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self-protection force in Iraq   Richard Holbrooke IHT/TMSI 

Tuesday, August 26, 2003 

America and the Security Council

                                   NEW YORK The attack that destroyed the UN compound in   Baghdad was not just an attack on the United Nations, but on the  United States as well. In Iraq, under the brilliant leadership of Sérgio

Vieira de Mello, the United Nations was fulfilling an essential part  of America's policy objectives - peace, security and economic and   political development for Iraq.

                                   Now the United Nations knows it is a target and will be attacked  again. The United Nations must be protected in Iraq, and the  country's general security situation improved.

                                   U.S. forces, already stretched too thin, are not going to provide   security for UN staff. And, in any case, the United Nations doesn't  want the image of American troops surrounding its compound and

personnel.

                                   The Security Council should therefore pass a resolution authorizing  a multinational force - not an ineffective UN blue helmet  peacekeeping operation - like the one in East Timor, but with the

specific and narrowly focused assignment of protecting UN  personnel and installations.

                                   The best country to lead such a force might be Norway - a  respected NATO ally of the United States, with long-standing ties to   the U.S. military and a defense minister who is a favorite of the

Pentagon. Norway is also a fervent supporter of the United Nations   and its secretary general, Kofi Annan. A Norwegian battalion could   form the core of a UN self-protection force, accompanied by Bangladeshi, Indian and Pakistani troops.

                                   After the attack in Baghdad, Secretary of State Colin Powell said at  the United Nations that the United States would oppose any dilution  of the hallowed principle of "unity of command," which is a critical

point for the U.S. military. But unity of command has historically  been defined in many different ways.

                                   In Afghanistan there are currently two commands - the American  command of Operation Enduring Freedom, outside Kabul, and the   International Security Assistance Force, or ISAF, inside Kabul.

ISAF recently became a NATO responsibility, but that is not how it  was originally structured.

                                   There is also a large international force going into Iraq under Polish  command, with more than 20 nations participating.

                                   So there are varied ways to structure unity of command. One way  recently suggested by Thomas Pickering, one of America's most   distinguished career diplomats, is to "dual hat" the American

commander so he has two chains of command - the UN  self-protection force and the U.S. coalition force.

                                   The details could be worked out in many different ways. The   important thing is this: The United States is going to need to reach an agreement with other nations on the Security Council. Otherwise

the situation for UN operations in Iraq will be untenable - and the  United States, above all, needs a UN presence in Iraq.

                                   Unfortunately, not only did the United States put forward an  unsaleable proposition at the United Nations on Thursday - that   American control must not be diluted - but the French reacted in a

way that was equally disastrous, personalizing their attack on the  United States again.

                                   In this petty and tasteless quarrel between France and the United   States, which went on even as the bodies were still being dug out of  the rubble in Baghdad, the big loser is the United Nations.

                                   Comments after the Baghdad bombing by the French foreign   minister, Dominique de Villepin, only served the interests of the   hard-liners in Washington who enjoy nothing more than

France-bashing. It remains a mystery to me why Villepin continually  weakens Colin Powell, the most internationalist and most pro-UN   person in the Bush administration. If France truly cared about the                           United Nations, it would be able to find common ground with   Washington.   This should be a chance for the United States and France and other  leading countries to come together to strengthen and save the                       United Nations. But given what has transpired diplomatically since   the attack on the UN in Baghdad, just the opposite is happening.

                                   It is clear that the Bush administration will do everything it can to  avoid a significant increase in American troops in Iraq, because of   the political implications in an election year and the echoes of

Vietnam - everything, that is, except agree to the kind of Security  Council resolution that would create better conditions for  international involvement in ending the conflict. The best course for  the United States, and for Iraq, itself is to dilute the American  presence with more international forces.

                                   In that respect, it was a mistake for Washington, in the wake of the   tragedy in Baghdad, to table a proposal at the Security Council   virtually identical to the one it put forward a few weeks ago. The

Bush administration should have taken into account the new  circumstances that prevail after the UN attack - and the fact that   the UN personnel who died did so while serving American foreign   policy objectives.

                                   In the coming week America should return to the United Nations  and reach the right kind of agreement - one that leads to a larger  international force (with America in overall command), thus giving

UN staff the protection they need to continue their vital mission.

                                   The writer is the former U.S. ambassador to the United Nations and   was the top U.S. negotiator in the Balkan peace talks during the   Clinton administration. This comment was distributed by Global

Viewpoint for Tribune Media Services International.

_________________________________________________________________________________________

BBC

UN boosts aid workers' protection

By Greg Barrow 

BBC's United Nations correspondent 

                 The United Nations Security  Council has voted unanimously in favour of a resolution to               increase the protection of aid  workers in conflict zones. 

                 The resolution, put forward by  the Mexican Government, also   recognises that attacks on                 humanitarian workers should  constitute a war crime. 

                 However, the vote was delayed  after the United States insisted on the removal of language                 referring to the international criminal court, which Washington  does not recognise. 

                 The vote comes one week after the devastating attack on the UN    headquarters in Baghdad, in which 23 people died. 

                 Despite the groundswell of support for the resolution, it was  almost blocked by the United States, which objected to language that noted attacks on aid workers constitute a war crime under   the statutes of the International Criminal Court, or ICC. 

                 Struggle to unify 

                 Washington does not recognise the court, and diplomats say US officials insisted on removing any part of the text which could lead  to the possible prosecution of American citizens in front of the  ICC. 

                 After initially refusing to back down, Mexico agreed to drop the   reference to the International Criminal Court. 

                 Diplomats then had to labour over acceptable terminology that   would define attacks on aid workers as a war crime. 

                 Human rights groups and aid agencies say the compromise  solution has taken some of the conviction and clarity away from a  resolution that sought for the first time to recognise the gravity of  attacks on humanitarian workers. 

                 Some too have been disappointed that the Security Council once  again struggled to unify around a subject that appeared so   pressing and urgent in the aftermath of last week's attack on the  UN. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

Reuters

Danish Environmentalist Work  'Unscientific'- Panel
DENMARK: August 27, 2003

                COPENHAGEN - A panel of independent Scandinavian  scientists said yesterday that recent reports by a  controversial Danish environmentalist were  unscientific and of dubious value. 

                The Danish government asked the panel of five academics  to evaluate reports from an independent environmental  institute headed by Bjorn Lomborg, after a prestigious   Danish scientific committee earlier this year accused the  environmental maverick of scientific dishonesty -- a charge   he dismissed.

                The 38-year-old statistician, author of the controversial book  "The Skeptical Environmentalist," enraged the scientific  community by saying that the dangers of global warming    had been exaggerated and that trying to slow it was a  waste of money.

                "The panel must conclude that none of the reports   represent scientific work or methods in the traditional  scientific sense," the five scientists said in their report.

                In his book, Lomborg said the world's forests are barely declining, few animals have become extinct lately and rivers  and oceans are becoming cleaner.

                Lomborg has also criticized the vast sums being spent on   reducing pollution, arguing that the amount spent on  reducing greenhouse gas emissions would be enough to   provide every person in the world with access to clean water and sewerage.

                The chairman of Lomborg's Institute for Environmental  Valuation, created by the center-right government in 2002,   said the board took note of the panel's evaluation, while the   Danish opposition said the institute should be closed. 

REUTERS NEWS SERVICE 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

BuaNews 

August 26, 2003 Tuesday 

HEADLINE: South Africa;  World Parks Congress to Benefit Communities Living Around Parks 

      BODY: 

      Environmental Affairs and Tourism Minister Mohammed Valli Moosa says the upcoming World Parks Congress  will ensure that environmental conservation goes beyond nature reserves and parks. 

      This to ensure that communities living in Protected Areas (PAs) enjoy economic benefits from their land.

      Giving an update on the conference to be held in Durban from 8-17 September, Mr Moosa said the event's

      theme 'Benefits beyond Boundaries' was testimony that communities living in PAs should reap economic

      rewards of their land through eco-tourism. 

      'The first two is conservation beyond the boundaries of national parks and that economic benefits of

      conservation must be felt by everybody concerned including communities.' 

      He said in fact conservation and social economic development ought not to be placed in opposition to each

      other. 

      'This is one of the important consensus issues, which we predict will emerge out of the Congress, that we

      should see conservation as going beyond the national parks,' he said. 

      He said South Africa was hosting the congress to inspire other countries about its initiatives, which had

      shown economic and social benefits of conservation, citing the Makuleke region that is part of the Kruger

      National Park. 

      The Makuleke people occupied the land between Limpopo and Luvhuvhu River north of the park until they

      were forcefully removed from their rich land in 1969 by the apartheid government. 

      However, through the Land Restitution Programme, the Makuleke community have been acknowledged as

      true owners of the land and have since enjoyed economic benefits for their land rich with bio-diversity and

      conservation value. 

