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 UN warns of health, environment risks from Iraqi oil fires

March 31

      The UN warned Monday of the cost to health and the environment from the Iraqi war, saying blazing oilwells  in southern Iraq and oil-filled trenches around Baghdad were a danger to the frail and threatened the  country's fragile ecology.

      "The black smoke that we see on television and in satellite pictures contains dangerous chemicals that can

      cause immediate harm to human beings, particularly children and people with respiratory problems and

      pollute the regions natural ecosystems," UN Environment Programme (UNEP) Executive Director Klaus

      Toepfer said. 

      "There is an urgent need to monitor air quality in the affected areas as soon as possible," he said in a press

      statement.

      Iraqi forces have filled trenches around Baghdad with crude oil and set fire to them, apparently hoping to

      create haze and heat to deter US missiles.

      Toepfer said he was relieved that the oil well fires in southern Iraq, ignited by President Saddam Hussein's

      troops, were "much smaller" than in the 1991 Gulf War but added "they too remain a potential concern for

      human health and the environment."

      Burning oil contains a cocktail of chemicals that are toxic or carcinogenic, notably sulphur, mercury, dioxins  and furans, he noted.

      The statement, issued by UNEP at its headquarters in Nairobi, said the other major evidence of

      environmental stress in Iraq was the increase in algae in the Shatt Al Arab estuary and surrounding waters.

      This may have been caused by raw sewage being dumped into the waterway from Basra and by the dumping

      of wastewater and garbage from the unusually large number of ships in the area, it said.

      Phytoplankton growth is bad news in shallow, enclosed waters such as Kuwait Bay because it starves the

      water of oxygen, killing fish and other aquatic life.

_______________________________________________________________________________________

Associated Press Worldstream

March 31, 2003 

U.N. monitors say Iraqi smoke, sewage pose rising health threats
      Smoke from burning oil and bombing damage in Iraq pose rising health risks to both soldiers and citizens,

      while waterways are becoming fouled by untreated sewage, environmental analysts say.

      Extinguishing fires and repairing water treatment facilities will be an immediate priority of humanitarian aid  when the war ends, along with more extensive monitoring, said United Nations environmental officials.

      U.N. officials are monitoring the Iraqi environment by reviewing satellite images and television coverage, but  have little firsthand knowledge of conditions in the war zone. They say the public health dangers do not yet match the smog created during the 1991 Persian Gulf War when Iraqi troops retreating from Kuwait ignited or  damaged more than 700 oil wells. 

      But as the war intensifies and U.S. forces approach Baghdad, experts said millions of people could be

      exposed to more toxic smoke and other hazards.

      "The black smoke contains dangerous chemicals that can cause immediate harm, particularly to children and  people with respiratory problems," said Klaus Toepfer, executive director of the U.N. Environmental  Program, which is monitoring conditions in Iraq from neighboring Jordan.

      Currently, two of the seven oil wells set ablaze in the Rumeila oil fields of southern Iraq are burning. Toepfer  said the smog there is dissipating, but the plume contains sulfur, mercury and other contaminants

      In central Iraq, smoke is building from oil-filled trenches that Saddam Hussein's forces ignited to obscure

      military targets in Baghdad.

      Other experts said current smoke levels should not pose a significant hazard. Medical researchers who have

      monitored soldiers exposed to denser oil smoke 12 years ago report no long-term increase in asthma,

      emphysema, or other lung diseases.

      In southern Iraq, U.N. officials say fish die-offs were possible from rising phytoplankton levels in the Persian Gulf and the Shatt Al Arab marshlands.

      They said plankton was blooming in response to sewage and other nutrients flushing down canals and rivers  from Basra, the port of Umm Qasr and other communities where water treatment plants were damaged.

      U.N. officials said garbage and effluent dumped from increased shipping traffic adds to the problem.

      In 1991, water pollution resulted in fish and bird kills in the Gulf.

      In Iraq, U.N. officials are particularly concerned about potential contamination from the destruction of

      petrochemical, fertilizer, paper and pharmaceutical plants.

      Prior U.N. postwar assessments in Bosnia and Afghanistan have found industrial wastes, waterways fouled

      by depleted uranium and damaged water treatment systems.

________________________________________________________________________________________

Associated Press Online

March 31, 2003 

U.N. Analysts Cite Health Threats in Iraq

      Smoke from burning oil and bombing damage in Iraq pose rising health risks to both soldiers and citizens,

      while waterways are becoming fouled by untreated sewage, environmental analysts say.

      Extinguishing fires and repairing water treatment facilities will be an immediate priority of humanitarian aid  when the war ends, along with more extensive monitoring, said United Nations environmental officials.

      U.N. officials are monitoring the Iraqi environment by reviewing satellite images and television coverage, but  have little firsthand knowledge of conditions in the war zone. They say the public health dangers do not yet  match the smog created during the 1991 Persian Gulf War when Iraqi troops retreating from Kuwait ignited or  damaged more than 700 oil wells. 

      But as the war intensifies and U.S. forces approach Baghdad, experts said millions of people could be

      exposed to more toxic smoke and other hazards.

      "The black smoke contains dangerous chemicals that can cause immediate harm, particularly to children and  people with respiratory problems," said Klaus Toepfer, executive director of the U.N. Environmental

      Program, which is monitoring conditions in Iraq from neighboring Jordan.

      Currently, two of the seven oil wells set ablaze in the Rumeila oil fields of southern Iraq are burning. Toepfer  said the smog there is dissipating, but the plume contains sulfur, mercury and other contaminants

      In central Iraq, smoke is building from oil-filled trenches that Saddam Hussein's forces ignited to obscure

      military targets in Baghdad.

      Other experts said current smoke levels should not pose a significant hazard. Medical researchers who have

      monitored soldiers exposed to denser oil smoke 12 years ago report no long-term increase in asthma,

      emphysema, or other lung diseases.

      In southern Iraq, U.N. officials say fish die-offs were possible from rising phytoplankton levels in the Persian  Gulf and the Shatt Al Arab marshlands.

      They said plankton was blooming in response to sewage and other nutrients flushing down canals and rivers  from Basra, the port of Umm Qasr and other communities where water treatment plants were damaged.

      U.N. officials said garbage and effluent dumped from increased shipping traffic adds to the problem.

      In 1991, water pollution resulted in fish and bird kills in the Gulf.

      In Iraq, U.N. officials are particularly concerned about potential contamination from the destruction of

      petrochemical, fertilizer, paper and pharmaceutical plants.

      Prior U.N. postwar assessments in Bosnia and Afghanistan have found industrial wastes, waterways fouled

      by depleted uranium and damaged water treatment systems.
______________________________________________________________

Air Pollution, Hunger Stress Embattled Iraq 

AMMAN, Jordan, March 31, 2003 (ENS) - Toxic smoke plumes from the Rumailah oil fields near Basra in southern Iraq fired by Iraqis to deter coalition forces have weakened over the past two days but continue to threaten inhabited areas with smog, according to the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), which is monitoring the environmental consequences of the current conflict. Three of the seven oil wells set on fire are still burning. 

More smoke from oil filled trenches and bomb fires farther north in Baghdad is spreading over the region. Smoke from oil fires contains contaminants such as sulfur, mercury, dioxins and furans. 
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U.S. Air Force Master Sgt. Joe Cross works near an uncontrolled natural gas fire in the Rumailah oil fields in southern Iraq. Explosives ordnance disposal airmen are disarming unexploded ordnance and land mines to help firefighters tackle the blazes. (Photo by Spc. James Johnson courtesy U.S. Army)

"The black smoke that we see on television and in satellite pictures contains dangerous chemicals that can cause immediate harm to human beings - particularly children and people with respiratory problems - and pollute the region's natural ecosystems," said UNEP Executive Director Klaus Toepfer. He called for monitoring of air quality in affected areas on an urgent basis. 

"Although the oil fires in southern Iraq are much smaller than what we saw in 1991, they too remain a potential concern for human health and the environment," said Toepfer. 

Thick smoke over Iraq's eastern region reached into Iran over the past few days along the Dehloran border strip in the western Iranian province of Ilam. The Islamic Republic News Agency said the smoke was caused by explosions from bombs dropped by coalition aircraft. 

A team from Doctors Without Borders arrived in the town of Dehloran on Thursday to inspect the city's border strip with Iraq. Team members plan to enter Iraq after coordination with political and security officials of Ilam, the nonprofit medical agency said. 

Just outside Doha, Qatar, at the United States Central Command, Commander General Tommy Franks said Sunday that the coalition "has secured the oil fields in the south from regime destruction, which they attempted, and this vital resource has been preserved for Iraq's future." 

Brigadier General Vincent Brooks, deputy director of operations at the U.S. Central Command, said Saturday that oil well repair activities are ongoing. "There are still three wells that are burning in the southern oil fields, and we are confident that that will be reduced here within the next few days." 

"The Basra oil refinery, one of three in the country, is now secured by the coalition," said General Brooks. "We will enter that facility - it appears to have been shut down - and get it started again as soon as possible." 

PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=smoke"


Fires in and around Baghdad as viewed from a NASA satellite today are marked with red dots. The dark plumes of smoke suggest they are oil fires. To the south, dust again is blowing over southern Iraq, Iran, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, and the Gulf. (Photo courtesy NASA Earth Observatory)

At the same time as coalition bombers and tanks pound Iraqi positions, world aid agencies, coalition countries and the United Nations prepare humanitarian aid in the form of food and water for the Iraqi people. 

General Franks said today that the "entire coastline of Iraq has been secured and her ports stand today as a gateway for humanitarian assistance for the Iraqi people." The first humanitarian shipments have arrived in convoys. "We have in fact placed water and millions of meals and medicines in stock to go to the Iraqi people," he said, "and delivery has already begun." 

The aid delivery to Iraqis could evolve into the "largest in the history of humanitarian aid," a United Nations World Food Programme (WFP) spokesman said today. Briefing reporters in Amman, Khaled Mansour said the first WFP delivery since the outbreak of hostilities moved into Iraq on Sunday. Three trucks delivered 77 tons of dried skim milk to Dahuk in northern Iraq to help with a nutrition program it runs in the Kurdish provinces. 

"Now that WFP has already started moving food across the borders with Turkey into northern Iraq, we are preparing to move the badly needed wheat flour, hopefully later this week, into northern Iraq," Mansour said. 

The UN Children's Fund (UNICEF) is trying to find ways of moving humanitarian assistance into northern and southern Iraq said spokesman Geoffrey Keele. But two trucks loaded with medical and educational supplies and material for emergency water provision are still at Habur Gate in Turkey waiting for permission to cross into Northern Iraq, he said. 

In Kuwait, UNICEF is looking for ways to move large quantities of water under private contract into southern Iraq, where Keele said the need for clean water is urgent, especially for children. On Sunday, 13 vehicles were commissioned to go into the country but only three managed to deliver water to the sole Iraqi port of Um Qasr on the Gulf. 

Veronique Taveau, spokesperson for the UN Humanitarian Coordinator in Iraq, said four delegates of the International Committee of the Red Cross had reached Basra from Kuwait across the front line with the full cooperation of all parties and delivered spare parts to the main water treatment station, which is functioning at only half of its capacity. 
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15 countries are on the UN Security Council which is shown here debating the resumption of Iraq's Oil for Food Program. (Photo courtesy UN)

The UN Security Council on Friday unanimously endorsed an adjusted version of Iraq's Oil for Food Program that has allowed Iraq to use part of its oil revenues to purchase humanitarian supplies, including food that is the sole source of sustenance for the majority of Iraqis. Today, 60 percent of the 27.1 million inhabitants of Iraq are totally dependent for their food needs on the Oil for Food Program. 

