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Les tempêtes de sable contribuent à une mondialisation de la pollution 

[mercredi 31 mars 2004 - 10h46 heure de Paris] 

	


Tempête de sable sur Séoul, en 2002 
© AFP/Archives


JEJU (Corée du Sud) (AFP) - Des tempêtes de sable chargées de polluants toxiques soufflent de l'Asie du nord-est jusqu'à la côte ouest des Etats-Unis, contribuant à une "mondialisation" des problèmes d'environnement, a averti mercredi l'ONU. 

Le phénomène, qui charie avec lui la pollution des zones industrielles du nord de la Chine, est cinq fois plus fréquent qu'il y a cinquante ans, selon des experts participant à une conférence du Programme des nations unies sur l'environnement (PNUE) réunissant des représentants de quelque 150 pays sur l'île sud-coréenne de Jeju. 

"Nous sommes préoccupés par la propagation des problèmes d'environnement, qui ignorent les frontières politiques, et la façon dont ils compliquent et gênent le fonctionnement des grands systèmes naturels", a dit le directeur exécutif de l'organisation, Klaus Toepfer. 

"Nous assistons à une mondialisation des problèmes d'environnement et nous devons parvenir à une action urgente et coordonnée des gouvernements, des milieux économiques et des organisations de la société civile", a-t-il ajouté. 

Des scientifiques ont ajouté que leur principale inquiétude venait du fait que les tempêtes de sable déposaient ailleurs des métaux lourds et autres polluants venus de Chine. 

Elles seraient responsables de dysfonctionnement des communications, de troubles respiratoires parfois mortels chez les enfants et les personnes âgées, et de pertes affectant le bétail et les céréales. 

Les tempêtes se produisent généralement en Asie du nord-est au printemps. Avril est le pire moment et, cette semaine, Pékin et d'autres villes du nord de la Chine étaient couvertes d'un épais nuage de sable jaune. 

Ce nuage devait traverser la péninsule coréenne, gagner le Japon, Hawaï et la côte ouest des Etats-Unis, selon les métérologues sud-coréens qui rappellent que la poussière étouffant Séoul en avril 2002 avait atteint un niveau deux fois supérieur au seuil de dangerosité pour la santé. 

En Chine, le nuage a touché 70 millions de personnes dans le nord du pays, où la visibilité a parfois été réduite à 100 m. 

Le dernier rapport annuel du PNUE, publié cette semaine, incrimine l'avancée du désert dans le désert de Gobi, en Chine, en raison du déboisage et de la multiplication des paturages. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________
Taipei Times

Dust storms intensifying, UN says
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	A man walks through a dust cloud on a sidewalk in Beijing on Monday. A dust storm hit the capital Monday, delaying flights at the airport, a day after sand storms blanketed other parts of northern China, reducing visibility to 10m in some places. 
PHOTO: AP


Dangerous dust storms in Asia have intensified fivefold over the past half-century, posing health and economic hazards as part of global trend toward bigger natural disasters, the UN warned yesterday. 

The dust storms originate in the desert regions of Mongolia and increasingly China, where 30 percent of the land is parched by over-farming, overgrazing, deforestation and changing weather patterns, the UN Environment Program (UNEP) said. 

The sands whip up as far away as the Korean Peninsula, Japan and the Pacific basin, for a combined economic loss of US$6.5 billion a year, UNEP said. 

Cities like Seoul become shrouded in a haze of "yellow dust" that sometimes leaves a film of grit. In severe cases, it forces school closures and airline cancelations, can disrupt communications and damage crops and livestock. 

Unlike similar storms from Africa's remote Sahara Desert, the Asian storms pose serious health risks because the dust particles pick up toxic pollutants from Chinese industry. 

During a South Korean dust storm in April 2002, dust levels reached 2,070 micrograms per cubic meter, twice the level deemed hazardous to health, UNEP said. 

Since the 1950s, the frequency of Asian sand storms has increased five times, UNEP said. The Gobi Desert in China alone expanded by 52,400km2 from 1994-1999, according to UNEP's GEO Global Year Book. 

The new findings were released as environment ministers from around the world gathered at a UN environment summit aimed at sustainable development. 

Ironically, the news comes a day after the Korea Meteorological Administration issued a dust alert for much of South Korea, urging care for those with respiratory problems. 

"We are worried about the creep of environmental problems -- their disrespect of political boundaries -- and the way they threaten to compound and disrupt the functioning of major natural systems," UNEP executive director Klaus Toepfer said. 

The dust storms are part of a larger trend of increasing natural disasters, UNEP said. 

It cited the record heatwave in Europe that killed thousands last summer, widespread flooding in China that left millions homeless last July, the recent appearance of a hurricane in the South Atlantic for the first time and a record season of tornadoes in North America. 