      He said this was an example nature conservationists around the world would be studying quite closely as it

      showed that conservation created jobs, contributed to economic activity, provided opportunities for SMMEs

      and promoted tourism. 

      LOAD-DATE: August 26, 2003 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

Business Day (South Africa)

August 26, 2003

HEADLINE: Meeting to give new impetus to conservation
     BODY:

      Meeting to give new impetus to conservation

      Congress on parks to scrutinise oil firms

      THE mining and oil industries will come under heavy scrutiny at the 5th World Parks Congress in Durban

      next month, when about 3 000 delegates from 170 states will set new benchmarks for world protected areas

      for the next decade.

      With the world's biodiversity being lost at an alarming rapid rate, there will be a push for mining and oil

      companies to be held accountable for their operations in sensitive protected areas.

      The congress follows the recent controversy around the Xolobeni mining development in Eastern Cape,

      which cuts through environmentally sensitive areas. 

      This threatens the viability of flourishing ecotourism projects in the region.

      However, global mining and oil heavyweights are expected to come to the table with a commitment to

      develop best-practice guidelines to biodiversity conservation.

      De Beers, Shell, BP, Rio Tinto and the South African Chamber of Mines are among those likely to sign a

      memorandum of understanding.

      The congress, held every 10 years, will set new targets that will define the future of conservation for this

      century according to international best practice.

      Mavuso Msimang, CEO of South African National Parks, said yesterday that previous target of conserving

      10% of the world's protected areas had been met, but those benchmarks did not necessarily conform to

      global standards.

      "The reality is ... we have paper parks in the world."

      Previous congresses have been watershed events at international level, and the Durban talks are expected

      to give new impetus to conservation as a sector, which creates jobs and economic activity, and provides

      opportunities for small emerging firms and growth for ecotourism.

      Environmental Affairs and Tourism Minister Valli Moosa said the theme, Benefits Beyond Boundaries, would  highlight SA's shift from conservation being seen as a luxury to a building block of the economy.

      "The congress is significant as it will give SA a chance to promote its model of conservation as an example

      of international best practice.

      "We're convinced that SA will serve as an inspiration to rich, developed countries," he said.

      A Durban accord that includes recommendations on ecotourism, bioprospecting, commercialisation of parks,

      peace parks and the role of the private sector will be signed.

      In addition, the question of whether governments or the private sector should run parks will come under the

      spotlight.

      The first to be held in Africa, the event will focus attention on the continent's protected areas and mobilise

      international support to secure their future.

      Africa has one of the world's largest transboundary protected areas - the Great Limpopo Transfrontier Park

      - shared by SA, Zimbabwe and Mozambique.

      Countries will be encouraged to revise and recommit to the 1968 African Convention on the Conservation of

      Nature and Natural Resources and to establish an endowment or trust fund legacy for protected areas in

      Africa.

__________________________________________________________________________________________

Guardian

Scientists turn up heat on global   warming 

University aims to shame ministers into tougher action 

Wednesday August 27, 2003
                                    A group of scientists in East Anglia has launched an ambitious   campaign to tackle the threat of global warming in an effort to  shame ministers into stronger action on climate change. 

                                    The task they have set themselves is formidable: to slash the   region's emissions of carbon dioxide in half the time the  government believes is possible. 

                                    At first glance, the project, known as Cred, for carbon reduction,   might easily be dismissed as well-meaning nonsense. But the     team behind it, Keith Tovey and his colleagues at the University

of East Anglia, belong to the most prestigious environmental  science department in the country. 

                                    "If anyone is going to do this, they will," said Dennis Thouless   whose Norwich-based company, Global Commodities, collects  used cooking oil from local businesses and turns it into fuel. 

                                    The Cred project was set up in response to the government's   white paper on energy, published in February. "The government  pledged that they would be pushing to reduce carbon dioxide                                emissions by 60% by the year 2050," Dr Tovey said. 

                                    "It looked impressive and sounded good, but didn't give any  clues on how to do it. To put it bluntly, there were too many  agendas being thrown around." 

                                    The result was a statement of high intention that lacked any  practical guidance. 

                                    Growing frustration at the government's dithering has spurred Dr  Tovey's team into action. They have taken the government's  stated target of 60% reduction in carbon dioxide emissions, which according to the royal commission on environmental   pollution is vital to avoid the adverse effects of climate change,

and pledged that East Anglia would meet it in half the time. 

                                    "If we can show that the people here can achieve this target by  2025, we can turn around and say to everybody else, 'What's   your excuse?'" Dr Tovey said. 

                                    Enthusiasm for the project has snowballed. Local businesses  have submitted themselves to scrutiny, to see how much  electricity they are wasting. School children have had crash  courses in saving energy. Night classes have been set up to   teach people the fine art of making solar cells that, strapped to  their roofs, will give hot water. Others have gone one step further  and installed silicon-based panels on their roofs that convert

sunlight into electricity. 

                                    Dr Tovey is talking to the Diocese of Norwich to try to get the  Anglican church on board. "East Anglia has more than 600  churches," he said. "Because churches are all built running east   to west, it means they've got a huge area of roof that's facing  south, so they're perfect for catching the sun." 

                                    "It would be very hard not to agree with the aims of the Cred   project," said the Rev Jan MacFarlane, the Bishop of Norwich's  chaplain. "And if there's a possibility of generating some  income, why not?" 

                                    But Dr Tovey knows that slashing carbon dioxide in East Anglia  will have little impact on global climate change. The people of   East Anglia produce 6.5m tonnes of carbon dioxide a year,  against the 500m tonnes produced by the UK as a whole. 

                                    "To make a real difference, the US will have to be doing this, but   that will happen when they realise there is money to be made  doing this." 

                                    Word of the project is spreading beyond East Anglia. The  Bishop of Hereford has expressed an interest. A delegation from  Japan which visited the Cred team may set up a similar project. 

                                    The biggest threat to success now, the scientists believe, is that   people's enthusiasm dries up as the novelty wears off. 

                                    Dr Tovey said: "There's always a chance we will fail. But if we  fail, it can't be said we haven't tried."

                                    Nature's way

                                    · Two wind turbines are due to be installed at the University of  East Anglia. They will provide more than enough power for the  campus. The surplus electricity they generate will be sold back                          to the national grid and the profits fed into local community  projects 

                                    · Night classes set up to teach people how to make solar panels  to provide hot water have gone down a storm 

                                    · The Cred team is also carrying out "environmental audits" for  companies and local residents 

                                    · Community meetings are being held to advise people on how   best to conserve energy in their homes 

                                    · The Cred team is also advising people on environmentally   friendly ways to travel. A plane flying to France emits three  times more carbon dioxide than Eurostar 

                                    · The team has developed a gadget that, when plugged into an  electrical appliance, measures the amount of electricity it uses  and works out how much carbon dioxide it is responsible for                             emitting

__________________________________________________________________________________________

The Guardian

Heatwave death toll may be as  high as 900 

Wednesday August 27, 2003
                                    The death toll in England and Wales caused by record   temperatures this month may have been as high as 900,  according to official figures showing that nearly 10% more   people died at the peak of the heatwave than was normal for the  time of year. 

                                    The office for national statistics said yesterday that 10,132  people died during the week ending August 15. This was 907  more than the average for the comparable week during the   previous five years. 

                                    Although weekly figures can vary by several hundred without any clear climatic cause, the ONS conceded it was likely that some  of the extra deaths were due to the extreme heat, which hit a  record 38.1C (100.6F) on Sunday August 10 in Gravesend,  Kent. 

                                    The situation was worse in France where ministers have   admitted that about 10,000 deaths may have been caused by  the heat, although a definitive figure is not expected for several  weeks. 

                                    Peter Goldblatt, of the ONS health and care division, said there  were 1,460 fewer deaths than normal registered over the eight   weeks to July 25 and 454 fewer in the week ending August 1.  There were 78 more deaths than average in the week ending  August 8. 

                                    The sharp increase during the week of the heatwave therefore  broke the pattern of the previous two months. 

                                    He pointed out, however, that the number of deaths naturally   varied each week by around 500 so it was impossible to say  whether the 907 deaths were due to the weather. 

                                    The Department of Health said it did not collect figures on   heat-related deaths and was unaware of a substantial extra  burden on the NHS. 

                                    "We were aware of an increase in demand in some NHS areas  during the hot weather, mainly in the south of England," said a  spokesman. "But there were not any trusts that reported being  unable to cope with the level of demand. 

                                    "Some ambulance services were dealing with extra calls at the   time and a lot were able to deal with the problems at the scene.   There was a knock-on effect with more people going to A&E but   we did not see any hospitals unable to cope." 