The program was suspended on March 17 when UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan ordered the withdrawal of all UN personnel from Iraq. Since then the 15 member Security Council has been discussing his proposals on the adjustments to the program. 

The new Security Council resolution gives the secretary-general more authority to administer the operation for the next 45 days. The resolution asks Annan to undertake "as an urgent first step," the establishment of alternative locations, inside as well as outside Iraq, for the delivery, inspection and confirmation of humanitarian supplies and equipment provided under the Oil for Food Program. He is authorized to review existing contracts for food and medicine and other essential supplies, negotiate and execute new contracts, and pay for the supplies with funds deposited in UN escrow accounts from the sale of Iraqi oil. 
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UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan speaks with reporters after the Security Council vote. (Photo courtesy UN)

"We would expect the belligerents, we would expect the government of Iraq and the coalition forces to give us humanitarian access and help us create humanitarian space for us to do our work and get assistance to the needy," Annan said today after a meeting at with Arab countries UN Headquarters in New York to brief them and to hear their views about the situation in Iraq. 

The new Security Council resolution gives WFP access to food contracts in the UN Oil for Food pipeline. As part of the program, WFP has monitored food distributions, whether by the government of Iraq through the public distribution system in the Southern and Central Provinces or by the World Food Programme in the three Northern Governorates. 

The UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) today issued a Flash Appeal for the humanitarian requirements of the Iraq crisis. The UN's preliminary estimates are that US$2.218 billion will be required to assist the Iraqi people over the next six months until the end of September. 

It is expected that these requirements will be met through a combination of donor funds and Oil for Food contracts. 

The United States announced an additional contribution of $21 million to four international humanitarian organizations for relief operations related to the Iraq crisis, according to a Department of State note released on Saturday. 

The organizations are the U.N. High Commissioner for Refugees, International Federation of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, the International Organization for Migration, and the International Committee of the Red Cross. 

To date, the U.S. has contributed $123 million to international organizations to prepare and respond to the crisis in Iraq. 

"Two international wars - the Iran-Iraq war of 1980-88 and the Gulf War of 1991 - and some 12 years of UN imposed sanctions have had a serious negative impact on the civilian population in Iraq. The humanitarian situation in Iraq is significantly worse now than at the start of the 1991 conflict," OCHA says. 
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A security guard of the Jordanian Ministry of Supplies watches the Amman warehouse where World Food Programme food aid is stored. (Photo © WFP/Maarten Roest)

Currently Iraq produces some 30 percent of its cereal needs, and farming activities are an essential source of income to meet basic livelihood needs in the rural areas, the agency says. "It is anticipated that disruption of local food production will have a serious impact on the food security of the Iraqi population." 

The ongoing conflict is likely to increase the risk of traumas and injuries, disease outbreaks, malnutrition, and mental distress. Common preventable diseases and chronic, treatable conditions, could become life threatening, due to restricted access to clean water, sanitation, shelter, and health services. 

The lack of safe drinking water is an acute problem and is compounded by insufficient waste disposal, OCHA says. "Some 500,000 metric tons of raw sewage is being discharged into fresh water supplies daily," the agency said today. 

Only 76 percent of the population in the center and the south has access to potable water - 92 percent in urban areas and 44 percent in rural areas, says OCHA. 

UNEP observers report that aside from the smoke, environmental stress is shown by the increase in plankton productivity in the Shatt Al Arab estuary and surrounding waters. The plankton bloom may be due to the larger quantities of nutrients draining into the Gulf as raw sewage from Basra through canals and waterways associated with the Shatt Al Arab, UNEP said. 

Wastewater and garbage from the unusually large number of ships in the area may also contribute to the phytoplankton blooms. In the past, increased plankton productivity in shallow waters such as the Kuwait Bay has led to large fish die offs, said UNEP. 

Potential destruction of petrochemical plants and factories and storage facilities of industries that employ hazardous chemicals and generate toxic wastes, such as the foam, fertilizer, paper and pharmaceutical industries, is an environmental risk that UNEP is monitoring. 

Currently, UNEP is conducting a background study to gather data and information on the Iraq environment to facilitate any future field investigations aimed at identifying pollution "hotspots." 

Reduction of environmental risks and rehabilitation of damaged sites should be integrated into humanitarian assistance programs involving water, sanitation, refugees and displaced persons, and shelter, UNEP said today. 

"Rapid action to repair environmental damage can often support humanitarian relief efforts in vital ways," said Toepfer. "For the longer term well being of Iraq's people, it is essential that environmental concerns be incorporated into any future rehabilitation programs." 

Funding for environment related activities has been included in the United Nations' US$2.2 billion Flash Appeal for emergency assistance to Iraq and neighboring countries over the coming six months. 

________________________________________________________________________________________

The Independent

Can Saddam's desert be a Garden of Eden again?

By Fred Pearce

01 April 2003 

When Azzam Alwash was a boy he went duck-hunting with his father on the Mesopotamian marshes. They took an old wooden boat and rowed south from his home in Nasiriyah into one of the largest wetlands in the world – the land of the Marsh Arabs, which some believe is the origin of the story of the Garden of Eden.

This week, watching TV images of the battle for Nasiriyah from his new home in California, Alwash wonders at the different landscape. "I look at the pictures of the bridges over the Euphrates. All the land behind used to be endless bullrushes and reedbeds stretching for hundreds of miles. But now there is nothing green. It is totally gone," he says.

The difference is Saddam Hussein. After the 1991 Gulf War he drained most of the marshes and diverted the Tigris and Euphrates, the two great rivers that once watered them. It was an epic work of destructive civil engineering that turned the ecological jewel of the Middle East into a scrub desert and drove out most of the 50,000 Madan, or Marsh Arabs, who had joined the abortive post-war uprising against him in 1992.

Alwash, who is, like his father, a civil engineer, would probably have had to work on the draining if he hadn't left for the US in the late 1970s. But now he has plans to bring back the landscape of his childhood.

Alwash and his American wife, Suzie, a geology professor, are behind a plan to recreate the marshes. Their Eden Again project has gained support from the Pentagon, US aid officials, the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) and from the Madan themselves.

The couple have recruited hydrologists, ecologists and engineers to draw up plans for what would be the largest wetland rehabilitation ever attempted. Those plans will be published within the next two weeks.

Time is short. Some 93 per cent of the marshes are now a dry, salt-encrusted wasteland, and scientists say the rest could be gone within two years.

The UNEP scientist Hassan Partow says blocking the new drains and diversion canals could be the easy part of reclaiming the wetlands. Dams being built high on the headwaters of the Tigris and Euphrates in Turkey and on the Karkheh in Iran are cutting flows into the marshes.

Much of the last remaining wet area, the Hawizeh marsh close to the Iranian border, has dried up in the past two years because an Iranian dam has stopped the flow on the Karkheh. According to the British ecologist Mike Evans of Birdlife International, the Hawizeh is the last refuge for species of plants, fish and animals that could recolonise the marshes. If those species – including animals found nowhere else, such as the smooth-coated otter – are lost, then the natural ecosystem of the marshes will no longer be able to regenerate, however much water is poured in.

At their fullest extent, the freshwater lakes, reed beds and endless waterways of the Mesopotamian marshes once covered an area almost the size of Wales, stretching north and west from Basra towards Baghdad. Half a million people relied on it to grow rice, catch fish, hunt otter and birds, gather reeds and graze water buffalo.

They included the Madan, who were made famous in Wilfred Thesiger's 1964 travel bookThe Marsh Arabs, and many more people, such as Alwash and his father, who lived round the fringes of the marshes.

President Saddam changed all that in 1993 and 1994 when he built a series of giant canals that diverted the rivers away from the marshes, and installed drains to empty the rest.

He was partly following British colonial plans to "reclaim" the marshes for agriculture, drawn up in 1951. But President Saddam never grew a thing in his drained marshes. He emptied it of people as well as water – a job completed by torching villages and pouring poisons into the marshes.

Turkish dams aided him. According to one analysis, they have cut flows of water into Iraq by some 20 per cent, and could eventually take 50 per cent.

The big questions now are: How much of the ancient marshes can be recreated? And if it can be done, would the Madan want to go back? Is this, in other words, all a romantic dream for a lost world, buoyed up by the enthusiasms of wetland scientists and politicians anxious for a visible "peace dividend"?

Tom Crisman, director of the University of Florida's Centre for Wetlands, says: "It's probably the most ambitious wetland rehabilitation ever attempted. And we will be trying to put back a culture as well as an ecosystem. I don't know of a precedent for that. But it can be done, I am sure."

Scientists at UNEP believe that a successful rehabilitation will require both a new treaty to share the waters of the rivers and a new Iraqi government willing to allocate some of its share for the marshes.

Politics, as much as hydrology, may ultimately decide the fate of the marshes. But while that plays out, Alwash has a dream. "My wife and I go kayaking on the weekends here in the US," he says. "I keep telling her: one day you'll see what a real wetland is. My dream is to go kayaking on the Iraqi marshes with her and my kids. Just as I went with my father."

________________________________________________________________________________________

Los Angeles Times

March 31, 2003 Monday  Home Edition

 Face the Uranium Issue

At this moment, Air Force A-10 Warthogs are probably strafing Iraqi tanks with ammunition made of depleted uranium. For every minute a pilot holds down the trigger of a 30-millimeter Gatling gun, up to 3,900 bullets  tear into enemy lines.

      There's no question that these armor-piercing munitions are effective. Nor, however, is there a question

      that each fragment adds minutely to the 320 tons of radioactive ordnance that allied forces blasted into the

      soil of Iraq, Kuwait and Saudi Arabia during the 1991 Persian Gulf War. When the dust settles at war's end,   the military must stop dodging legitimate concerns about the long-term environmental and health hazards  posed by depleted uranium. 

      No evidence supports some veterans' charge that these "silver bullets" contributed to the array of

      sicknesses known as Gulf War syndrome, or that the ammunition played a role in what some Iraqi officials

      have characterized as soaring rates of cancer and childhood leukemia in that country.

      And most experts say the metal -- whose radioactivity is reduced or "depleted" to about 40% that of freshly

      mined uranium as technicians forge it from nuclear-waste material left over from making nuclear weapons

      and fuel -- probably doesn't trigger leukemia and other cancers, as exposure to plutonium can.

      However, when depleted uranium burns upon penetrating its target, it turns into a fine dust that can remain

      highly concentrated in the environment. Pentagon officials have failed to squarely address the concerns of

      experts such as Malcolm Hooper, a chemistry professor studying illnesses from the first Gulf War for the

      British, who warns that the dust, if ingested, can cause serious respiratory, renal and vision problems.

      Last week, the United Nations Environment Program released a study on the effects of the depleted

      uranium fired during the 1995 NATO airstrikes on Bosnia. The report found no evidence of a link between the  heavy metal and what some medical experts say are high cancer rates among the soldiers who were

      peacekeepers in Bosnia. The report did say that since most of the depleted-uranium ammunition was

      embedded in the dirt, it might pose a contamination risk to ground and drinking water. The study's authors

      called upon NATO to disclose its bombing coordinates, so health officials in the region could try to dredge up  the shards and dispose of them.