The cost of damage from dust storms, hurricanes, tornadoes and other weather-related catastrophes topped US$60 billion for the first time last year, according to UNEP. 

About 80 percent of such disasters worldwide occur in Asia, affecting 1.7 million people and inflicting US$369 billion in damage from 1991-2001. 

UNEP is working with governments and the Asian Development Bank on a US$1 million early warning system for dust and sand storms in the region. The system will use a network of monitoring stations to standardize data. 

Recent research shows that dust storms originating from the Sahara Desert trigger algae infestations of coral reefs as far away as the Caribbean Sea. 

Those sands pose less of a risk to human health because they are relatively cleaner than the Asian variety, UNEP spokesman Nick Nuttall said. 
This story has been viewed 23 times. 

__________________________________________________________________________

BBC

Asia's dust storm misery mounts
By Alex Kirby 
BBC News Online environment correspondent in Jeju, Korea 
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Dust from China blows across the Korean peninsula 
Scientists say they believe the dust and sand storms that for centuries have blanketed north-east Asia are becoming more dangerous to people's health. 
They think the storms are now combining with airborne pollutants emitted by human activities, and are adding to the region's severe air quality problems. 

Similar dust storms from the Sahara have been blamed for spreading illness and destroying Caribbean coral reefs. 

The concern has been raised with the United Nations Environment Programme. 
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The rate does vary, and we think the storms tend to be more frequent in warmer winters 

Youngsin Chun, Korea Meteorological Administration 
Unep's governing council is meeting here in Jeju, in South Korea. 

It was told four countries have joined in an effort to tackle the problem of the storms. 

Records of severe storms here go back at least to the 16th Century: one account from the Korean capital, Seoul, in 1550 spoke of "a fog that looked like smoke creeping into every corner in all directions". 

Premature deaths 

There is evidence that the storms are governed by a natural cycle. Youngsin Chun, of the Korea Meteorological Administration, said they affected Korea on 41 days a year in the mid-1940s, but on fewer than 15 in the 1950s. 

She told BBC News Online: "The rate does vary, and we think the storms tend to be more frequent in warmer winters." 

The trend in the last few decades has been upwards, with Korea registering 25 storm-affected days in 2002. In April that year dust levels in Seoul reached 2,070 micrograms per cubic metre, twice the level judged dangerous to health. 
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Sandstorms are made worse by airborne pollutants
The World Health Organization estimates there are more than 500,000 premature deaths a year in Asia from outdoor air pollution. The storms have other effects, too, grounding aircraft, closing businesses and schools, and damaging livestock and crops. 

They originate in the desert regions of China and Mongolia and blow south over the Korean peninsula and Japan. 

What scientists believe is happening now is that the intensity of the damage caused by the storms is increasing, and that they are combining with pollutants like soot and microscopic particles given off in vehicle exhausts and by power plants. 

Researchers funded by the US space agency Nasa have found bacteria and fungi are transported in plumes of dust from the Sahara across the Atlantic. They say a fungus isolated in the dust from Africa, Aspergillus sydowii, has been shown to cause sea fan disease in coral reefs throughout the Caribbean. 

China, Japan, South Korea and Mongolia (where 30% of the storms are said to originate) are pooling their efforts to lessen the impact. 

Backed by Unep, the Asian Development Bank, the Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific and the UN's desertification convention, they are setting up a dust and sand storm monitoring and early warning system. 

BBC

Environment 'can avert conflicts' 
By Alex Kirby 
BBC News Online environment correspondent in Jeju, Korea 


A UN project launched several years ago to try to defuse potential conflicts has begun to build on its successes. 
The project, developed by the UN's Environment Programme, tries to tackle environmental threats before they can push neighbouring states into war. 

After years of delicate negotiations, Unep recently brokered a treaty aimed at protecting the fragile Caspian Sea. 

Now it says many countries have learnt to trust it and to work much faster in trying to resolve their differences. 

The project is called the Env/Sec Initiative: Enhancing Environment and Security in South-Eastern Europe and Central Asia. 

There' so much actual work to do on the ground, an absolutely desperate need to collect and analyse data 
Frits Schlingemann, Unep Europe representative 

It is the work of Unep's regional office for Europe, together with the Organisation for Security and Cooperation in Europe and the UN Development Programme. 

Initiative boosted 
The initiative has received a boost here at the annual meeting of Unep's governing council, which has formally asked the organisation to try to unravel the links between conflict and the environment. 

Although many people feel intuitively that worsening environmental conditions must increase tension and heighten the risk of violence, no-one can say what pushes a society over the brink. 

So Unep will be studying the interplay of factors like mass migration, land degradation and water pollution in triggering breakdown. 

Frits Schlingemann, Unep's Europe representative, told BBC News Online: "The environment is now moving into the mainstream of foreign policy. 