                                    In the lead-up to the hottest day, the health department issued   advice on how to cope with the heat. But the department does  not require notification of heat-related deaths and so will never   know how many could be attributed to heatstroke, which can  lead to coma, kidney failure and heart failure. 

                                    In France last week, President Jacques Chirac conceded in a   rare public address to the nation that weaknesses in his  country's health system contributed to thousands of heat-related  deaths in recent weeks. 

                                    After returning from a three-week holiday, he broke a   much-criticised silence to express sympathy with the families of   the many people who had "died alone in their homes" during the   heatwave. 

                                    The minister for the elderly admitted that 10,000 people had   most probably died in what is being seen in France as a   humanitarian catastrophe. 

                                    Officials began on Monday to try to reunite relatives with the   unclaimed bodies of some 400 Parisians who died during the   heatwave. 

                                    The ONS noted that among the deaths registered in recent  weeks in England and Wales, around three-quarters related to  deaths occurring in that week, around one in five related to the  previous week and one in 20 occurred more than two weeks  before.

__________________________________________________________________________________________

ROLAC  MEDIA UPDATE –26 August   2003

www.ips.org
ARGENTINA:
Flood Evacuees Have Spent Winter in Tents, Waiting 
Marcela Valente 


BUENOS AIRES, Aug 25 (IPS) - Around 3,000 people in the city of Santa Fe in east-central Argentina are still living in drafty warehouses and abandoned train stations, or tents that must be evacuated when it rains, four months after their homes were destroyed by flooding. 

Luckily, the worst of the southern hemisphere winter is over. But the evacuees have little hope of getting into their new homes any time soon, because not a single brick has been laid despite the existence of several reconstruction projects. 

Four months have passed since the tragedy that mobilised the entire country to send food, clothing, mattresses and medicine to Santa Fe in a massive emergency aid and solidarity campaign. 

Thousands of homes were destroyed in late April when the Salado river overflowed its banks after several weeks of heavy rainfall, and overcame the dikes surrounding the capital of the province of Santa Fe. Many of the city's 400,000 inhabitants were left temporarily or permanently homeless. 

The roughly 3,000 people in the shelters are the last ''of the 140,000 people left homeless, and they have become the refugees of this environmental tragedy,'' social worker Liza Tosti with the environmental association Proteger (To Protect) told IPS. 

Tosti is in charge of coordinating the volunteers who have been working in the evacuation centres since the floods. 

These families ''had already fallen into poverty, and now they have lost the little they had left: their homes, crops, household goods and furnishings, and even informal sector jobs,'' said Tosti. 

But the wait is not over for the evacuees, as none of the existing governmental or non-governmental plans for building new housing has gotten under way yet, architect Hugo Orlandi, with the government committee set up to oversee reconstruction efforts, told IPS. His group functions under the provincial administration of Governor Carlos Reutemann. 

Three plots of municipal land have been set aside for building 360 homes in areas not prone to flooding, said Orlandi. But the 545,000 dollars earmarked for the project by the central government has not yet arrived, he added. 

''We haven't cleared the land yet because we are waiting for the funds to arrive sometime this week,'' he said, adding that the homes that will be built for the people living in tents should be completed in four or five months. 

Another project plans to build 447 housing units on property that belongs to the province of Santa Fe. A competitive bidding process for the project, which is to be partially financed by the National Housing Fund, ''will be opened in September,'' said Orlandi. 

He also reported that the provincial government had expropriated 35 hectares on which Caritas, an international Catholic humanitarian organisation, will build 250 homes, and the Salvation Army, an independent Protestant charity, will build 30. 

In addition, said Orlandi, there is a plan to repair housing damaged by the flood, with contributions from Protestant churches. 

In some Santa Fe neighbourhoods, the water reached the rooftops, while in other areas homes were completely covered by an enormous lake that formed. 

Hydraulic engineers at the public Litoral University, environmental groups, and technical experts with the National Institute of Agricultural Technology say the catastrophe came as no surprise. 

They blame the provincial government for negligence, saying it failed to control the emergence of slum neighbourhoods in areas subject to flooding and to build the necessary dikes, and that it ignored the warnings issued by environmentalists and meteorologists. 

Despite such criticism, the works aimed at preventing a repeat of the catastrophe are only in the stage of public tendering, as is the case of a dike that needs to be built, and the widening and reinforcement of a bridge. 

The flooding claimed at least 24 lives, according to the provincial government. 

But human rights activists are demanding an investigation into what happened to 31 other people who remain missing. And Medicos del Mundo (Doctors of the World), an international health care and humanitarian relief organisation, said as many as 100 people were killed by the flooding, basing their estimate on interviews carried out for the organisation's report on the tragedy. 

''We visited a fisherman who the day after the flood tried to return to his home in a boat, to stay on the roof watching over his things, as many people did. That night he heard a child crying. He went out with his flashlight, and found two children floating on a board. Their parents had drowned,'' said Tosti, her voice cracking with emotion. 

The fisherman is taking care of the children, ages three and five, and no one has come looking for them yet, she said. 

After the waters receded, many evacuees returned to their homes. In some cases, all that was needed was a major clean-up. But others had to toss out furniture and other belongings that had been ruined, and some families moved back into homes that are uninhabitable or pose a threat due to the dampness and structural weakness caused by cracks. 

According to a report by the Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), the flooding in Santa Fe caused one billion dollars in losses. 

The study reported that of 20,000 homes that were damaged but still left standing, 17,000 were totally ruined and should be replaced. 

But of an initial 140,000 people left homeless, only 3,000 remain in the camps, warehouses or train stations, which means a majority of the families have returned to precarious shacks or dangerously damaged homes in areas at risk of further flooding, because they had nowhere else to go and could not wait for the government to do something. 

The camps were set up on the outskirts of the city, in the areas of La Tablada and La Florida. The evacuees, crammed up to three families in one tent, have been living there all winter. Although chemical toilets with faucets were brought in, ''There are no showers, and they can only wash up a bit at the faucets,'' said Tosti. 

The tents, which are not waterproof, have been set up on land that floods when it rains. ''Each time it rains, they are evacuated, and they have to relive the trauma of an appalling tragedy,'' she added. 

Those who are being housed in the abandoned Mitre and Belgrano railway stations use the bathrooms in the stations, and have separated the old employee dressing rooms and railway platforms into family sections, using cardboard and other improvised dividers. 

The children not only lost their homes, toys and other belongings, but have had to change schools and make new friends. They also suffer worse than adults from illnesses caused by the cold in the train stations, warehouses, and tents, and by the humidity in the tents. 

Médicos del Mundo reported a huge increase in cases of bronchial ailments, gastroenteritis and lice among the evacuees. 

Not all of the schools reopened after the flooding, because some were destroyed, as were hospitals, health clinics and community soup kitchens. The evacuees who were left without schools have been reassigned to public and private educational institutions that made space for them. 

Provincial government buses pick the children up in the morning and take them to school, and bring them home in the afternoon. 

But ''some mothers prefer not to send their kids to school because they are afraid that the buses will leave them in the wrong place, so we have volunteers who try to keep kids occupied in the camps,'' said Tosti. 

Several community organisations have complained that the government of Santa Fe is overly focused on the Sep. 7 provincial elections and has shown a profound indifference to the social consequences of the catastrophe. 

The army serves the daily meals. But the evacuees say the assistance is provided in a ''militarised,'' harsh and repressive climate. 

''It's really hard to get people to organise, to cook and resolve their day-to-day problems,'' said Tosti. 

The victims received a one-time indemnification payment of 450 dollars per family, and the provincial government has promised to provide a second payment of 250 dollars. But some families have not even received the first payment, due to bureaucratic hurdles. 

Authorities are demanding proof of residency from people whose homes were literally swept away. Families have been denied compensation because their makeshift dwellings were located on land that was registered by the city government as ''green spaces.'' 

''These are families who were already extremely vulnerable because they are very poor, and have many kids, health problems, and precarious homes and jobs. Now they are waiting for help that isn't arriving,'' said Tosti. In her view, people will still be living in the camps at least until early 2004. 

''There are reconstruction projects and international funds in the pipeline, but there is also a lot of controversy surrounding the land registries and relocation to areas that are not at risk of flooding,'' she explained. 

This Southern Cone country of 37 million is still in the grip of its worst economic crisis ever, with almost one in four people unemployed, and over half of the population living below the poverty line.

ECUADOR-COLOMBIA:
Activists Concerned About Thorny Border Issues 

Kintto Lucas 


QUITO, Aug 25 (IPS) - Human rights activists and environmentalists in Ecuador were surprised when Colombian President Alvaro Uribe said Ecuador had never asked his country to avoid aerial spraying of drug crops near the border. 

Former foreign minister Nina Pacari said she had specifically asked Colombia not to spray within 10 kms of the Ecuadorian border. 