      In the 1960s, the United States used an herbicide called Agent Orange to defoliate the jungle in Vietnam. In   postwar years, about 60,000 veterans claimed they had been harmed because the chemical contained the  lethal poison dioxin.

      The experience has left many veterans suspicious. Such suspicions may prove unfounded with depleted

      uranium, but history shows the importance of putting them to rest through full and candid disclosure.

      LOAD-DATE: March 31, 2003
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XINHUA GENERAL NEWS SERVICE

March 31, 2003, Monday 8:22 AM Eastern Time

Nations, agencies join hands to fight sandstorms in N.E. Asia

MANILA, March 31

      Officials from governments and international organizations took the first steps Monday toward a landmark

      regional cooperation mechanism to combat dust and sandstorms in Northeast Asia.

      At the opening of the first meeting of the Technical and Steering Committees on the issue, organized under

      an Asian Development Bank (ADB) regional technical assistance (RETA) project, delegates outlined the

      extent of the problem and the challenges ahead.

      "Dust and sandstorms are serious trans-boundary environmental problems in Northeast Asia," Muhammad

      Tusneem, Director General of ADB's East and Central Asia Department, told delegates, "They have enormous

      economic costs, and an impact on the health of possibly millions of people." 

      Last year, severe dust and sandstorms swept across Mongolia and China's 18 provinces, as well as the

      Korean peninsula and a large part of Japan. The problem has been increasing in severity and frequency over

      the last 50 years.

      In response, ADB approved the RETA project to promote regional cooperation on prevention and control of

      dust and sandstorms, funded by a grant of 500,000 US dollars from ADB's Japan Special Fund financed by

      the Japanese government, and co-financing for the same amount from the Global Environment Facility.

      The project will be carried out in cooperation with the four countries most affected by the problem, China,

      Japan, South Korea, and Mongolia, as well as three UN agencies, Economic and Social Commission for Asia

      and the Pacific, UN Convention to Combat Desertification, and the UN Environment Program.

      Delegates note that the meeting is a unique example of four governments and four international

      organizations working together on a trans-boundary problem.

      They suggest that the lessons learned from each of the individual countries can be pooled on a subregional

      level, but institutional mechanisms need to be in place first and detailed arrangements worked out.

      The project will work toward a regional institutional framework to facilitate international policy and

      operational coordination among major stake holders at the regional level.

________________________________________________________________________________________

Philippine Daily Inquirer 

High population growth undermines conservation gains 

      FILIPINO scientists can rightfully take pride in having developed technologies and/or strategies to arrest

      environmental degradation and destruction but their efforts are often undermined by unregulated population

      growth. 

      In a recent conference on "Conserving Philippine Marine Reserves: The Role of Journalists" in Silliman

      University in Dumaguete City, some resource persons called attention once again to how a high population

      growth rate was limiting the impact of successful initiatives. The seminar was organized by the Philippine

      Environmental Journalists Inc. and the Silliman University School of Communication, with funding support  from the United Nations Environment Program (Unep). 

      Dr. Hilconida P. Calumpong, director of Silliman University's Marine Laboratory, reported that even on Apo  Island, an award-winning showcase of marine resource conservation anchored on the designation of no-take   reserves and sanctuaries, population growth was becoming a problem. She said Apo started with about 500  people, but now had 700, an increase of 40 percent, quite significant for a small island. "Unless conservation  and production are coupled with family planning, (even initiatives like Apo's) would be unable to provide for  everyone," stressed Calumpong, whose office oversees the Apo project. 

      She added that while tourism had been a boon to Apo, providing a more than adequate supplement to the

      people's incomes, it could not be allowed to flourish unregulated. Otherwise, all the efforts at conservation

      and preservation would come to naught. 

      On Apo, the barangay fines people who violate rules it had set to keep its reefs healthy. Visitors who

      destroy the reefs or use destructive fishing methods like spear guns, have to pay P5,000 each. 

      Calumpong said, as a result of this awareness about the need to manage population as well as the

      environment, new community resource management projects now integrate family planning. The goal is

      either to maintain or reduce the number of people in a project site. 

      Problems 

      Timothy Higham, Unep's regional information officer for Asia and the Pacific, echoed Calumpong's

      sentiments. "There's really a need to address the issue of population. The number of people and the amount

      of stuff (as well as) the technologies they use (all have an impact on the environment)," he pointed out. 

      He said many environmental problems were due to the overconsumption of the affluent and deprivation of

      the poor. 

      The same message is conveyed by "Reefs at Risk in Southeast Asia," a joint publication of the World

      Resources Institute, International Center for Living Aquatic Resources Management, World Conservation

      Monitoring Center and Unep and written by Lauretta Burke, Elizabeth Selig and Mark Spalding. 

      "A large coastal population, rapid population growth of about 2.3 percent per year, high poverty rates, and

      fisher over-capacity have resulted in major overexploitation of Philippine reef fisheries," the report said. 

      Boatmen Ricardo Renado, Cirilo Mantua Jr., Feliciano Silva Jr., and Leandro Inobio, who operate vessels that

      take tourists on dolphin-watching trips in Bais City, knew exactly how people could be desperate enough to

      resort to illegal, harmful and sometimes deadly methods to earn a living. They recalled that until 1995,

      dynamite fishing was practiced in the waters of Bais and neighboring areas. Still, fishermen had to go farther  and farther into the sea for less and less catch. They "found it hard to feed their families." Many fishermen  readily abandoned illegal methods when dolphin-watching was introduced, giving them an alternative means   of livelihood. 

      According to "Reefs at Risk," blast fishing and other destructive fishing techniques were considered the

      largest contributors to reef degradation in the Philippines. 

      Misguided development without regard for consequences, aside from unregulated population growth, was

      identified as another contributor to coral reef degradation. As Dumaguete Vice Mayor William E. Ablong said,   "Coasts are natural crossroads between human activities and the sea. (So) coastal resource management is   above all managing human activities." 

      "Reefs at Risk" reported, "Coastal development agriculture, aquaculture and land cover change threaten

      many Philippine coral reefs. Over 80 percent of original tropical forests and mangroves in the Philippines have  been cleared, increasing sediment outflow onto reefs." 

      E-mail the author at linda@fatmails.com 
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Asia Pulse

March 31, 2003 Monday

World bank procurement - China, phaseout of chemical agents
The Government of China has received a fund in the amount of US$ 65,000,000 from the Multi-lateral Fund

      (MLF) for Montreal Protocol toward the cost of the Sector Plan For Phaseout of process agents and CTC

      production in China, and it intends to apply the fund proceeds to payments for goods, works, related

      services and consulting services to be procured under this project. The project will include the following

      components. 

      Procurement of technology and equipment using non-ODS (ozone-depleting substances) processes in the

      production of Chlorinated Rubber (CR), Chlorinated Paraffin (CP-70), Chlorosulphonated Polyoefin (CSM), Fluoropolymer Resins(PTFE) and Ketotifen.

      Procurement of technology and equipment for conversion from CTC to non-ODS.

      China State Environmental Protection Administration (SEPA) on behalf of the Government of China is in

      charge of project implementation and management of the fund.

      Procurement of contracts financed by the grant will be conducted through the procedures as specified in

      the World Banks Guidelines: Procurement under IBRD Loans and IDA Credits, January 1995 (revised January

      and August 1996, September 1997 and January 1999), and is open to all bidders from eligible source

      countries as defined in the guidelines. Consulting services will be selected in accordance with the World

      Banks Guidelines: Selection and Employment of Consultants by World Bank Borrowers, January 1997 (revised

      September 1997, January 1999 and May 2002).

      Specific procurement notices for contracts to be bid under the World Banks international competitive bidding

      (ICB) procedures and for large-value consultants contracts will be announced, as they become available, in

      UN Development Business and/or the China Daily.

      Interested eligible bidders who wish to be included on the mailing list to receive an invitation to bid under

      the ICB procedures, and interested consultants who wish to receive a copy of the advertisement requesting

      expressions of interest for large-value consultants contracts, or those requiring additional information,

      should contact the address below not later than 15 April 2003:

________________________________________________________________________________________
ENS

Hindustan Lever Will Export Mercury Waste to USA 

                      By Nityanand Jayaraman 

                      KODAIKANAL, India, March 31, 2003 (ENS) - Pollution control authorities in the southern Indian state of Tamilnadu have ordered Hindustan Lever  Limited, a subsidiary of Anglo-Dutch multinational Unilever, to export to the United States 286 tons of waste contaminated with mercury from its  controversial thermometer factory in Kodaikanal, now closed. The company  has been directed to decontaminate the site and its surroundings to global  standards. 

                      Last week, 50 tons of toxic wastes containing mercury were removed to the Port of Tuticorin. The remaining material is being packed by the company  under supervision of regulators and the workers. Greenpeace India is sending a team of people with experience in the safe handling of hazardous materials, to observe the process and report on whether international standards of containment are being faithfully followed. 

                      “This is only a partial victory. But it’s heartening to note that the poisons are to be returned to the country which supplied them,” says Navroz Mody, a  resident of Kodaikanal and member of the Tamilnadu Alliance Against Mercury. 

                      Waste thermometers from the  Hindustan Lever factory dumped in the forest. (Photo

                      by Shailendra Yashwant courtesy InfoChange)

                      The controversial Hindustan Lever factory  was exported to India in 1983 after it was shut

                      down in Watertown,  New York.  Behind the thermometer factory, are towering tropical

                      montane forests peculiar to the hills in south India which host one of the richest terrestrial biodiversity hotspots in  the world. 

                      In March 2001, workers, community members and nongovernmental organizations forced the factory to suspend operations after discovering that the company had dumped wastes contaminated with mercury at several public locations including a local scrapyard and on the sensitive watershed forests                      adjoining the factory. 

                      The factory imports all its mercury, primarily from the United States, and  exports all of the thermometers it produces to U.S. based Faichney Medical Company. 

                      According to the Tamilnadu Alliance Against Mercury, several thousand tons of toxic wastes and contaminated soil remain to be properly identified and contained. A special Hazardous Waste Management Committee set up by  the Tamilnadu Pollution Control Board to monitor the issue has instructed  the company to remove the broken thermometers that contain mercury and crushed glass before initiating complete site remediation. 

                      The committee is comprised of officials of the Board, representatives of  Greenpeace and a local NGO, Palani Hills Conservation Council, in addition  to representatives of industry associations. 

                      The committee has expressed concern over the variations in the mercury material balance submitted by the company, and observed that mercury  releases to the environment “appeared to be substantially higher than permissible levels.” Clarifications sought by the committee are yet to be                      provided by the company. 

                      The company said in a statement that the study by the Hazardous Waste  Management Committee found that the factory has not caused any adverse  environmental impact outside the factory premises. 

                      According to the company, the total amount of soil contaminated with mercury would not exceed 4,000 tons. Ex-workers from the thermometer  factory, however, say company figures are underestimates. 

                      “The company is not coming clean. Like Union Carbide did in Bhopal,  Hindustan Lever is resorting to misinformation and underplaying the damage it has caused to the environment and workers’ health,” says  ex-worker Mahendra Babu. “If they have nothing to hide, why hasn’t the  company provided the information sought by the Pollution Control Board for more than a year?” 

