food Programme will also launch a comprehensive crop and food supply assessment in the whole country on 16 June.  You can find more details in the Kabul press briefing note available upstairs.

**Special Court for Sierra Leone
Doctors say that Foday Sankoh, the Revolutionary United Front leader indicted earlier this year by the Special Court for Sierra Leone, urgently needs to travel outside of Sierra Leone for a medical assessment and treatment; the obstacle is finding a country to accept him temporarily.

Sankoh was in a catatonic state when he was first taken into the custody of the Court in March.  According to the Court’s Medical Officer, Donald Harding, he is incapable of walking, talking or feeding himself, and his condition is deteriorating.  In a press release, which we put out yesterday, the Court appealed on humanitarian grounds for help from the international community in dealing with Sankoh’s condition.

Also this week, the President of the Special Court, Justice Geoffrey Robertson, wrote a letter to the Secretary-General that included a request for a Security Council resolution, with Chapter VII authority, which would obligate member States of the UN to cooperate with the Court.

**Colombia 

“In Colombia, civilians are not only caught in the crossfire, they are also directly targeted as part of a strategy to control land and access routes”, said Kenzo Oshima, the Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs and Emergency Relief Coordinator, and that at the end of his trip to that country.

The UN estimates that some 2 million persons were forced to flee their homes because of fighting, one of the highest such totals in the world.  The UN has put in place a plan to reduce poverty among conflict-affected populations.  $80 million are required to implement the Plan.  So far, the donor community has provided $27 million.  We have a press release with details.

**Kosovo
We have copies upstairs as well of the remarks made by the Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Kosovo, Michael Steiner, at a ceremony marking the fourth anniversary of the Kosovo Force’s arrival in Kosovo, in which he says that KFOR can be “justly proud of what it has achieved” in creating the safe and secure environment that exists today.

**UN Information Centres
In an essential step in his reform process aimed at streamlining the work of the United Nations, the Secretary-General has decided to proceed with his plan to close UN Information Centres in Western Europe and replace them with a regional information hub.

Nine centers will, therefore, close down by the end of this year.  They’re located in Paris, London, Rome, Madrid, Bonn, Lisbon, Athens, Copenhagen and Brussels.  The Information Services at the Headquarters locations of Geneva and Vienna will be maintained.

The new Information Hub, covering the countries in the European Union, is expected to be located in Brussels, and negotiations with the Government of Belgium are at an advanced stage.

The Secretary-General wishes to pay tribute to the loyal staff of these nine centres for their remarkable work over the years and their contribution to enhancing European understanding of the United Nation’s goals and achievements.  He is taking a personal role in seeing that their interests will be protected as the offices close.

**UNICEF
Today is World Day Against Child Labour.  Carol Bellamy, the Executive Director of UNICEF, said today that efforts to end the worst forms of child labour would not succeed unless nations cooperate in fighting the trafficking of children and women within and across national borders.

According to UNICEF, children are seen by traffickers as commodities since they are more easily manipulated, they’re on high demand, and they can be exploited over a longer period.  The UNICEF also pointed to estimates that global trade in human beings is beginning to rival the illicit trafficking of arms and drugs.

“We can no longer simply look at the worst forms of child labour as a shame.  We have to see it as one part of an inhuman and criminal trade that must be stopped”, Bellamy said.

In other UNICEF news, Bellamy called on African leaders, at the African Economic Summit in Durban, South Africa, to use the well-being of children and child-centred standards as the primary measure for progress across their 

continent, and to invest their limited resources in health, education, equality and protection for children.  We have a press release on that.

**Global Compact
Today at UN Headquarters, the Global Compact is convening a dialogue session dealing with management and partnership practices along the supply chain, in which over 200 participants, including representatives from more than 100 companies (including Citigroup, Microsoft and General Motors) are participating, along with labor groups and non-governmental organizations.

**FAO/WFP
Finally, according to the findings of the joint assessment missions in southern Africa of the Food and Agriculture Organization and the World Food Programme, food aid needs in southern Africa remain substantial, despite an overall regional improvement in food production.  Over the next year, six southern African countries will need to import nearly 2.5 million tons of food to meet their minimum food needs.  We have more information in a press release.

That’s all I have for you.  Mohammed?

Questions and Answers

Question:  Fred, the 89 speakers that you referred to, do you think that the Security Council could be able to wrap up its debate for today?

Spokesman:  I think the expectation is that it will.  We, I think, said that there are 18 non-Council members on the speakers’ list, not 89.  So, that means the chances of our finishing today are good.

Thank you very much.  

* *** *
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