Pacari resigned as foreign minister two weeks ago when the Pachakutik Movement -- the political arm of Ecuador's powerful indigenous movement -- pulled out of the government of President Lucio Gutiérrez. 

With assistance from Washington, Colombia sprays illegal drug crops like coca with the herbicide glyphosate, as part of Plan Colombia, a largely U.S.-financed anti-drug and counterinsurgency strategy. 

But environmental and human rights organisations in both Ecuador and Colombia, as well as local officials in Colombia, have protested that the spraying destroys legal crops, and affects the health of farmers and their livestock. 

The Ecuadorian environmental organisation Acción Ecológica, which has carried out studies in areas along the border after planes have fumigated coca crops in nearby Colombia, has documented skin and respiratory ailments among children, as well as dead livestock, which they say are a result of the high concentration of glyphosate used in the fumigation. 

Pacari said that as foreign minister, she asked the Uribe administration in Colombia not to spray near the border, in order to avoid affecting farmers in Ecuador. 

But Uribe, on a one-day visit to Ecuador last Friday, said his government had received no such request, and denied that the spraying posed a threat to human health. 

The Confederation of Indigenous Nationalities of Ecuador (CONAIE) declared Uribe ''persona non grata''. 

The president of CONAIE, Leonidas Iza, told IPS that Ecuador's indigenous movement defends national sovereignty and is opposed to involvement in Plan Colombia. 

''We declared the president of Colombia persona non grata because his government undermines the dignity of indigenous peoples in his country. And by trying to draw Ecuador into the Colombian conflict, he is also attacking our sovereignty and our dignity,'' said Iza. 

One of the main focuses of Uribe's brief 12-hour visit to Ecuador last Friday was the situation along the 600-km border between the two countries, according to the local press here. 

''It is Colombia's desire to keep the scourge of drugs and drug trafficking from leaking over the border into Ecuador,'' Colombian Ambassador María Paulina Espinoza de López told the Quito daily El Comercio. The question, she added, is ''how can we live in peace, and how can we reach an agreement regarding the borders in order to mutually support each other.'' 

Clashes between the Colombian army, the right-wing United Self-Defence Forces of Colombia (AUC) paramilitary umbrella, and the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) -- the main rebel group -- frequently take place within a few kms of the border. 

Aerial spraying of drug crops is another issue causing tension in the border region. 

But ''Colombia will not stop fumigating,'' because the spraying is not causing any damages to human health, crops or livestock, said Ambassador Espinoza de López. 

Sources in diplomatic circles say Washington and Bogota have decided to launch ''Plan Colombia II'' in view of the poor results attained in the first phase, which is still being implemented. 

Visits to Bogota by U.S. Defence Secretary Donald Rumsfeld last week and by U.S. Secretary of State Colin Powell in December were interpreted as signs that a new phase of Plan Colombia was being prepared. 

Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Richard Myers and the director of the White House Office on Drug Control Policy, John Walters, have also visited the Colombian capital in the past two months. 

The visits were clear signs of Washington's support for the administration of the right-wing Uribe, as the U.S. officials themselves pointed out. 

Espinoza de López said Colombia and the United States are discussing Washington's support for defending that country's borders. 

Both Uribe and Espinoza de López reiterated last Friday that they did not intend to draw Ecuador into Colombia's armed conflict. 

But they have also stated that Colombia's four-decade civil strife is a regional problem. 

''The problem is no longer Colombian, but regional. Without agreements with Ecuador and neighbouring countries, this will turn into a huge problem. We want agreements,'' said Espinoza de López. 

''We don't want Ecuador to get involved, but we must discuss how to make security along the border more effective in order to keep weapons from coming into Colombia through this country,'' said Uribe. 

The president also pledged to beef up military controls along the border, to keep the guerrillas ''from moving into Ecuadorian territory.'' 

Activist Alexis Ponce, with the Permanent Assembly for Human Rights, said ''The implementation of Plan Colombia has made the war even more of a nationwide phenomenon present throughout Colombian territory, and threatens to 'regionalise' the conflict, which would be very negative not only for Ecuador but for all of...Latin America.'' 

''Over a month ago, Uribe launched Plan Colombia II, which indicates that there will be no negotiated solution to the conflict,'' retired colonel Jorge Brito, a critic of the Gutiérrez administration, told IPS. 

Brito was one of the officers who along with today's president Gutiérrez led a rebellion of junior officers in support of the January 2000 indigenous uprising which overthrew then-president Jamil Mahuad. 

This month, ''the U.S. chairman of the joint chiefs of staff and secretary of defence were in Colombia. What is the aim of the United States with regards to Plan Colombia?'' asked the retired officer, who does not want to see Ecuador drawn into the conflict. 

Brito said the United States has given the go-ahead for the interception of suspicious flights between Ecuador and Colombia. ''That means overflights by U.S. aircraft are going to increase, especially from the Manta military base'' in Ecuador, which the government is allowing the United States to use, he added. 

Uribe also asked Gutiérrez to step up security along the border, said Brito. 

He pointed out that it is not easy for the Colombian armed forces to inflict major damage on the FARC and the National Liberation Army (ELN) -- the second-largest rebel group -- because there is largely a balance of power between the insurgents and the army. 

''Neither of the two sides is in a position to win,'' he argued

________________________________________________________________________________

ROLAC  MEDIA UPDATE –26 August   2003


" 

www.tierramerica.net



Sugarcane a Culprit in Cuban Soil Depletion




By Patricia Grogg*
In less than 200 years, Cuba lost eight million hectares of forests.
HAVANA - The sugar industry is among the major contributors to the degradation of Cuban soil, a problem affecting nearly 70 percent of cultivable areas on the island, and worldwide causing losses of 42 billion dollars annually. 

According to official figures, the soils in 11 of Cuba's 14 provinces suffer from erosion, compaction, acidity, salinity and lack of organic material, but the phenomenon is most dramatic in the east, where the island's most fragile ecosystems are found. 

Experts say the main culprit is five centuries of monoculture of sugar cane, a crop that uses up the soil's nutrients. Sugar cane production intensified in the early 19th century through the mid-20th century. 

Commercial cultivation of sugar cane and subsequent expansion of cattle-raising led to the deforestation of extensive areas, and worsened in the 19th century with the rise of coffee plantations in the eastern mountains. 

In less than two centuries, the island lost eight million hectares of forests, such that by 1959 only 14 percent of Cuban territory was forested. 

"And that 14 percent which was not appropriate for agricultural use has been suffering an accelerated process of erosion," Antonio Perera, an expert with the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) told Tierramérica. 

When degradation is combined with compaction and salinity, it accelerates the soil processes leading to desertification, Perera said. 

In his opinion, the reconversion of the Cuban sugar industry begun last year -- aimed at reducing sugar production to no more than four million tons a year -- will permit better soil management. 

Around one million hectares that have been dedicated to sugar cane plantations will be converted into forests to produce lumber, fruit orchards or put to other agricultural uses. 

"The major desertification processes emerge as a result of historic problems, particularly due to the loss of vegetation or the inappropriate use of agricultural resources," commented Perera. 

Desertification is a gradual process of loss of soil productivity caused by human activities and by climate variations. 

Seventy percent of the 5.2 billion hectares of arid lands dedicated to agriculture worldwide, or 30 percent of the earth's land surface, is degraded and in danger of desertification. 

Meeting in Havana from Aug. 25 to Sep. 5 is the Fifth Conference of Parties to the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification and Drought. Official delegations from 160 countries are participating. 

Perera said the conference participants are expected to approve a financial mechanism aimed at confronting desertification problems through the Global Environment Facility of the World Bank. 

Soil degradation, desertification and lack of water are some of the key problems that must be tackled in efforts to reduce global poverty in compliance with the Millennium Goals, established by the United Nations in 2000. 