                      According to Babu, the company has a lot of answering to do. Ex-workers claim that the workplace exposure to mercury has caused serious health  effects among the workers. “At least 11 workers have succumbed to the toxic effects of mercury, but the company has failed to provide us the health  records despite repeated requests,” says Babu. 

                                                          Greenpeace India holds a  demonstration against the  Hindustan Lever thermometer  factory. (Photo courtesy  Greenpeace India)

     Hindustan Lever, however, has told the Committee that it will “provide records  pertaining to all  ex-workers whoever  asks for them in writing, including to families of those who  expired after employment at the factory.” But, says the company, no one has come forward. 

                      A preliminary health survey among Hindustan Lever ex-workers by Dr.  Mohan Isaac of Bangalore based Community Health Cell found symptoms consistent with mercury exposure among some of those surveyed, and recommended that available information warrants a thorough investigation of potential health effects. 

                      The Hazardous Waste Management Committee has said that it will have the  health records independently verified by experts. 

                      In January 2001, Hindustan Lever decided in principle to exit from the thermometer business, the company said in a statement, because it is not  core to the company. The company's core business is the manufacture and  marketing of soap, detergents, skin care products, deodorants and  fragrances, foods and beverages. It is one of the country's five biggest exporters. 

                      In May 2001, Hindustan Lever says it communicated to the Working  Committee of the Tamilnadu Pollution Control Board, which looked into the issue, that it had already decided to discontinue the manufacture of mercury thermometers in Kodaikanal. 

                      Mercury is a neurotoxin; it affects the nervous system. Very high exposures to mercury vapor in the air can cause acute poisoning. This may develop into  pneumonia, which can be fatal. People with chronic mercury poisoning have  wide swings of mood, becoming irritable, frightened, depressed or excited for no apparent reason. The earliest and most frequent symptom is a fine tremor  of the hand, tongue and eyelids which can progress to trouble with balancing  and walking. 

                      Greenpeace India says the directive issued to Hindustan Lever by the Hazardous Waste Management Committe will serve as notice to other multinational corporations that they can no longer use India as an easy place for the dumping of toxic waste. ___________________________________________________________________________________

REGIONAL OFFICE FOR AFRICA  (ROA) - NEWS UPDATE

1st April 2003

UNEP worries over pollution from conflagration in Iraq 

Nairobi, Kenya (PANA) - Toxic smoke from burning oil wells in southern Iraq and oil-filled trenches and bomb-ignited fires in Baghdad clearly indicate that the current conflict may further damage the region's currently stressed environment, the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) warned in a statement Monday. "The black smoke that we see on television and in satellite pictures contains dangerous chemicals that can cause immediate harm to human beings -- particularly children and people with respiratory problems, and pollute the region's natural ecosystems," the statement quoted UNEP executive director Klaus Toepfer as saying. "There is an urgent need to monitor air quality in the affected areas as soon as possible," he emphasized. "Meanwhile, although the oil fires in southern Iraq are much smaller than what we saw in 1991, they too remain a potential concern for human health and the environment," he cited. Toepfer said satellite images reveal that smoke plumes from the Rumailah oil fields near Basra have weakened over the past several days but continue to threaten inhabited areas with smog. Smoke from oil fires contains a range of contaminants such as sulphur, mercury, dioxins and furans. Fortunately, only three of the seven oil wells UNEP is currently monitoring events in Iraq in an effort to identify potential environmental risks. Besides smoke, the other major evidence so far of environmental stress is the increase in plankton productivity in the Shatt Al Arab estuary and surrounding waters.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng047235&dte=31/03/2003
SADC reviews Toxic Chemicals Impact on Daily Life 

Lusaka, Zambia (PANA) - Eight member countries of the Southern African Development Community (SADC) on Monday began a five-day workshop in Lusaka on the impact of poisonous chemicals, commonly known as Persistent Organic Pollutants (POPs), on everyday life, including agriculture. Speaking at the opening session, Zambian minister of tourism, environment and natural resources, Patrick Kalifungwa, said the workshop would help experts consolidate their inventories on poisonous chemicals such as dioxin, furan and poly-chlorinated biphenyls (PCB). "This occasion also marks the launch of the project for preparation of national inventories of PCBs and PCB-containing equipment in the SADC sub-region," Kalifungwa said. In August 2002, SADC launched National Implementation Plans for persistent organic pollutants and selected 12 pilot countries to develop ways of managing POPs. The Lusaka workshop brings together experts from eight pilot countries to report on their national plans. The meeting is being attended by delegations from Botswana, DR Congo, Lesotho, Malawi, Mauritius, Tanzania, Zimbabwe and Zambia.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng047273&dte=31/03/2003
Mauritius inaugurates new dam to boost farm irrigation 

Port-Louis, Mauritius (PANA) - Mauritian Prime Minister Sir Anerood Jugnauth at the weekend inaugurated a new dam in the country's central Midlands to boost farm irrigation in the northern region. Officials said the dam would assist some 400 farmers to irrigate about 1,900 hectares of farmland in northern Mauritius. It would also boost household, industrial and tourism water supply. The facility costs 1.6 billion rupees (about 60 million US dollars), funded largely by the Mauritian government, with support from the Kuwaiti Fund and the Arab Bank for Economic Development in Africa (BADEA).

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng047259&dte=31/03/2003
_________________________________________________________________________________________

ROAP Media Update – 01 April 2003


Topical News Issues
Asia's potential water fights
Japan Today, (Alan Boyd), April 1, 2003 - As many as 57 river basins in Asia are viewed as potential flashpoints for conflict between riparian neighbors as population and development pressures strain dwindling water resources.
A landmark study released last week by two United Nations agencies and the U.S.-based Oregon State University warned that cooperation over shared waters was "inconsistent or absent."
… "They should perhaps act as the water equivalent of marriage guidance counselors, amicably resolving differences between countries and communities who may be straying apart, or act as go- between for those who are flirting with cooperation but are too coy, too unsure, maybe even too distrustful about how to proceed," said United Nations Environment Program director Klaus Toepfer.
http://www.japantoday.com/e/?content=comment&id=373 


UN warns of health risks from Iraqi oil fires Paris, 
Sify, India, March 31, 2003 - The UN warned on Monday of the cost to health and the environment from the Iraqi war, saying blazing oilwells in southern Iraq and oil-filled trenches around Baghdad were a danger to the frail and threatened the country's fragile ecology. 
"The black smoke that we see on television and in satellite pictures contains dangerous chemicals that can cause immediate harm to human beings, particularly children and people with respiratory problems and pollute the region's natural ecosystems," UN Environment Programme (UNEP) Executive Director Klaus Toepfer said.
http://news.sify.com/cgi-bin/sifynews/news/content/news_fullstory_v2.jsp?article_oid=12975804&page_no=1 

________________________________________________________________________________________
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www.ips.org
WATER-BRAZIL:
A Crisis of Management, not Lack 
Mario Osava 
RIO DE JANEIRO, Mar 28 (IPS) - Shortages, waste, pollution and conflicts over water are some of the aspects of Brazil's water crisis, but they are all linked to problems of administration, said experts who debated the issue at a two-day meeting in Brasilia that ended Friday. 

''It is more of a latent than an actual crisis, and one that is more social than economic, because it affects the poor,'' said Marcos Freitas, director of technology and information at Brazil's National Water Agency (ANA), in the seminar on ''Water, Development and Environmental Justice'' organised in the Brazilian capital by the ANA and the Environment Ministry. 

The issue is a complex one and involves a number of actors, which means solutions require the participation of many sectors, from the agriculture, environment, industry and energy ministries, to national, provincial and local governments and consumers, Freitas told IPS in a telephone interview. 

To tackle the problem of water scarcity in Brazil's impoverished northeast, for instance, crops that are poorly suited to the region's semi-arid climate, like rice, should be replaced by varieties of fruit, for example, which need less water and preserve moisture in the soil, he said. 

There is much talk about possible future wars between countries over water. But disputes within countries already abound, the experts noted. 

In recent years, the ANA has had to ''mediate in many fights'' in Brazil, due to a lengthy drought that led to the adoption of nationwide electricity rationing measures between June 2001 and February 2002, Freitas pointed out. 

In the most serious dispute, local residents, city governments, hotels and tourism-related businesses that depend on the Furnas reservoir in the southeastern state of Minas Gerais pressured the local hydropower plant to cut its activity in order to keep the water level in the artificial lake -- which has a 3,600-km perimeter -- from going down any further. 

But it was not possible at that time of energy shortages to yield to that demand, despite the social, economic and environmental effects of the low water level in the reservoir, the head of the ANA observed. 

The world's fresh water reserves still far exceed demand, but problems like unequal distribution give rise to critical situations in many regions, he said. 

According to United Nations statistics, more than two million people die and 250 million fall ill annually due to water problems, while 1.2 billion lack access to clean water. 

But even more alarming is the projection that at the rate at which water is currently wasted, two-thirds of humanity will suffer shortages within the next 20 years. 

Conflicts also break out between provincial governments. For example, disputes have arisen over a project to divert the Sao Francisco river, the source of which lies in central Brazil, which is aimed at easing shortages in semi-arid parts of the northeast. 

What is needed is a ''federal pact on national water resources'' that harmonises the often conflicting laws and interests of Brazil's states, Brazilian Vice-President José Alencar said at the seminar. 

Although Brazil boasts ''12 percent of the planet's surface water resources, part of the population does not even have access to clean water for drinking,'' said Environment Minister Marina Silva. 

The northeast is home to 29 percent of the country's total population of 175 million but has just three percent of the fresh water resources, while the scarcely populated Amazon jungle region in the north, where just seven percent of Brazilians live, has 68 percent of the water. 

The southeast, meanwhile, where 43 percent of the population resides, has just six percent of the total water resources. 

In the view of Aldo Rebouças, with the University of Sao Paulo, waste is the biggest problem. Between 40 and 60 percent of piped water is lost before it even reaches the faucets, and 70 percent of all water piped into households is wasted, he estimated. 

The pollution of rivers and other sources of water also drastically reduces availability of clean water. 

Another serious problem is deforestation. The Mata Atlantica, a forest system that extends along Brazil's eastern seaboard, has already shrunk by 93 percent, although it continues ensuring the ''renewal'' of water that supplies two-thirds of Brazil's population, according to the report ''Water and Forests'' drawn up by environment authorities in the state of Sao Paulo and non-governmental organisations. 

Charging companies fees for water use and levying fines or taxes on industries that pollute is ''an economic management tool'' that the ANA, which was created two years ago, is beginning to apply, said Freitas. 

In the seminar, the ANA presented the report ''State of Water Resources in Brazil 2001-2002'', which noted that 77.8 percent of Brazilian households receive treated piped water, and 47.2 percent are located in areas with sewage systems. 

Although the deficit remains large, the statistics show that between 1991 and 2000, an additional 28.1 million people began to receive piped water, and 24.2 million began to receive sewage services

_________________________________________________________________________________________

ROWA Media Update

Bahrain
Clean-up on track

THE first phase of a clean-up of an oil spill that affected the north-eastern coast of Muharraq and part of the Seef Bay is expected to be completed by the end of the week, a municipality official said yesterday.

The work on the beaches in Hidd, on the Muharraq island, and the Seef District has already completed.