"We work with other partners wherever we can, like trades unions and the World Council of Churches, and now we are working increasingly with ministries of foreign affairs. 

"We get politicians and the people affected to tell us what they think the future security risks are, the ones with an environmental dimension. In central Asia it's usually water and waste, in Europe it's often dangerous old mine workings close to rivers near national frontiers." 

There is a growing queue of countries and agencies willing to fund the work, allowing the project to look forward to a budget of almost $1m, something Mr Schlingemann describes as "enough to chew on". 

He says: "Unep is a catalyst. This isn't big, but it can show people a new way of tackling their problems." The project is now branching out and has begun work in the southern Caucasus. 

There it hopes to be able to repeat the success Unep had in helping the five Caspian states - Russia, Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, Iran and Azerbaijan - to reach agreement on protecting their shared environment. 

Mr Schlingemann says: "There's so much actual work to do on the ground, an absolutely desperate need to collect and analyse data. 

"There's so much we do not know. I was flabbergasted to find that when someone says 80% of the Caspian's pollution comes down the Volga and someone else challenges it, there appears to be so little information that we just can't say. 

"Env/Sec can help to fill these gaps in our knowledge and so provide a solid basis for cooperation and peaceful coexistence." 

_______________________________________

CBS News

UN Forum Eyes Environment-War Tie
JEJU, South Korea, March 31, 2004


The U.N. Environment Program adopted a resolution Wednesday tackling the ways environmental problems can trigger war, but activists accused it of dodging other important issues. 

The three-day forum of environment ministers and officials from 150 countries also adopted a "Jeju Initiative" aimed at identifying the world's best water conservation practices and endorsing them as examples for water-starved countries. 

Klaus Toepfer, executive director of UNEP, called the initiative an "important paper" but conceded "we cannot simply have a smile on our face." 

He said UNEP needs better funding, a complaint echoed by environmental groups in attendance. France has been pushing to make the U.N. program, which is voluntarily funded, a mandatory-funded higher-tiered U.N. agency with more authority. 

Friends of the Earth, a Netherlands-based environmental group, was disappointed the summit didn't provide more time to talk about that campaign. 

"It should have been combined with concrete steps forward on substantive issues," said Simone Lovera, the group's international campaign coordinator. 

The U.N. Environment Program's budget last year was $48.9 million, not enough to take on such diverse matters as global warming, overfishing, deforestation and water shortages, she said. 

Earlier Wednesday, delegates approved a measure to have scientific teams research links between regional conflicts and water shortages, soil degradation and pollution. 

Identifying the links between environment degradation and war could serve as an early warning system, letting policy makers know that if certain environmental problems crop up, they could spur political tensions, UNEP spokesman Nick Nuttall said. 

It is commonly assumed by conservationists that environmental degradation can spike tensions and possibly trigger conflict. Problems are often thought to stem from environmental refugees who flee floods, water shortages, dust storms or pollution, and venture into new areas where they are not always welcome. 

But more research is needed because the links aren't well understood. 

"One key question is whether a declining environment automatically triggers instability and conflict," Toepfer said in a UNEP publication released at the summit. "There are cases where conflict has not occurred despite such a decline, and others where it has. So it may be that a degraded environment is a trigger among a suite of factors." 

The discussions in Jeju, a South Korean resort island, formed the basis for talks next month in New York with the U.N. Commission on Sustainable Development. 

That meeting will assess progress toward the United Nation's target of halving the number of people with no access to safe drinking water or basic sanitation by 2015. 

Globally, about 1.1 billion people lack access to safe drinking water, while another 2.4 billion lack access to basic sanitation, UNEP says. Nearly 5,000 children die every day from diseases caused by a lack of water, it says. 

Supplying safe water is increasingly difficult because the world population is growing so fast, by about 77 million people a year, UNEP says. ___________________________________________________________________________________ 

Las Vegas Sun

March 31, 2004 at 4:35:53 PST 
U.N. Tackles Link Between War, Environment

By HANS GREIMEL
ASSOCIATED PRESS 

JEJU, South Korea (AP) - The U.N. Environment Program adopted a resolution Wednesday tackling the ways environmental problems can trigger war, but activists accused it of dodging other important issues. 

The three-day forum of environment ministers and officials from 150 countries also adopted a "Jeju Initiative" aimed at identifying the world's best water conservation practices and endorsing them as examples for water-starved countries. 

Klaus Toepfer, executive director of UNEP, called the initiative an "important paper" but conceded "we cannot simply have a smile on our face." 

He said UNEP needs better funding, a complaint echoed by environmental groups in attendance. France has been pushing to make the U.N. program, which is voluntarily funded, a mandatory-funded higher-tiered U.N. agency with more authority. 

Friends of the Earth, a Netherlands-based environmental group, was disappointed the summit didn't provide more time to talk about that campaign. 