More than 250 million people directly suffer the effects of desertification, says the U.N.
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General environment news

Environmental concerns over ferry sinking in Fiji 
August 27, 2003 - The sinking of a ferry in Fiji's western waters has raised serious concerns for the environment.
The ferry went down with 15 semi-trailers, creating fears of oil leaks from the ship and the trucks.
As well, Fiji's department of environment says one of the trucks was carrying 12,000 litres of caustic soda.
The toxic chemical is in pressure-tanks, designed to release the liquid if pressure builds.
http://www.goasiapacific.com/news/GoAsiaPacificBNP_932703.htm 

New law to safeguard ecosystems
China Daily, August 27, 2003 -It is believed that the imminent implementation of the law on environmental impact assessment will give China the tools to ensure that environmental and ecological concerns are not lost sight of in the designing and carrying out of projects or regional development plans. 
The law, to come into effect next Monday, is a sign that China's legislation on the environment and resources has turned its priority towards their sustainable utilization, said Zhu Xingxiang, vice-director of the supervision and management department of the State Environmental Protection Administration. http://www1.chinadaily.com.cn/en/doc/2003-08/27/content_258528.htm 

Myanmar Reshuffles Cabinet
The Myanmar State Peace and Development Council (SPDC) made a major reshuffle of its cabinet Monday, appointing former SPDC First Secretary General Khin Nyunt as Prime Minister, one of the posts held by Senior-General Than Shwe, state-run Radio Myanmar reported Monday evening.
Than Shwe remained as SPDC Chairman, Commander-in-Chief of the Defense Services and Minister of Defense without change. 
In the reshuffle, former SPDC Second Secretary Lieutenant-General Soe Win was promoted to the First Secretary to replace Khin Nyunt and Lieutenant-General Thein Sein, a SPDC member and Adjutant-General, became the SPDC Second Secretary. 
Besides naming U Ko Lay, former Yangon Mayor, and Major-GeneralThein Swe as Ministers at the Prime Minister's Office, the SPDC also appointed former Deputy Minister of Home Affairs Brigadier-General Thura Myint Maung as Minister of Religious Affairs, formerDeputy Minister of Energy Brigadier-General Thein Aung as Minister of Forestry, and former Southwestern Commander Major-General Htay Oo as Minister of Cooperatives. 
In the reshuffle, the SPDC allowed five former high government officials to retire. 
This is the 14th time for the Myanmar government to reshuffle its cabinet since Nov. 15, 1997 when the country renamed the StateLaw and Order Restoration Council as SPDC. 
http://fpeng.peopledaily.com.cn/200308/26/eng20030826_123072.shtml 
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UN

IHT, 26 August: Editorial by Richard Holbrooke: “Give the UN a self-protection force in Iraq”

….Now the United Nations knows it is a target and will be attacked again. The United Nations must be protected in Iraq, and the country's general security situation improved. 
.

U.S. forces, already stretched too thin, are not going to provide security for UN staff. And, in any case, the United Nations doesn't want the image of American troops surrounding its compound and personnel…..The Security Council should therefore pass a resolution authorizing a multinational force - not an ineffective UN blue helmet peacekeeping operation - like the one in East Timor, but with the specific and narrowly focused assignment of protecting UN personnel and installations…

The best country to lead such a force might be Norway - a respected NATO ally of the United States, with long-standing ties to the U.S. military and a defense minister who is a favorite of the Pentagon. Norway is also a fervent supporter of the United Nations and its secretary general, Kofi Annan

http://www.iht.com/articles/107643.html
BAGDAD

FT, 26 August: “Jordan gives Governing Council cautious backing”

Iraq's US-appointed Governing Council yesterday won cautious backing from Jordan in the latest leg of an eight-country regional tour aimed at winning recognition from Arab states.

Ibrahim Jaafari, who holds the Council's rotating chair, embraced Jordanian foreign minister Marwan Muasher who declared the kingdom was ready to "co-operate with all political forces in Iraq and the Council".

"What does it mean to invite a Council delegation to high-level meetings?" Mr Jaafari asked. "This is more than implicit recognition, this means clear recognition." He added the Council was planning to send a representative to an Arab League meeting of foreign ministers in September.

The Iraqi delegation has so far visited Egypt, and all Gulf Co-operation Council states, with the exception of Qatar. The last stop-over scheduled is Yemen. Syria, which actively opposed the US war on Iraq, was not included on the schedule.

The tour came as the International Crisis Group, a Brussels-based think-tank, published a report calling on the Arab League to recognise the Council as the official representative of Iraq, but recommending that the US authorities vest more power with its members.

http://search.ft.com/search/article.html?id=030826000778&query=Jordan+gives+Governing+Council&vsc_appId=totalSearch&state=Form
CANCUN

FT, 26 August: WTO battles over framework for Cancún

World Trade Organisation members yesterday launched a final effort to hammer out the elements of a comprehensive negotiating framework for the Doha world trade round that would be endorsed by ministers when they meet in Cancún, Mexico, in two weeks. The intense diplomatic activity centres on a proposed ministerial declaration drafted by Carlos Pérez del Castillo, the Uruguayan chairman of the WTO's ruling general council.

Supachai Panitchpakdi, WTO director-general, urged ambassadors to accept the draft as a working basis for the Cancún meeting, warning them that "it would be all too easy to unravel the text. But if we did so, it would be almost impossible to put it all back together".

Agriculture remains the most contentious issue. Mr Pérez del Castillo's draft goes beyond a recent joint proposal by the US and the European Union in its proposals for cuts in domestic support and a "phasing out" of export subsidies. It also calls on rich countries to cut border barriers much more deeply than poor ones.

http://search.ft.com/search/article.html?id=030826000808&query=WTO+battles+over+framework&vsc_appId=totalSearch&state=Form
Environment news

Ugly Slime Attacks! Not a Movie, but the Baltic

HELSINKI - It sounds like a bad 1950s science fiction movie: ugly green slime spreading through the sea, killing fish and threatening children and animals that swim in the water.

But experts say this scenario could become reality in the Baltic, the world's largest brackish water sea, surrounded by 14 countries in which about 85 million people live, unless tougher controls on toxic waste and the disposal of nutrients are introduced. 

Despite some tougher environmental controls, 2003 is expected to be a bad year for blue-green algae. A by-product of heavy industry, it contains a liver toxic particularly dangerous to small children and has caused deaths in dogs and cattle. It is also blamed for skin and respiratory conditions.

"The problem of eutrophication is a global one, but what makes it worrying for the Baltic Sea is its particular vulnerability," said Greenpeace's Thomson. 

The Baltic, which has an average depth of 55 meters (180 feet) compared with more than 3,600 meters (11,810 feet) in the Atlantic Ocean, is more vulnerable to toxic and nutrient inputs, largely because of its waters' limited exchange with the open seas. 

It takes 30 to 50 years for the total water supply in the Baltic to change, so even if all nutrient inputs were halted it would take decades for it to fully recover, Thomson said.

"1997, 1999, and 2002 have been very tough years in terms of algae, and now it is forecast that 2003 will also be one of the roughest," researcher Heikki Pitkanen from the Finnish Environment Institute told Reuters.

http://www.planetark.com/dailynewsstory.cfm/newsid/21987/story.htm
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T U E S D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
*
UN staff worldwide march in silent memorial to those killed in Baghdad bombing

*
Annan hails Security Council text on protecting UN workers in conflict zones

*
Condemning violence, Security Council calls for protection of UN workers

*
Iraq: Security Council denounces ousted regime’s killing of missing Kuwaitis

*
Liberian capital calm but situation in countryside ‘precarious’ – UN

*
Security Council decides to maintain timber sanctions on Liberia

*
DR of Congo: Security Council authorizes multinational force to aid UN troops

*
Security Council lauds Pacific Forum’s bid to restore peace in Solomon Islands

*
Human rights situation in Somalia ‘not promising’, UN expert says

*
Top UN refugee official ends visit to central Africa, Angola

*
More than 400,000 Afghan refugees returned home so far this year – UN agency

*
Negotiations for UN conference on landlocked countries reach final stage

*
UN agency deeply concerned by arrest of Indonesian asylum seekers in Malaysia

*
Keep options open for displaced Chechens, urges UNHCR Goodwill Ambassador

*
More than 40 per cent of Latin America lives in poverty – UN report

* * * *

Iraq

26 August – United Nations duty stations around the world organized silent marches today in memory of their colleagues and friends who were killed, and in solidarity with those who were injured, in the terrorist attack on UN headquarters in Baghdad last week.

At UN Headquarters in New York, Secretary-General Kofi Annan joined hundreds of marchers in a memorial circuit around the fountain in front of the Secretariat building’s main entrance to honour his Special Representative for Iraq, Sergio Vieira de Mello, and the 22 others killed in the attack. A number of members of permanent missions joined in.

At the UN’s European headquarters in Geneva, hundreds of employees marched from the Pregny Gate to the Place des Nations and then back to the Gate again.

The bodies of five of the dead staff members were flown out of Baghdad today to Amman, Jordan, where UN Development Programme (UNDP) Administrator Mark Malloch Brown received them. They were Reham al-Farra, Jean-Selim Kanaan, Chris Klein-Beekman, Fiona Watson and Nadia Younes.

“Alive you changed all of us you touched,” Mr. Malloch Brown said in a ceremony. “Now your deaths have changed our very organization. You have broken our hearts and inspired us.

“You leave us the now even harder task of finishing what you began; but your sacrifice must be our commitment. Now we return you to your families, and they to the life beyond. God speed, for you have earned it,” he concluded.

Of the 23 killed, 19 were UN staff – 11 internationals and 8 nationals.