THE first phase of a clean-up of an oil spill that affected the north-eastern coast of Muharraq and part of the Seef Bay is expected to be completed by the end of the week, a municipality official said yesterday.

The work on the beaches in Hidd, on the Muharraq island, and the Seef District has already completed.

They are on schedule and most of the work is already finished and they anticipate that the first phase will be completed by Wednesday. 

"The Seef District was only affected in a minor way. The major impact was on the Muharraq coastline."

it was not yet decided when the second phase of the clean-up, which will concentrate on the rocky areas of the coastline, is expected to start
UAE
Fertilizer Factory

Abu-Dhabi Factory  is doing a great effort to provide the organic fertilizers to the farms which increases the agriculture production and restrict using the chemicals fertilizers. The General Manager of the factory stated that basically they depend on the agricultural wastes and the city wastes which is a good sign of protecting the environment.     

http://www.wam.org.ae/arabic.htm
Green buildings expo inaugurated

DUBAI Saeed Al Hassani, deputy minister of higher education and scientific research, yesterday inaugurated in Dubai the UAE's first conference cum exposition on "green buildings", meaning environmental friendly buildings. Organised by the Centre of Excellence for Applied Research and Training (CERT) and Tricolour Initiatives, the focus of the two-day event is on energy-efficient and econ-friendly construction of buildings.

Giving the inaugural remarks at the conference, Dr.Tayeb Kamali, managing director of CERT Technology Park, said that green buildings are all about energy efficient and environmental friendly constructions. He said that the technology of these constructions focus on the very basic practices that were known to past civilisations. But now these are being reinforced in a much more scientific way. He also noted that in most of the developing world, where two-thirds of the electricity produced go to service buildings today, it has become necessary to build energy efficient buildings.

http://www.wam.org.ae/arabic.htm
Saudi Arabia
A New Invention in King Fahad University 

King Fahad University for Petroleum  and Minerals obtained a patent right registered at the American Commercial Mark and Patent Rights Office for inventing a new industry of  Ether to be added to the gasoline of vehicles. This invention was discovered by the Chemist Dr. Mohammed Ashraf Ali from the Petrochemical and Refinery Center in the Research Institute of the University. Its characteristics is its ability to decrease the air pollutant resulted from the burning of gasoline. 

http://www.alwatan.com.sa/daily/2003-03-30/local/local12.htm 

The Gulf Water is not Effected by the Oil Spot

The results of the analysis of the General Foundation of Sweetening Salty Water proved that the samples of water taken from different stations in the Gulf Coasts is free from any oil pollutant. This had been worked in coordination with The Presidency of Metrology and Environment, and ARAMCO.  

http://www.alyaum.com/issue/page1.php?fldPageID=1&varFromFirst=9&PHPSESSID=f64747e91bf19392b02f2d4b9d2e1b23#17
Kuwait
Kuwait inaugurates Monday project to supply drinking water to Umm Qasr   

State of Kuwait inaugurates officially on Monday   laying a pipeline to supply the Iraqi town of Umm Qasr with tap water.  Chairman of Humanitarian Operations Center, retired Lieutenant General Ali   Al-Momen, said in a statement to Kuwait News Agency (KUNA) that Kuwait would  pump fresh water via a pipeline laid across the border to the Iraqi town of  Umm Qasr, and at a rate of 1.5 million liters per day starting tomorrow.  He said the pipeline was laid after reports filed by the units of civil  utilities of the British forces, that indicated primarily need of the Iraqi    people for water. Half a million water bottles are being dispatched, now, to    Umm Qasr.   

  He said the State of Kuwait has already allocated 10 million dollar worth   

  of aid for the Iraqi people.   

  Basic commodities are sent to the Iraqis in batches and in coordination   

  with the British and American forces as well as the Kuwait Red Crescent   

  Society and other government and non-government institutions.

 http://www.kuna.net.kw/Main.htm
Winds dissipate smoke drifting to Kuwait from burning Iraqi oil wells  

Clouds of smoke caused by burning Iraqi oil   wells in southern Iraq that drift in the direction of Kuwait have been   dissipated by North-easterly winds, said environment official Muhammad   Alsaraawi on Saturday.   

  There is an air-testing laboratory in Alabdeli farm region, just four km   from Jabal Sanam on the Iraqi side of the border, that monitors air quality and measures pollutants in the air drifting from the Iraqi side, said  Alsaraawi who is director of Environmental Protection Agency (EPA).   

  Water is consistently tested for pollutants by EPA authorities who gather   drinking water samples from ten locations across the country, he said, adding that all test results on air quality and water samples indicate that smoke  from the burning Iraqi oil wells in southern Iraq have had no effect on air or  water quality in Kuwait. 

http://www.kuna.net.kw/Main.htm
Oman
Environment-friendly service station

A NEW service station that has just been opened in Muscat boasts the unique distinction of being the Middle East's most advanced and environment-friendly. The BP Wadi Al Bahais Service Station at Seeb, launched by BP Oman and Oman Oil Company (OOC), is said to be the region's first to have a solar canopy, enabling energy from the sun to be converted into electricity. This, in turn, provides as much as 20-25 per cent of the daily electrical operational needs of the site.

.

http://66.234.3.46/Displayarticle.asp?section=middleeast&xfile=data/middleeast/2003/march/middleeast_march555.xml
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M O N D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
Iraq

*
UN relief agencies move humanitarian supplies over Iraq’s borders

*
Annan meets with Arab countries for talks on situation in Iraq

*
UN predicts new displacements in north

*
UN agencies urge support for massive humanitarian appeal 

 Other news

*
UN envoy condemns suicide bombing in Israel

*
Humanitarian situation throughout Côte d’Ivoire worsening – UN

*
Experts recommend UN sanctions for violators of arms embargo in Somalia

*
DR of Congo: UN mission deplores latest round of rebel violence

*
UN tribunal sentences two Bosnian Croats for war crimes

*
WHO doctor dies of new respiratory disease he first identified

*
Afghanistan: UN envoy condemns murder of relief worker

*
UN hears call for education to curb population growth, boost development

*
Grant to help rid Myanmar of poppy cultivation, UN anti-drug office says 

*
UN official calls for full Asian-Pacific participation in world trade forum

* * * *

Iraq: humanitarian

31 March – United Nations relief agencies along Iraq’s borders are looking at ways to bring in humanitarian aid, and the first UN food consignment to enter the country since the outbreak of hostilities has already crossed over from Turkey into northern Iraq.

The World Food Programme (WFP) delivered three trucks with 77 tons of dried skim milk to Dahuk, northern Iraq, yesterday to help with a nutrition programme it runs in the Kurdish provinces.

“Now that WFP has already started moving food across the borders with Turkey into northern Iraq, we are preparing to move the badly needed wheat flour – hopefully later this week – into northern Iraq,” spokesman Khaled Mansour, told the daily briefing in Amman, Jordan, today on UN aid activities.

The UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) is also trying to find ways of moving urgently needed humanitarian assistance into Iraq across both its northern and southern frontiers, spokesman Geoffrey Keele said. But two trucks loaded with medical and educational supplies and material for emergency water provision were still at Habur Gate in Turkey, pending permission to cross into Northern Iraq, he said.

To the south, in Kuwait, UNICEF is looking at ways to move large quantities of water under private contract into southern Iraq, where Mr. Keele said the need for clean water was urgent and the lack of it posed a significant health hazard for children. Yesterday, 13 vehicles were commissioned to go into the country but only three managed to deliver water to Um Qasr.

Veronique Taveau, spokesperson for the UN Humanitarian Coordinator in Iraq (OHCI), said four delegates of the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) had reached Basra from Kuwait, across the front line, with the full cooperation of all parties and delivered spare parts to the main water treatment station, which is functioning at only half of its capacity.

The UN High Commissioner for the Refugees (UNHCR) reported that there had still been no significant refugee movements into surrounding countries. Two Boeing 747 cargo jets landed in Jordan today with 160 family-size tents donated by the Japanese Government to add to the agency’s regional stockpile for Iraqi refugees.

In Geneva, UN Assistant Emergency Relief Coordinator Ross Mountain said the UN had 3,500 nationals working in Iraq, and that in the north, the staff continued to work at almost 100 per cent. The national staff in the south had been instructed not to go to work or to contact the UN if it put them in jeopardy, he told a news conference. Meanwhile, discussions were continuing on the UN’s return to all parts of Iraq, with areas such as Basra, where humanitarian problems were evident, the main focus, he said.

For its part, the UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) focused on the need to ensure the continuity of education for the Iraqi children.

Declaring his “deep sympathy with the Iraqi people, whose suffering has been worsened by the lack of food and drinking water supplies,” UNESCO Director-General Koichiro Matsuura reaffirmed his agency’s determination to “resume as soon as possible, alongside the other eight United Nations system agencies involved, an active part in the implementation of the Oil-for-Food programme.”

The UN Security Council on Friday unanimously endorsed an adjusted version of the programme that has allowed Iraq to use part of its oil revenues to purchase humanitarian supplies, including the food that is the sole source of sustenance for 60 per cent of the country’s people.  

“Provision of drinking water, food and medicine is an absolute priority, but we must also be ready to ensure the continuity of the educational process for the Iraqi children,” Mr. Matsuura said in a message read out at the Amman briefing.

* * *

Iraq: Secretary-General

31 March – Secretary-General Kofi Annan today met with Arab countries to brief them and to hear their views about the situation in Iraq before starting a series of meetings this week with the regional groupings of UN Member States.
Speaking to reporters after the meeting, the Secretary-General said the Arab Group – which is not one of the five regional groups – were concerned about the situation on the ground, as well as the Iraqi population and the civilian casualties. “They are also anxious that assistance should get to the cities and to the people as soon as possible,” he added. “But of course they are worried as to how all this is going to turn out, which nobody really knows.”

As for the UN’s Oil-for-Food programme, which the Security Council voted last Friday to restart, giving the Secretary-General more authority to administer the operation, Mr. Annan said he thought the UN was taking steps to be able to get food to those in need. Some 60 per cent of the Iraqi population depends solely on the programme for their daily rations.

“We would expect the belligerents, we would expect the Government of Iraq and the coalition forces to give us humanitarian access and help us create humanitarian space for us to do our work and get assistance to the needy,” he said.

Mr. Annan is expected to begin his broad consultations with the five regional groups tomorrow.

* * *

Iraq: humanitarian

30 March – Citing intensified fighting, the United Nations today predicted fresh movements of civilians leaving their homes in the northern part of Iraq. 

“It is likely there will be new displacements of people in the North,” David Wimhurst, the spokesman for the UN Humanitarian Coordinator for Iraq, told reporters in Amman. “The return to urban areas has slowed and the people who live in Dohuk are once again leaving the city.”

“This displacement follows increased military activities in the area by American, Iraqi and Kurdish forces,” he added.

Meanwhile, UN relief agencies continued their efforts to assist the people of Iraq. The World Health Organization (WHO) has prepositioned supplies to deal with hundreds of cases of cholera and trauma. The health kits, now in Amman, “will be shipped to Iraq as soon as the situation allows,” said agency spokesman Fadela Chaib, who also voiced concern about “worsening hygiene conditions that can favour the spread of communicable diseases” in Iraq.

In a separate development, the Executive Director of the UN Environment Programme (UNEP), Klaus Toepfer, warned that the black smoke over Baghdad coming from burning oil trenches and fires contains dangerous chemicals that can be harmful to human health and the environment. The agency is calling for efforts to monitor the potential impact of this smoke as soon feasibly possible.


“UNEP believes that rapid action to repair environmental damage can play an important role in supporting humanitarian relief efforts,” said agency spokesman Michael Williams.

* * * 

Iraq: humanitarian

29 March – Representatives of United Nations agencies working to deliver humanitarian assistance to the beleaguered people of Iraq today urged donor support for a massive appeal to fund the relief effort.

“This is going to be a huge task,” said Khaled Mansour, a spokesman for the World Food Programme (WFP), referring to the agency’s $1.3 billion, six-month operation in Iraq. “The main goal is to keep the public distribution system going - a system on which about 60 per cent of the Iraqi population heavily depend for their monthly food rations.”

Speaking to reporters in Amman, Mr. Mansour also predicted that the WFP Iraq effort “could evolve into the largest humanitarian operation in history and bring about 1.6 million tons of food.”

Thomas McDermont, the Regional Director for the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF), cautioned that his agency’s work on behalf of young Iraqis would only succeed with adequate funding. “We are in need of financial assistance if we are to do our work properly.” Working with other UN agencies and international partners, UNICEF will focus its work in Iraq on water and sanitation, education, protection of vulnerable children, nutrition and health. 

The UN Development Programme (UNDP), which has been working in Iraq for more than 25 years, is preparing to help in the aftermath of the conflict, focusing on emergency infrastructure repairs, jobs creation and coordination of the effort to rid the country of landmines, according to the agency’s Christine McNab. “Reconstruction activities immediately after the end of hostilities must focus on basic humanitarian needs,” she stressed. 

Speaking for the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), Sten Bronee said that agency “must work to ensure that countries bordering on Iraq are able to receive any desperate Iraqis who may seek asylum.” Governments in the region already shelter more than half the more than 400,000 recognized Iraqi refugees in the world, and UNHCR is helping to prepare for a possible new influx.

For its part, the World Health Organization (WHO) is working to cope with the medical impact of the fighting. “The conflict will increase the vulnerability of a large number of people and increase their health risks – people unable to access sufficient nutrients, clean water, air, sanitation, shelter or medicines,” noted WHO Representative Ala’a Alwan. In response, the agency plans to provide essential care to those in need.

Speaking for the UN Population Fund (UNFPA), Ziad Rifai pointed out that “war or no war, more than 2,000 Iraqi women give birth every day.” He called on donors to support the agency’s bid to provide reproductive health care to all women affected by the conflict.

* * *

Middle East

31 March – The senior United Nations envoy for the Middle East peace process, Terje Roed-Larsen, has strongly condemned the suicide bombing over the weekend in the Israeli town of Netanya, calling it an “outrageous and cowardly act.”

In a direct appeal yesterday to the Palestinian leadership and people, Mr. Roed-Larsen asked that they bring the perpetrators of the attack – which left at least 30 people wounded, several seriously – to justice and “act immediately to completely de-legitimize these murderous acts that produce nothing but misery and fear.”

Mr. Roed-Larsen also expressed his condolences to the injured.

* * * 

Côte d’Ivoire

31 March – The United Nations today said the humanitarian situation in Côte d’Ivoire continues to deteriorate, with spiralling violence in the west, rebel activities stifling the economy in the north and ever more people forced from their homes in the south.

Intensifying violence and instability in the country’s lawless west – especially in areas near the border with Liberia – are making it increasingly difficult for aid workers to reach civilians desperately in need of humanitarian assistance, according to the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA).

OCHA said conditions in northern rebel-controlled areas suffer for lack of public services and a strangled economy, and even in the government-controlled south, internally displaced persons (IDPs) and the communities who host them face deepening economic and health crises.

Along with the dangers and unpredictable situation in the west, humanitarian aid workers continue to grapple with large numbers of IDPs. The World Food Programme (WFP) said that there are currently some 37,000 IDPs in the district of Guiglo, and between 40,000 and 50,000 IDPs in the nearby district of Duekoue, where little humanitarian assistance is available. Continuing violence has prompted tens of thousands of people, including third-country nationals, Ivoirians and Liberian refugees, to flee both into Liberia – where they are now trapped in fighting that has broken out near the town of Zwedru – as well as into Government-controlled areas in the south.

The UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) said it was concerned that Liberian refugees in Nicla camp, outside of Guiglo, and in the transit centres of Abidjan are being recruited – sometimes by force – into armed groups. UN agencies and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) are working with local authorities to evaluate sites for temporary shelter and aid for the displaced now in Guiglo.

Humanitarian conditions in the north, largely controlled by Mouvement Patriotique de Côte d’Ivoire (MPCI) rebels, are also worrisome, OCHA said. WFP reported that commercial farmers in the area – now cut-off from access to southern markets to sell crops such as cotton – are at high risk of food insecurity. The UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF), meanwhile, was sending a convoy of medical supplies to the north, as the situation of children in the Bouna and Bondoukou districts is “ near catastrophic” due to a breakdown in the health system, including a lack of vaccination campaigns.

* * *

Somalia

31 March – After finding a consistent pattern of breaches of the arms embargo against Somalia, a United Nations expert panel has recommended that the Security Council send a clear signal that all future violators will be sanctioned.

“As the arms embargo has been consistently violated since its imposition, it has no normative value, and none of the Somali faction leaders or their regional sponsors has been held accountable; a feeling that ‘business as usual’ will continue indefinitely prevails,” the three-person panel says in a report to the Council issued today.

The panel mandated to collect information on arms embargo violations in Somalia says effective enforcement of the ban not only requires interdiction of arms shipments, but also preventing all commercial relationships that may be linked to arms purchasing. It recommends sanctions designed to improve export controls and deprive embargo violators of the financial, travel and diplomatic privileges they currently enjoy.

“The dismissive attitude to resolutions of the Security Council will continue to prevail if the international community does not show resolve in implementing a strict embargo regime or remain vigilant in investigating new violations of the embargo,” the report states. “It is the opinion of the Panel that the sanctions regime should be enhanced and implemented with increased determination.”

The Panel says even after the signing of the Eldoret Declaration, most factions have continued to fight and import or receive weapons. Somali leaders who participated in last year’s conference in Eldoret, Kenya, rededicated themselves to the search for peace.

The group also states that the arms market in Somalia was not supplied by local elements only, but also external sources. It cites Ethiopia as one country that has played an overt military role in Somalia. Eritrea is also said to have been a major supplier of arms and ammunition. Yemen and Djibouti, among other nations in the region, are reported to have helped provide weapons to Somalia, mainly to the Transitional National Government.

“An effective implemented arms embargo can cut the flow of arms to Somali and concomitantly limit the level of armed conflict. This may then create the political space necessary for the successful completion and implementation of a Somali peace agreement,” the panel says.

To enable it to conclude its work, the Panel proposes the extension of its mandate for six months.

* * *

DR of Congo

31 March – The United Nations mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) has denounced as “incomprehensible and unjustifiable “ a rebel group’s provocative assault on and recapture of two small eastern towns from a rival faction within hours of signing an agreement on the country’s future military structure.

According to the UN Organization Mission in the DRC (MONUC), troops from the Congolese Rally for Democracy (RCD) attacked and occupied the Bunyatenge and Muhanga territories on Saturday, positions previously held by the Congolese Rally for Democracy-Liberation Movement (RCD-KML).

“The capture of Muhanga and Bunyatenge is a regrettable military offensive as well as incomprehensible and unjustifiable,” MONUC said in a statement, noting that the capture of the two territories occurred on the very day the RCD had signed the agreement on the future military structure and on the eve of the final session of the Inter Congolese Dialogue, due to take place in Sun City, South Africa this week.

The attacks sparked large-scale population displacement in the area, might unnecessarily increase tensions in a highly troubled area, and impede the efforts of both the UN and the international community to restore peace in the DRC, MONUC said.

With that in mind, MONUC chief Amos Namanga Ngongi strongly urged the RCD to immediately halt its action by withdrawing its troops back to its positions. He further urged other parties to show restraint and avoid endangering the peace process “that is about to succeed.”

* * *

ICTY

31 March – The United Nations International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) today sentenced two Bosnian Croats to 18 and 20 years in jail for crimes against humanity against Muslims, including prisoners, during the civil war in Bosnia and Herzegovina from 1992 to 1995.

The 20-year sentence for Mladen Naletilic, 56, was for eight counts of persecution on political, racial and religious grounds, torture, unlawful labour, wilfully causing great suffering or serious injury to body or health and unlawful transfer of a civilian in the Mostar area.

Vinko Martinovic, 39, was sentenced to 18 years on nine counts, including persecutions on political, racial and religious grounds, murder, unlawful labour and inhuman treatment.

* * *

WHO 

29 March – Dr. Carlo Urbani, a United Nations World Health Organization (WHO) expert on communicable diseases, today died of Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) – an emerging health threat which he first identified.

The 46-year old medical professional worked in public health programmes in Cambodia, Laos and Viet Nam while based in Hanoi, where he first noted the outbreak of this new disease in an American businessman who had been admitted to a hospital.

Because of Dr. Urbani’s early detection of SARS, WHO says, global surveillance was heightened and many new cases have been isolated before they infected hospital staff. In Hanoi, for example, the SARS outbreak appears to be coming under control.

Voicing deep sadness over his death, WHO Director-General Dr. Gro Harlem Brundtland said Dr. Urbani’s life “reminds us again of our true work in public health,” and urged all to “pause for a moment and remember the life of this outstanding physician.”

Pascale Brudon, the WHO Representative in Viet Nam called Dr. Urbani “a wonderful human being” and said all who worked with him were “devastated.”

Describing the dedication of her colleague in the face of SARS, Ms. Brudon noted that, “Carlo was the one who very quickly saw that this was something very strange. When people became very concerned in the hospital, he was there every day, collecting samples, talking to the staff and strengthening infection control procedures.”

Dr. Urbani, who was educated in Italy, leaves behind a wife and three children.

* * *

Afghanistan

30 March – Lakhdar Brahimi, the senior United Nations envoy to Afghanistan, today strongly condemned the “brutal and callous killing” of Ricardo Munguia, a water supply engineer with the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) who was killed in the southern part of the country earlier this week.

Mr. Brahimi discussed the case with Afghan President Hamid Karzai and other officials. “He conveyed to the President the expectation of the Secretary-General of the United Nations that the authorities will make every effort to find and bring to justice those responsible for this criminal act,” UN spokesman Manoel de Almeida e Silva reported.

Accounts by witnesses indicate that Mr. Munguia was murdered because he was a foreigner. The spokesman pointed out that the late ICRC staffer was in Afghanistan to help the country’s neediest civilians.

“Those who target humanitarian workers in such a manner are the enemies of the people of Afghanistan,” Mr. de Almeida e Silva said. “Such an act is an affront to the religion, culture and tradition of this country.”

The UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA), he added, “takes note of the fact that the Government promptly deployed a large contingent of security forces to the area where this criminal act was perpetrated.”

* * *

Population and development

31 March – The United Nations Commission on Population and Development opened a week-long meeting at UN Headquarters in New York today with speakers stressing the vital role of education in confronting problems related to runaway population growth and lagging development.