Deputy Secretary-General Louise Fréchette was set to leave New York tonight for Geneva to attend a religious memorial service on Thursday morning for Mr. Vieira de Mello, who at the time of his death was on leave from his post as High Commissioner for Human Rights.

In the afternoon, Ms. Fréchette will attend a commemoration jointly organized by the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees and by the Office of the High Commissioner of Human Rights. On Friday morning, she will attend a memorial for all staff members who lost their lives in the Baghdad bombing.

* * *
Security Council

26 August – Secretary-General Kofi Annan today hailed a Security Council resolution on the protection of United Nations personnel and other workers serving in conflict zones, saying the measure would send an unambiguous message to those who target the “servants of humanity.”

Speaking at the outset of the Council’s meeting on the issue, the Secretary-General noted that again and again, peacekeepers or unarmed civilians, who have voluntarily gone in dangerous areas to help, have been “deliberately targeted by armed factions seeking to make a political point or a military gain, or to intimidate the international community.

“Last week's vicious attack on our headquarters in Baghdad, with all its tragic consequences, has brought this vital issue to the forefront of our priorities. It shows us what we must expect if we allow the impression to continue gaining ground that international workers are a soft and cost-free target,” he added.

Urging Council members to adopt the timely draft resolution and voicing hope that it would be passed unanimously, Mr. Annan said: “In so doing, you will send an unambiguous message to all those who mistakenly believe that, in today's turbulent world, they can advance their cause by targeting the servants of humanity.

“And if you succeed in strengthening the security of United Nations staff, you will not only do what, in all conscience, is your duty,” he added. “You will also increase the authority and the effectiveness of this Council, by making clear that you are determined to protect those whom you send into the field to implement your decisions.”

The Secretary-General also urged countries in whose territories attacks against UN personnel have been committed to take practical and effective steps to investigate and prosecute those responsible for such crimes, and exhorted nations to sign, ratify, and accede to the Convention for the Safety of United Nations and Associated Personnel. 

“It is, of course, a fact of life that much of our work is done in dangerous places, since that is where it is most sorely needed,” he said. “But that only strengthens the obligation on all of us to take every step in our power to protect those working under the blue flag, and to bring to justice those who attack or harm them…Impunity for those who commit such unpardonable crimes cannot stand. There must be action.”

* * *

Security Council

26 August – One week after the terrorist attack against United Nations headquarters in Baghdad, the Security Council today strongly condemned all forms of violence against relief workers and urged countries to ensure that crimes against such personnel did not go unpunished.

The Council unanimously adopting a new resolution reaffirming the obligation of all parties involved in armed conflict to comply fully with the rules and principles of international law “related to the protection of humanitarian personnel and United Nations and its associated personnel, in particular, international humanitarian law, human rights law and refugee law.”

The move comes exactly one week after the deadly terrorist bombing of the Canal Hotel in Baghdad, which served as the UN headquarters in Iraq. Killed in the blast were Sergio Vieira de Mello, Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s top envoy for Iraq, and at least 22 others.

Immediately before the vote, the Secretary-General said: “I can think of no issue about which I feel more strongly…than the safety of those brave men and women who serve…in zones of conflict and danger.” Calling for consensus on the resolution, Mr. Annan said a unanimous vote would “send an unambiguous message to all those who mistakenly believe that, in today's turbulent world, they can advance their cause by targeting the servants of humanity.”

Today’s text urged “all concerned, as set forth in international humanitarian law, including the Geneva Conventions and the Hague Regulations, to allow full and unimpeded access by humanitarian personnel to all people in need of assistance, and to make available, as far as possible, all necessary facilities for their operations, and to promote the safety, security and freedom of movement of humanitarian personnel and United Nations and its associated personnel and their assets.”

The Council also expressed its determination to take appropriate steps to ensure the safety and security of humanitarian and UN personnel, including by requesting the Secretary-General to seek the inclusion of, and that host countries include, key provisions of the Convention on the Safety of United Nations and its Associated Personnel.

Among those terms were those regarding the prevention of attacks against members of UN operations, the establishment of such attacks as crimes punishable by law and the prosecution or extradition of offenders, in future, as well as, if necessary, in existing status-of-forces, status-of-missions and host country agreements.

Another step would include issuing the declaration of exceptional risk, under that Convention, in certain situations, and inviting the Secretary-General to advise the Council where circumstances would support such a declaration.

* * *

Iraq/Kuwait

26 August – Following up on a report by Secretary-General Kofi Annan that the bodies of some of the 605 Kuwaitis missing since Iraq’s invasion of 1990 had been found in mass graves in Iraq, the United Nations Security Council today denounced the killings as a “grave violation of human rights” by the ousted regime of Saddam Hussein.

“Members of the Council strongly condemned the grave violation of human rights and the killing of Kuwaiti and other third-country nationals by the former regime of Iraq also in disregard of the provisions of international humanitarian law,” the Council said in a press statement after being briefed in a closed-door session on Mr. Annan’s report by the High-Level Coordinator on the issue, Yuli Vorontsov of the Russian Federation.

“They expressed their deep condolences to the families of those missing persons who have now been identified,” said the statement, read by Deputy Permanent Representative Fayssal Mekdad of Syria, which holds the 15-nation body’s presidency for August. “Members of the Council expressed their continuing concerns for the plight of the families of those missing persons whose whereabouts are still unknown.”

The statement also noted Mr. Annan’s recommendation that his next report, due in December, should be the last one and expressed the hope that all outstanding issues could be resolved by then.

* * *

Liberia

26 August – With a fragile peace accord holding and a slight increase in the overall security in Liberia, life is slowly returning to normal inside war-ravaged Monrovia, but the United Nations today said it remained concerned about thousands of people still struggling for survival beyond the capital city’s limits – and the reach of relief agencies.

The UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) reported that some families have started returning to their homes, businesses were slowly picking up and traffic increasing. More than 400 refugees have voluntarily moved out of the offices of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) – where they had been holed up for weeks as the battle for control of the city raged – opting either for repatriation to Sierra Leone or relocation to camps scattered around the Liberian capital.

But information on the situation in the rest of the country is largely anecdotal, aside from the few towns reached in recent days by humanitarian missions. But some 3,000 to 4,000 people are reportedly on the road from Gbatala to displaced camps in central Liberia, amid reports of fresh fighting between Government and rebel forces.

UN Assistant Emergency Relief Coordinator Ross Mountain has pursued discussions with the warring factions to promote safe and unhindered access to outlying areas. Since the signing of an agreement between the UN and the signatories to the peace agreement for the safe delivery of humanitarian aid, faction leaders have shown a greater willingness to cooperate with the relief agencies, although it remains to be seen if this message will trickle down to the forces in the countryside.

UN assessment missions to several parts of Liberia have reported that an estimated 45,000 displaced people are present in the second-largest city, Buchanan, while the situation in Tubmanburg remains precarious.

Meanwhile, rescue efforts are underway for a ship charted by UNHCR. The MV Overbeck, carrying186 people, including more than 150 Sierra Leonean refugees returning home to Freetown, has been adrift since Sunday. Engine trouble developed shortly after mid-day as the ship was sailing on high seas, causing it to stall and drift in the strong current. UNHCR is in constant contact with the crew, and despite the uncomfortable situation, food and water on board were reported to be still sufficient.

Two other ships – the United States Navy’s USS Quarterhall and the UN World Food Programme’s (WFP) Martin – rushed to the site on Sunday afternoon but failed to repair the Overbeck’s engine. The WFP vessel started towing the stalled ship back towards Monrovia. In the meantime, UNHCR has chartered a third vessel, Sea Spring, from Sierra Leone, which is expected to tow the Overbeck to Freetown, where it is scheduled to arrive on Wednesday.

In other news, Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Special Representative for Liberia, Jacques Paul Klein, is headed to Guinea today as part of his series of talks with regional leaders on the situation in Liberia.

* * *

Liberia

26 August – Concerned that timber revenues might still be used to fuel conflict in Liberia, the United Nations Security Council today decided to maintain its newly imposed timber embargo but agreed that once the situation on the ground stabilizes, it would consider ways to minimize the possible socio-economic impact of the measures.

In a statement to the press, Council President Fayssal Mekdad of Syria said the 15-nation body had been briefed today on recent reports submitted by Secretary-General Kofi Annan and its own expert panel on Liberia on the possible humanitarian and socio-economic impact of the timber sanctions that went into effect on 7 July.

Mr. Mekdad said Council members welcomed the two reports that provided a preliminary, though useful, assessment of the possible humanitarian and socio-economic impact of timber sanctions and noted that the conflict in Liberia during the reporting period made it difficult to obtain an accurate assessment that would enable the Council to decide how best to minimize that effect.