Education is a classic crosscutting theme and a vital ingredient in reaching developmental goals, UN Under-Secretary-General for Economic and Social Affairs Nitin Desai told the Commission at the start of its 36th session on the theme, “Population, Education and Development.” It is being recognized more and more that education is crucial for development, especially that of women and girls, he said.

The Executive Director of the UN Population Fund (UNFPA), Thoraya Obaid, highlighted school enrolment of all children, particularly girls, as not only a key goal of the 1994 Cairo International Conference on Population and Development (ICPD)’s Programme of Action but also a key Millennium Development Goal.

A report under consideration by the Commission stresses that primary education is crucial in improving economic and social conditions among the poorest segments of society, including girls, rural dwellers and minorities. Expanding educational opportunities is one of the most powerful tools governments have for promoting both income growth and equality.

But, the report adds, enormous growth in the numbers of school-age children, now about 2 billion, presents a formidable challenge to countries in less developed regions. In Africa alone, the school-age population numbers 330 million, almost quadruple that in 1950.

Moreover, the number of school-age children worldwide should rise by nearly 300 million between 2000 and 2050, with more than 90 per cent projected to occur in Africa, where the school-age population should double by mid-century. In contrast, the school-age population of more developed regions is expected to decline by more than 20 per cent – about 60 million – by 2050.

The Commission, set up in 1946 by the Economic and Social Council to study and advise it on population changes, comprises 47 members who are elected on the basis of equitable geographic distribution and serve a term of four years.

* * *

Myanmar

31 March – To support United Nations drug control efforts in one of Myanmar’s main opium producing regions, the Government of Japan will provide $1.2 million towards a project expected to contribute to increasing the food security of opium farmers, improving their living standard, and eventually eradicating opium poppy cultivation.

Japan’s grant will help fund the Drug Control and Development Project in the Wa Region of the Shan State in Myanmar, a key component of the UN Office on Drugs and Crime’s (UNODC) overall “alternative development” project, which has substantially reduced the number of poppy cultivating areas throughout Myanmar. UN efforts in the Region will include training in the construction of an irrigation system, building community capacity to manage and monitor the system, developing flat paddy fields, and introducing double cropping of rice.

“The Myanmar experience offers the evidence that alternative development, along with eradication and law-enforcement efforts, represents a vital part of the effective drug supply reduction strategy,” UNODC Executive Director, Antonio Maria Costa, said following the announcement of the grant in Vienna today.

According to the UNODC 2002 Annual Opium Poppy Survey, with an estimated production of 828 tons in 2002 – although 25 per cent less than the previous year – Myanmar is the second largest producer of opium in the world. The first is Afghanistan with an estimated 3,400 tons in 2002.

The UNODC alternative development project in Myanmar – launched in 1998 with an $11.6 million budget – aims at establishing sustainable, community-based development, in order to provide farmers an alternative to growing opium. In 2001, Japan contributed $200,000 for the implementation of a health-related component of the project.

* * *

ESCAP

31 March – Making a plea for multilateral cooperation, a senior United Nations official today called for full membership of the World Trade Organization (WTO) by Asian and Pacific states that had yet to join.

UN peace, development, and confidence-building work is complementary to and supportive of multilateral cooperation in trade under the WTO system, Kim Hak-Su, Executive Secretary of the UN Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP) said in his inaugural address at a WTO/UNESCAP meeting in Beijing.

The two-week meeting brings together more than 20 of the top trade negotiators from the ESCAP region.

One important action is ensuring universal membership to the WTO, Mr. Kim said. More than half of ESCAP’s membership had yet to gain membership to the trade forum, which continued to be an issue of major concern, he said. “UNESCAP is firmly committed to continue to build on this work as effective participation in WTO liberalization processes is a key component of managing globalization more effectively,” he added.

In order for trade, development and peace to flourish in today’s troubled world, actions must centre on cooperation and persuasion, Mr. Kim said. There is a clear need to re-establish the primacy of multilateral cooperation as embodied in the United Nations charter.

Referring to the November 2001 declaration of the Fourth WTO Ministerial Conference in Doha, Qatar, which provides the mandate for negotiations on a range of subjects, he said: “Instead of asking, ‘What can the WTO Doha Development Agenda do for us?’ the more pertinent question is: What can we do for the WTO Doha Development Agenda to work for us? What is the role that each of us has to play in pursuit of trade and development?”

* *** *

_________________________________________________________________________________________

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.

           **Iraq -- Humanitarian

           UN Assistant Emergency Relief Coordinator Ross Mountain, at a press conference in Geneva earlier today,  reported that the United Nations had  3,500 nationals working in Iraq, and that in the north, the staff continued to work at almost 100 per cent.  The national  staff in the south, however, he said, had been instructed not to go to work or to contact the United Nations if it put  them in jeopardy.  Meanwhile, he said there were discussions ongoing related to the United Nations’ return to all parts  of Iraq.  Areas such as Basra, where humanitarian problems were evident, were being focused upon, he said.  We have  a full transcript of his remarks available in my Office.

           At the Amman, Jordan, humanitarian briefing, agencies reported on their efforts to move assistance into Iraq.

           UNICEF is also looking at ways of moving large quantities of water into southern Iraq under private contract.    The need for clean water in southern Iraq is urgent and the lack of it is a significant health hazard particularly for  children.  Yesterday, 13 vehicles were commissioned to go into the country.  In the end, three managed to deliver water to Um Qasr.

           The World Food Programme (WFP) reported that the first UN-supervised food supplies to enter Iraq crossed the Turkish border this weekend.  Three trucks with 77 metric tons of dried skim milk were offloaded in Dahuk  yesterday.  They will help with a nutrition programme the WFP runs in the Kurdish provinces.  In London today, WFP  Executive Director James Morris appealed for the $1.3 billion his agency has asked for under the $2.2 billion overall  humanitarian appeal for Iraq.

           The Office of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) continued to prepare for a possible exodus  from Iraq.  The refugee agency also noted that large numbers of Iraqis continue to approach the UNHCR in Damascus  seeking temporary protection letters.

           The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) today warned that the smoke from burning oil wells and oil in trenches in Baghdad contains toxic chemicals harmful to children and people with respiratory problems.  UNEP  fears the fires may further damage Iraq’s already highly stressed environment, and Director General Klaus Toepfer said   there is an urgent need to monitor air quality.

           Finally, the World Health Organization (WHO) said today that five cholera kits and two trauma kits had been  shipped from their warehouse in Brindisi, Italy, to Amman and would be moved into Iraq as soon as conditions allow.   Each cholera kit has medications to treat 500 people, and each trauma kit can meet the needs of 200 people.  In the meantime, the WHO has been assisting health facilities in the northern governorates to purchase fuel, fuel tanks and  other supplies to facilitate their work in caring for people moving from the larger towns and cities to smaller villages.

           **Iraq

           The Secretary-General, starting just about now in Conference Room 5, is holding the first in a series of

     meetings with the Member States’ regional groups, to brief them and exchange views on Iraq.  The meeting taking  place downstairs right now is with the Arab Group, and in the rest of the week he will also be meeting with the five  regional groups of the General Assembly.

           **Middle East

           Yesterday, the UN Special Coordinator for the Middle East Peace Process, Terje Roed-Larsen, strongly

     condemned the suicide bombing on the Israeli town of Netanya, in which at least 30 people were wounded.  Calling the attack “an outrageous and cowardly act”, Mr. Roed-Larsen appealed to the Palestinian leadership and people to bring  the perpetrators to justice and “act immediately to completely delegitimize these murderous acts that produce nothing,  but misery and fear”.  We have copies of his statement upstairs.

           **Security Council

           There are no meetings or consultations of the Security Council scheduled for today.  Tomorrow, 1 April, Ambassador Adolfo Aguilar Zinser of Mexico takes over as President of the Security Council.  At 4 p.m. today, the Council’s Committee on Counter-Terrorism has scheduled a briefing for all UN delegations in the Trusteeship Council  Chamber.

           And for the record, on Friday afternoon, the Security Council held consultations on Côte d'Ivoire and issued a

     press statement calling on all parties to measure up to their responsibilities and adhere to the commitments they

     made under the Linas-Marcoussis and Accra Agreements.  It also condemned the recruitment of mercenaries.

           **Côte d’Ivoire –- Humanitarian

           As the world’s attention is focused elsewhere, the humanitarian situation in Côte d’Ivoire continues to worsen,  according to the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs.  Intensifying violence and instability in the country’s  lawless west are making it increasingly difficult for aid workers to reach civilians desperately in need of humanitarian  assistance.  Conditions in rebel-controlled areas of the north suffer for lack of public services and a strangled economy.  Even in the government-controlled south, internally displaced persons (IDPs) and the communities who host them face deepening economic and health crises.

           The dangerous and unpredictable security situation in the west, especially in areas near the border with

     Liberia, poses stiff challenges to the humanitarian aid community.  You can get the full statement available in my Office with more details.

           **Somalia -- Arms

           The Panel of Experts mandated to collect information on arms embargo violations in Somalia reported back to  the Security Council that it has found a clear pattern of violations of that arms embargo, with weapons being given by   neighbouring States and purchased by Somali factions on the international arms market, a practice that is continuing to this day.

           The Panel believes the sanctions regime for Somalia should be enhanced, noting, “The dismissive attitude to resolutions of the Security Council will continue to prevail if the international community does not show resolve in implementing a strict embargo regime or remain vigilant in investigating new violations of the embargo.”

           The report, published by an independent, three-member Panel, says that Ethiopia has played an overt military  role in Somalia, and that Eritrea has also been a major supplier of arms and ammunition to Somali groups.  Yemen and Djibouti, among other nations in the region, are also reported to have helped provide weapons to Somalia, mainly  to the Transitional National Government.  The report is out on the racks.

           **Democratic Republic of the Congo

           The UN Organization Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (MONUC) deplores the attacks on two  different areas of the DRC by the Congolese Rally for Democracy (RCD) over the weekend.  MONUC says in a press  release that on Saturday, 29 March, RCD troops attacked and occupied Bunyatenge and Muhanga districts, and  caused large displacements of people. 

           The capture of the two areas occurred on the very day RCD had signed the agreement on the future military  structure and on the eve of the final session of the inter-Congolese dialogue, due to take place in Sun City, South Africa, starting tomorrow.  MONUC says that it might unnecessarily increase tensions in a highly troubled area, and  impede the efforts of both the UN and the international community to restore peace in the DRC.  We have a press  release on that.

           **International Criminal Tribunal for Former Yugoslavia

           Today in The Hague, the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia delivered its judgement  against two Bosnian Croats who were accused of committing atrocities during the Bosnian war against the Muslim  community living in and around the city of Mostar, finding both men guilty of crimes against humanity, war crimes and grave breaches of the Geneva Conventions.

           Mladen Naletilic –- known as “Tuta” -– was found guilty on eight counts, including torture, unlawful transfer of  civilians and persecution on political, racial and religious grounds, and sentenced to 20 years in prison.  Vinko Matrinovic –- known as “Stela” –- was found guilty on nine counts and sentenced to 18 years.  We have more details in a press release.

           **SARS

           Dr. Carlo Urbani, an expert on communicable diseases, died of Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome, or

     SARS, Saturday in Thailand.  He was the first WHO officer to identify the outbreak of this new disease.  Dr. Urbani worked in public health programmes in Cambodia, Laos and Viet Nam.  He was 46.

           “Carlo Urbani’s death saddens us all deeply”, said WHO Director-General

     Dr. Gro Harlem Brundtland.  “His life reminds us again of our true work in public health.  Today, we should all pause for  a moment and remember the life of this outstanding physician.”

           In their latest statistical update on SARS, the WHO reports a total of  1,622 cases in 13 different countries, resulting in 58 deaths.

                 **Budget

           Finally, budget news today, India became the 69th Member State to pay its 2003 regular budget contribution  in full.  That was with payment of more than  $4 million.  At the end of March last year, 63 Member States were paid in full, so we’re doing a little better than last

     year.

           That’s all I have.

           Questions and Answers

           Question:  Fred, as you said that a number of Iraqi civilians have been killed and many, many people have been injured, most of them in Karbala, especially in Baghdad.  These people are left without any help. There is no  proper medication, no proper operation facilities in the hospitals, even anesthesia they don’t have.  Is there any  possibility for the United Nations to be involved and supply all these needed facilities?

           Spokesman:  At this stage of the war, the de facto authorities, either the Iraqi Government or the coalition  forces, are responsible for the welfare of the population.  I wasn’t aware that the situation was so serious as far as medical supplies go.  My understanding is that the Government said that they had a certain amount of supplies.  They  might be lacking in a number of specific areas, Basra, for example, where electricity and water shortages have  compounded the health situation there.  But apart from what I have already told you from the report this morning about  our ongoing efforts in the north of the country using local staff, and our plans to begin using private contractors or  whatever we can to start moving some supplies into the south, we have to rely on the de facto authorities.

           Question:  If you permit me a follow-up?  The Iraqi Government is not accepting anything from the allies, but  from the United Nations, by the United Nations.  So, maybe they would be able to really minimize the problem there ...

           Spokesman:  I have nothing to add ...

           Question:  ... they must be involved at this moment.

           Spokesman:  I have nothing to add.  We are involved.  We have 3,500 local people working in the country;  actively working in the north, temporarily suspended in the south until the security situation improves.  International staff are poised to go back in soon as the situation allows.  We’re doing everything we can.

           Question:  Fred, forgive me for the first minute if I missed this.  Was there a letter from the Iraqis about the  bombing of the market in Baghdad (inaudible).  They had something on TV.  Did they send a letter?

           Spokesman:  Not that I could confirm this morning.  If they announced they sent it, then it must be on its way.  But they could not confirm for me this morning that we had actually received it.  We’ll keep looking for it for you.  Yes?  [The letter has still not been received.]

           Question:  Do we have a biography of Urbani, at all?

           Spokesman:  I don’t know.  Let’s check with the World Health Organization and we’ll let you know after the briefing.  Yes?

           Question:  I’m sorry I missed the beginning of the briefing.  Do we know how the humanitarian aid is going to  get to Iraq, because I understood the Secretary-General had a meeting on Friday afternoon, after the approval of the  resolution on oil for food, with experts to decide the best way to get the humanitarian aid.  Do we know something  about it?

           Spokesman:  We have two reports that I quoted from before you came in.  The first is the daily report from

     Amman, Jordan, where we tell you agency by agency what’s being done.  And the second was a special briefing given  in Geneva by Ross Mountain who talked about some plans to try to get into Basra.  Yes, Mohammed?

           Question: Fred, could we have any details about the meeting between the Secretary-General and the Arab  group?

           Spokesman:  Of course, the Arab group is not one of the regional groups, as you know.  There are five

     regional groups.  But he wanted to speak to the Arab group separately and he’s starting that today, just now.  But I  can’t tell you any more than what I have already said; that it’s a briefing and an exchange of views on Iraq.  And then  starting tomorrow, he will start meeting with each of the five regional groups, wrapping up by the end of the week or  before the end of the week, we don’t have the schedule yet.  So, it’s a broad consultation with all Member States,  making sure that everyone is in the loop and hearing their concerns.  That’s what he wants to do.  Yes?

           Question:  Is that open to the press?

           Spokesman:  No, I’m afraid not.  Yes, Serge?

           Question:  I understand that the Arab group was mandated to call a special session of the General

     Assembly.  I have the document right here.  Do you know if such a move is on?

           Spokesman:  We’d have to check with the spokesman for the President of the General Assembly.  I am not  aware that a formal move has taken place.  But you should double check with Richard Sydenham.  Yes, Evelyn?

           Question:  Hold another briefing in a couple of weeks or so on the aid because I am not believing (inaudible). 

     Everyone is stepping on everyone’s toes.  We don’t know what’s coming out of the oil-for-food programme.  I can’t

     believe that donors are going to give anywhere near $2 billion to aid groups when they don’t know if they can get in;

     they don’t know what they’re going to do; they don’t know what’s in the oil-for-food programme.  We have the same

     three trucks of water coming from the US military, the Brit military and UNICEF.  And, I mean, if all this came to pass,

     Iraq would be absolutely awash with aid.  And I am not talking about the north; I’m talking about the south and the

     central.  Because it seems the only stuff getting in right now is through the military…

           Spokesman:  Well, that was for ...

           Question:  ... and we hear some of it, you know, there are other donations that have gone through WFP?

           Spokesman:  That was foreseen.

           Question:  (inaudible) ... for what?  If you’ve got oil-for-food, and how are they going to mesh?  Who the hell

     would give to this, if nobody knows what they need?

           Spokesman:  Well, I think we laid out pretty clearly that once the situation permits, we’d go in with

     international workers; we’d try to reopen the oil-for-food pipeline and continue delivering aid that the Iraqi population had

     already grown to rely on.  Until the military situation is resolved, it’s the de facto authorities.  In areas controlled by the

     Iraqi Government, they’ve got to look after the population.  In areas controlled by the coalition forces, they’ve got to

     look after the Iraqi population, and everyone is required to protect civilians in this conflict to the extent they can.

           So, we’re preparing for the day when we’ll be able to go back in; we’re looking at ways to get some stuff in

     beforehand.  I mentioned the UNICEF contracting with private truckers to bring in some water and so on.  Two billion

     dollars, that was a flexible figure because, to the extent that the oil-for-food money could be freed up and stuff in the

     pipeline released, that $2.2 billion figure could be reduced.  That’s our estimate of the needs and no matter whether

     they can be met through oil for food or through private contributions.  But our assumption was that what’s in oil-for-food

     pipeline would not release enough of the right kinds of things, so that we need cash on top of that. So, that’s why ...

           Question:  (inaudible) despite all this explanation, because there’s

     $2 billion for the Secretary-General to play with for food and medicine (inaudible) for trucks for the UN.  And I can

     understand WFP getting the initial load of food in quickly, but I don’t understand all the other agencies without having a

     (inaudible) asking for money, without anyone knowing what to use it for.

           Spokesman:  Well, I mean, if this confusion is general, we can ask [Benon] Sevan [head of the oil-for-food

     programme] to come back and brief you again.

           Question:  Sorry to say that, but maybe in a week or so.  Because, I look at the stuff from Jordan, I look at the

     stuff from the US military, I know about the oil for food.  I wouldn’t know how to write about this honestly.  I mean, we

     have to write about their press releases, but I am beginning not to believe them.

           Spokesman:  Okay.  Well, I see others nodding here in assent.  So, we’ll ask if we can have a follow-up

     briefing and take some these more specific questions.

           Question:  Thank you.

           Spokesman:  Yes, Lee?

           Question:  According to the briefing from Amman, the Iraqi Information Minister rejected the new resolution of

     the Security Council on the oil-for-food programme.  What will happen now?

           Spokesman:  That’s between the Iraqi Government and Security Council.  Yes?

           Question:  Has the Secretary-General been continuing in his consultations that he had with Prime Minister

     Blair and Condoleezza Rice of post-war reconstruction?  Is that ongoing and what type of conversation?

           Spokesman:  You weren’t listening carefully.  He has not discussed post-war reconstruction with either

     Condoleezza Rice or Tony Blair.  Condoleezza Rice did brief him on some of the preliminary thinking of the US

     Government.  He feels it’s premature to be talking about those things right now.  He’s focused exclusively on the

     humanitarian.  In terms of his own staff’s contingency planning, they’re looking at a wide range of options.  But that’s

     purely internal.  He’s not discussing that with world leaders.

           Question:  Fred, are we going to upgrade the Amman office, because I see a lot of briefings coming out of

     Amman?

           Spokesman:  Well, yes.  No, not “will” we’ve already done that.  So that before the outbreak of hostilities, we

     established a humanitarian briefing centre there and all the UN agencies, funds and programmes involved in Iraq have

     sent spokespeople there and they brief seven days a week, and we have the transcript of that briefing available in my

     Office every day.

           Question:  There’s no way for us to participate in that briefing, because obviously we’re reporting the war from  here.

           Spokesman:  No, it’s really a regional story for the press in the region.  I don’t think we could pipe that in.  I think we looked at the option, but I think it’s just too costly.  There are hundreds of journalists there in Amman  following the story, and we think it’s primarily ...

           Question:  (inaudible) ...

           Spokesman:  Well, it may be true that a number of news organizations do try to follow the whole world from  New York, but I think probably most have reporters in the region.  Yes?

           Question:  A short time ago, there was talk of a group of experts taking a look at the North Korean issue.  I’m  wondering if there’s any update on that? North Korea regarding the IAEA referred a resolution to the Security Council  and they said that they have a group of experts from Security Council members to review the situation.  Anything on  update on that or any suggestion?  

           Spokesman:  No, I don’t have anything with me on that.  I’d have to check with the Council to see what, if  anything, we have to add to what we have already said.

           Question:  I have heard that President Bush -– I don’t know where -- is going to meet the Secretary-General. 

     Can you confirm that?

           Spokesman:  No.  There’s nothing in the works that I am aware of concerning a meeting between the

     Secretary-General and President Bush.  Serge?

           Question:  Fred, you have answered this question before, and I take it as a very important one.  The

     relationship between the Secretary-General and the Arab group is (inaudible) but obviously with the new mandate that the Secretary-General has now on Iraq.  If the relationship now is not good between the Secretary-General and the  Arab group, or even with Iraq, how is he going to carry it out?

           Spokesman:  Well, I think that’s one reason why he’s meeting with them today.  If they have any concerns they can raise them.  He’ll do his best to assure them that his concern is the well-being of the Iraqi population.

           Thank you very much.

                                              * *** *
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� HYPERLINK  \l "Fires" ��Agence France Presse-  UN warns of health, environment risks from Iraqi oil fires�*


� HYPERLINK  \l "Health" ��Associated Press Worldstream- U.N. monitors say Iraqi smoke, sewage pose rising health threats*�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Iraq" ��Associated Press Online - U.N. Analysts Cite Health Threats in Iraq�*


� HYPERLINK  \l "Pollution" ��ENS - Air Pollution, Hunger Stress Embattled Iraq *�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Eden" ��The Independent - Can Saddam's desert be a Garden of Eden again?*�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Uranium" ��Los Angeles Times -  Face the Uranium Issue�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Sandstorms" ��XINHUA - Nations, agencies join hands to fight sandstorms in N.E. Asia�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Population" ��Philippine Daily Inquirer  - High population growth undermines conservation gains� 


� HYPERLINK  \l "Phaseout" ��Asia Pulse - World bank procurement - China, phaseout of chemical agents�
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