“In the context of the rapidly evolving, yet fragile, situation in Liberia,” Mr. Mekdad said, “the members of the Council considered that it was premature to draw definitive conclusions regarding the timber sanctions and their possible impact.” He added that Council members agreed that the concern over the possible use of timber revenues to fuel the conflict in violation of the Security Council resolutions remained valid and, hence, the need to maintain the timber sanctions for the time being.

“At the same time, members stressed that the timber sanctions should not lead to a deterioration of the humanitarian situation,” he said, adding that the Council underscored two priority areas – improvement in the security situation and the need for increased humanitarian assistance.
“Members of the Council also recognized the important role that a well-managed and transparent timber industry could play in Liberia’s rebuilding and long-term development, and the need to adequately assist the Government of Liberia in that regard,” the Council President said.
The members were of the view that the developments in Liberia in the coming weeks and months would be of direct relevance to the Council’s review of the sanctions regime on Liberia, according to Mr. Mekdad.

“Once the situation stabilizes in Liberia, the Council would be better placed to consider the issue of timber sanctions and the various possible options for minimizing any impact,” Mr. Mekdad said, stressing that the members also underlined the importance of a review and monitoring arrangement to assess the progress with regard to the desired transition of the timber industry and the need to keep track of the possible impact of the timber sanctions.

Finally, he said the Council had welcomed recent positive developments in Liberia, but noted with serious concern the human rights situation and the reports of renewed fighting in some areas, and urged all Liberian parties to the conflict to fully abide by the ceasefire agreement and the comprehensive peace plan signed on 18 August.

* * *

DR of Congo

26 August – Seeking to maintain stability in war-torn Bunia, the United Nations Security Council today authorized countries participating in the French-led force currently policing the tense northeastern Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) to assist UN peacekeepers during the upcoming handover of authority there.
Adopting a new resolution, the Council approved recommendations made by Secretary-General Kofi Annan in a recent letter, which urged the 15-nation body to consider such a contingency in case the situation in Bunia became volatile during the transition period between the UN Organization Mission in the DRC (MONUC) and the Interim Emergency Multinational Force (IEMF).

The Secretary-General had also noted that preparations for the deployment by MONUC’s brigade-size force in Bunia were well under way, and the deployment of an infantry battalion from Bangladesh was expected to be completed by 15 August. That battalion was to join the Uruguayan battalion already there, and they are to take over from the IEMF on 1 September.
The Council authorized the deployment of the IEMF in late May to help stabilize the situation in the resource-rich Ituri province, and particularly in the flashpoint town of Bunia, where ethnic clashes between Lendu and Hema clans had killed more than 400 people. In mid-July, fighting in remote areas of the northeast, particularly in the Kivus, continued, even as the international community was welcoming the installation of a new power-sharing transitional government in the capital Kinshasa.

The Council followed that move late last month by approving a one-year extension of MONUC’s mandate, as well as increasing its military strength to 10,800 troops up from 8,700, and instituting an arms embargo against all foreign and Congolese armed groups in the east of the country.

Today, the Council reiterated its deep concern for the continuation of hostilities in the region – in Ituri as well as the provinces of North and South Kivu – and stressed the need to ensure the best conditions for the transfer of authority from the IEMF to MONUC to contribute in the most efficient way to the continuing stabilization of the region.

* * *

Solomon Islands

26 August – The members of the Security Council today lauded efforts by countries of the Pacific Islands Forum, especially Australia and New Zealand, for their efforts to restore peace in the Solomon Islands, scene of recent inter-island political and ethnic fighting, and called on all parties there to renounce the use of force to settle their differences.

“The members of the Security Council welcome warmly the collective action of the countries of the Pacific Islands Forum to support the people of the Solomon Islands in their quest for the restoration of law and order and stability,” Deputy Permanent Representative Fayssal Mekdad of Syria, which holds the 15-nation body’s rotating presidency for August, said in a press statement after closed-door consultations.

“The members of the Security Council welcome the leadership exerted by Australia and New Zealand, in close partnership with other countries in the region in this regard,” the statement added, echoing one issued earlier this month by Secretary-General Kofi Annan.

Voicing the hope that the initiative would lead to the speedy restoration of national harmony and economic recovery in the South Pacific island chain, the Council statement said the members “encourage all parties to cooperate in promoting these objectives and to renounce the use of armed force and violence to settle their differences.”

* * *

Somalia

26 August – A United Nations expert on the human rights situation in Somalia said today the current circumstances were “not promising” but noted that the peace process provided an opportunity for Somalis to show their commitment to rights.

“Northwest Somalia (Somaliland) and northeast Somalia (Puntland) had shown improvement last year, but human rights in Somalia is complicated as some regions improve one year while others deteriorate,” Ghanim Alnajjar said on his third annual fact-finding visit to the country since June 2001.

While in Somalia through 1 September, Mr. Alnajjar’s two-person team will look into a variety of human rights-related issues, including the state of the judicial system, law enforcement and prison conditions, child soldiers, the status of women and displaced persons.

“Right now a lot depends on the peace process. The more human rights are considered at the talks, the higher the chance of peace. It is an opportunity for Somalis to show their commitment to human rights,” Mr. Alnajjar said in reference to the ongoing Somalia National Reconciliation Conference at Mbagathi, Kenya.

He is expected to meet with a variety of diplomats, local authorities, civil society representatives and international organizations in Somalia as well as Nairobi, Kenya.

* * *

Angola

26 August – The head of the United Nations refugee agency has ended his mission to Africa, hailing the achievements of the Angolan repatriation programme while making a strong appeal for more reconstruction in the country’s heavily-damaged interior.

Ruud Lubbers, the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), on the last leg of his journey to Angola and the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), visited rural returnee areas in the east of Angola over the weekend, where he witnessed the arrival of a returnee convoy from the DRC amid cheers and dances by the local community.

In Cazombo, the main county town of Moxico province, he was welcomed by the municipality’s administrator, who told him, “At the beginning of last year, this municipality was counting 2,000 souls. As of today there are 70,000 people living here.”

He also outlined important efforts made by the local administration, as well as local and international aid agencies, to rebuild health centres, rehabilitate water systems and infrastructure, and take care of particularly vulnerable people among those who return – children separated from their families, female-headed households and people with disabilities.

For his part, Mr. Lubbers assured all present that he had asked the central government to do more for rural areas. “I made a plea to the authorities in Luanda to speed up the rehabilitation of infrastructure in these remote areas, which are far away from the capital, so that more people can return home,” he said.

* * *

Afghanistan

26 August – More than 400,000 Afghan refugees have returned home so far this year, bringing the number of returnees to more than 2.32 million since organized repatriation began in March 2002, about half the estimated total of those in Pakistan and Iran, the two principal asylum countries, the UN refugee agency announced today.

Although well below the annual rate of last year’s unprecedented return of 1.8 million refugees, this year’s total number is likely to rise significantly by the end of the repatriation season, Kris Janowski, a spokesman for the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), told a news briefing in Geneva.

The success of this still massive repatriation has been marred by a spate of recent attacks that have killed aid workers and injured many Afghans, hindering the delivery of relief aid to some parts of the country, Mr. Janowski said. “Our office in Kunar province remains closed following a rocket attack two weeks ago in which a missile landed less than 400 metres from the premises,” he added.

Aid workers operating in Afghanistan’s southern and southeastern provinces must observe strict security guidelines following numerous security incidents over the last year. Kandahar and the neighbouring Hilmand province have been the scene of several security incidents involving aid workers in recent weeks.

* * * 

Landlocked countries

26 August – Preparations for a United Nations meeting aimed at seeking solutions to the special problems faced by landlocked countries moved forward today as a text by the conference’s chairman was presented in a bid to reconcile outstanding differences between all parties.

Anwarul Chowdhury, the UN High Representative for the Least Developed Countries, Landlocked Developing Countries and Small Island Developing States said negotiations at the International Ministerial Conference of Landlocked and Transit Developing Countries in Almaty, Kazakhstan, had “reached a critical stage.”

“We expect engagement between delegations to sort out differences in a number of key areas this afternoon,” Mr. Chowdhury told reporters.

The most substantial differences in the negotiations revolve around trade issues, according to the Chairman of the preparatory committee, Yoshiuki Matamoro of Japan. There is a reluctance to promote relatively open market access for selected groups of low-income countries with very small export capacities, while developing countries with larger greater export potential must contend with higher barriers, he added.

The Conference seeks to negotiate systematic improvements of those problems through cooperation with transit nations – those situated between landlocked countries and the seas – donors and multilateral agencies.

Deliberations are expected to focus on freedom of access to the seas, infrastructure development, efficiency of transport operations and international support measures. Countries will negotiate agreements on cutting red tape, time and costs in goods from landlocked nations reaching markets through transit access countries.

The Conference is a system-wide UN undertaking, organized by Mr. Chowdhury’s Office with the support and active participation of the UN Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), the UN Development Programme (UNDP), the World Bank and the UN regional commissions.

* * *

Malaysia

26 August – The United Nations refugee agency voiced deep concern today over the arrests of Indonesian Acehnese asylum seekers outside its office in the Malaysian capital of Kuala Lumpur and called on the authorities to grant temporary protection to all civilians fleeing the conflict in the Indonesian province.

“The Malaysian Government’s actions undermine the right to seek asylum as set out in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights,” a spokesman for the UN High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR), Kris Janowski, told a news briefing in Geneva.

“UNHCR calls upon the government to allow all asylum seekers safe access to the UNHCR compound and stands ready to work with the Malaysian authorities to ensure asylum seekers and refugees are differentiated from illegal migrants and dealt with in accordance with international principles,” Mr. Janowski added.

He said Malaysian police detained another 40 asylum seekers in front of UNHCR’s Kuala Lumpur office today as they tried to approach it after arresting 400 in similar circumstances last week, effectively preventing them from exercising their right to seek protection and asylum from the conflict between the Indonesian Government and the Free Aceh Movement.

Noting that UNHCR had been allowed to see and register those arrested, Mr. Janowski said: “We welcome the Malaysian Government’s decision to allow us to access, but we continue to be deeply concerned by the continuing arrests. We are urging the Malaysian authorities to grant temporary protection to all Acehnese civilians fleeing the conflict, including those detained last week.”

* * *

Chechnya

26 August – Oscar®-award winning actress Angelina Jolie, Goodwill Ambassador for the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), has concluded a four-day mission to the Russian Federation by calling for all options to be kept open for refugees who do not yet wish to return to Chechnya.

Ms. Jolie had travelled to the North Caucasus to learn about all aspects of UNHCR’s operations in the region. In Ingushetia, a republic bordering Chechnya, she visited Bella and Sputnik camps for internally displaced persons (IDPs), where UNHCR has recently expressed concern that local authorities were putting pressure on some Chechen refugees to return home.

“I frankly cannot see how the situation in Chechnya has changed to the extent that it now is safe for all IDPs to return,” she said last Sunday at a press conference in Moscow. Ms. Jolie’s comments came after meetings with many displaced Chechens who expressed fear that, without continued accommodation in Ingushetia, they would be forced to go back home.

“I am grateful for the hospitality that the Republic of Ingushetia has extended to internally displaced persons, and I warmly welcome the assurances by President [Murat] Zyazikov that no displaced persons will be returned to Chechnya against their will,” Ms. Jolie stated.

There are some 80,000 IDPs from Chechnya in Ingushetia. About 12,000 of them have been living in tented camps for the last four years.

Ms. Jolie also visited a housing project for refugees in North Ossetia, a republic bordering Georgia. In Moscow, she met several families of asylum seekers and visited the Morozov children’s hospital where she donated $20,000.

* * *

ECLAC

26 August – With progress toward overcoming poor economic conditions grinding to a halt in the past five years, 220 million Latin Americans – more than 40 per cent of the population – were living in poverty by end of 2002 and the figure is set to rise, according to a report released today by the United Nations economic commission for the region.

Poverty and indigence rates remained practically constant since 1997, says the report by the UN Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), with the sole exception being 2000, when better economic performance brought with it a reduction in the volume of poverty by more than 4 million people.

An advance version of the “Social Panorama of Latin America 2002-2003,” the report estimates that 11 per cent of the population is undernourished and about 55 million people of the region suffered from some degree of malnutrition toward the end of the past decade.

In addition, almost 9 per cent of children under five suffer from acute malnutrition and 19.4 per cent from chronic malnutrition. More women than men bear the brunt of the poverty and female household heads have less monetary income than men for poor- and high-income households.

Due mainly to the lack of growth in per capita gross domestic product (GDP), living conditions in most countries should remain without significant changes in most countries this year, the report forecasts.

* *** *

__________________________________________________________________________________________











26 August 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 Hua Jiang, Deputy Spokesman for the Secretary-General.


Good afternoon.


**Memorial March

A short while ago, about 2,000 staff members at UN Headquarters held a silent march to honour the memory of UN colleagues who were killed in Baghdad.  The Secretary-General joined the marchers, as did a number of members of permanent missions.  Approximately 3,000 UN employees took part in a similar march in Geneva earlier today. 

**Iraq
Earlier today in Baghdad, the bodies of five UN staff members killed in the bombing were flown out to Amman, Jordan.  Those are Reham al Farra, Jean Selim Kanaan, Chris Klein Beekman, Fiona Watson and Nadia Younes.

Mark Malloch Brown, the UN Development Programme Administrator, will receive the bodies upon their arrival at this hour in Amman. 

He is to say, in honour of the five fallen staff, that their lives changed the people that they touched, while their deaths have, tragically, changed the United Nations.  He will add, “You leave us now the even harder task of finishing what you began, but your sacrifice must be our commitment”.

The latest count that we have is 23 dead, of which 19 were UN staff –-

11 internationals and 8 nationals.

**Deputy Secretary-General 

Deputy Secretary-General Louise Frechette will leave New York this evening for Geneva.  On Thursday 2 p.m., 28 August, she will attend a religious memorial service for Sergio Vieira de Mello, the Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Iraq.  

In the evening, at 7 p.m., she will also attend a commemoration jointly organized by the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees and by the Office of the High Commissioner of Human Rights.  

On Friday at 11 a.m., she will attend a ceremony for all staff members who were victims of the Baghdad bombing last Tuesday.  We have the details of the memorial service available upstairs.

**Security Council
The Security Council this morning unanimously approved a resolution authorizing the States that participate in the multinational force in Bunia, in the eastern Democratic Republic of the Congo, to provide assistance to the UN contingent that is to replace them on September 1, if the UN Mission requests such assistance.  The multinational force’s disengagement is to last, at the latest, until September 15.

The vote on a draft resolution on the protection of UN, associated and humanitarian personnel, meanwhile, was postponed, and the subject will be discussed during today’s consultations.

The Council then began consultations on missing Kuwaiti and third-country nationals in Iraq, on which it received a report from the Secretary-General last week, noting progress in finding out the fate of such nationals in recent months and suggesting that the mandate of the High-Level Coordinator for Iraq, Yuli Vorontsov, might be ended by this December.  Vorontsov briefed the Council on the report.

After that, the Council started consultations on Liberia, first by hearing from Ambassador Munir Akram of Pakistan, who chairs the Council’s sanctions committee on Liberia, about that sanctions regime.  The Council will afterward hear an update on developments in Liberia, delivered by Assistant Secretary-General for Peacekeeping Hédi Annabi.

**Liberia
The UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Assistance (OCHA) reports that Monrovia, the Liberian capital, is still relatively calm, despite heavy looting at government buildings last week.  Life is slowly returning to normal, with some businesses opening in the city.

Special Humanitarian Coordinator Ross Mountain is pursuing discussions with government and rebel forces to promote safe and unhindered access to areas outside Monrovia.  The UN has sent assessment missions to several parts of Liberia, noting that an estimated 45,000 displaced people are present in the second-largest city, Buchanan, while the situation in Tubmanburg remains precarious.

Information on the situation in the rest of the country remains largely anecdotal, but some 3,000 to 4,000 people are reportedly on the road from Gbatala to displaced camps in central Liberia, amid reports of fresh fighting between government and rebel forces.

Meanwhile, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Liberia, Jacques Klein, is scheduled to be travelling to Guinea today as part of his series of talks with regional leaders.

**Somalia
The independent expert on human rights in Somalia, Ghanim Alnajjar, arrived in the region this week for an 11-day mission, and he is to visit Somalia starting today, on a trip to last through September 1. 

Alnajjar said of Somalia, “The situation right now is not promising”, and added that the human rights picture in Somalia depends on the fate of the peace process.  We have a press release with more details upstairs.

**Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome

The World Health Organization (WHO), following extensive investigations, today dispelled fears that outbreaks of respiratory illness in Surrey and Vancouver, Canada might be linked to the Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS).

WHO said it has now gathered, together with Canadian health authorities, enough evidence to conclude that the outbreak is not SARS and that Canada continues to be a safe destination for travel.

**United Nations Environment Programme
The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and the Mongolian Government today signed an agreement to support sustainable development and environmental protection in Mongolia.  We have a press release on that upstairs.

That is all I have for you. Any questions?


Question:  There were some indications that level-four security was declared around the UN compound in Baghdad and that evacuation was advised, but that there was no follow-up.  Could you clarify that?


Deputy Spokesman:  You must be aware that we don’t discuss security arrangements in public, so I am afraid that I cannot make a specific comment on that.


All right then, have a very good afternoon. Thank you.

* *** *




UNEP and the Executive Director in the news
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