"It should have been combined with concrete steps forward on substantive issues," said Simone Lovera, the group's international campaign coordinator. 

The U.N. Environment Program's budget last year was US$48.9 million, not enough to take on such diverse matters as global warming, overfishing, deforestation and water shortages, she said. 

Earlier Wednesday, delegates approved a measure to have scientific teams research links between regional conflicts and water shortages, soil degradation and pollution. 

Identifying the links between environment degradation and war could serve as an early warning system, letting policy makers know that if certain environmental problems crop up, they could spur political tensions, UNEP spokesman Nick Nuttall said. 

It is commonly assumed by conservationists that environmental degradation can spike tensions and possibly trigger conflict. Problems are often thought to stem from environmental refugees who flee floods, water shortages, dust storms or pollution, and venture into new areas where they are not always welcome. 

But more research is needed because the links aren't well understood. 

"One key question is whether a declining environment automatically triggers instability and conflict," Toepfer said in UNEP publication released at the summit. "There are cases where conflict has not occurred despite such a decline, and others where it has. So it may be that a degraded environment is a trigger among a suite of factors." 

The discussions in Jeju, a South Korean resort island, formed the basis for talks next month in New York with the U.N. Commission on Sustainable Development. 

That meeting will assess progress toward the United Nation's target of halving the number of people with no access to safe drinking water or basic sanitation by 2015. 

Globally, about 1.1 billion people lack access to safe drinking water, while another 2.4 billion lack access to basic sanitation, UNEP says. Nearly 5,000 children die every day from diseases caused by a lack of water, it says. 

Supplying safe water is increasingly difficult because the world population is growing so fast, by about 77 million people a year, UNEP says. 

-_____________________________________________________________________________________

Yonhap News

(LEAD) UNEP to Form East Asian Yellow-Dust Network 

(ATTN: UPDATES with details) 
JEJU, South Korea, March 31 (Yonhap) -- The United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) decided Wednesday to build an East Asian network for measuring yellow dust in the region.

Designating the region as a "Special Geographic Focus Area," the U.N. agency decided to help East Asian countries share information, collect standardized data and prepare an early-warning system by forming the network for managing yellow dust information collected by each nation.
 ___________________________________________________________________________________

Jamaican Observer

Small islands drowning in sewage, garbage, says UN study
GREENWIRE
Thursday, April 01, 2004
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	A view of the Riverton City dump in Kingston. According to the UNEP study, small island paradises are heaving under rising levels of rubbish and waste.


BRIDGETOWN - MOUNTING piles of garbage and sewage are burying small islands and turning away tourists, the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) said in a study released to the world's environment ministers at a summit on water and sanitation issues in Jeju, South Korea.
According to the study, an "exploding" tourism industry has created a new trend of health and economic hazards in the Caribbean and Pacific, leaving a "paradise" lost of island nations, which have neither the space nor the money to dispose of garbage and sewage.

"Many small island paradises are heaving under rising levels of rubbish and waste," the study continued.

Klaus Toepfer, UNEP's executive director, noted that small islands across the Caribbean, Indian Ocean and the Pacific are some of the most vulnerable nations on earth because of their remote location and limited natural resources.

	

	Coretta Christian, a resident of Seaview Gardens sweeps sewage water from in front of her gate while these children look on. 


"They are threatened by global warming in the guise of more extreme weather events and rising sea levels, and their water supplies are often restricted."

In addition, Toepfer pointed out that the handling of solid wastes from industry, households and tourism was emerging as another "issue" with which small islands needed "advice and help."

Garbage now rates among rising sea levels, overfishing and water shortages as a top danger to these small island developing states (SIDS), and may, in turn, lead to turned-off tourists, UNEP said. 

UNEP warned that rapid, unchecked development could backfire on the islands, as environmental degradation spoiled their allure as a tourist destination. The shoreline of the Pacific island of Nauru, for example, appears blue-green in aerial photos, not from coral reefs, but from mounds of discarded beer cans, UNEP said.

This study by the UNEP came a decade after a landmark world conference met to plan for the sustainable future of the world's small islands.

Since the 1994 Barbados summit on small island states, the level of plastic waste on many of these islands has grown five times, said the study. In the Caribbean, about 90 per cent of untreated sewage is discharged into the sea; in the Pacific, about 98 per cent.

Worldwide, about one in 20 people become ill from swimming in waters polluted by sewage, said Veerle Vandeweed, who coordinated the study.

Ironically, most of the environmental damage from tourism comes during the construction of resorts, not their operation, because of decisions to build too close to fragile coastlines and industrial waste, Vandeweed said. In the Caribbean alone, the number of tourists rose 19 per cent to 17.1 million a year from 1993 to 1997.

The piled-up trash also encourages vermin such as rats, which carry such diseases as leptospirosis, plague, scabies and other tropical illnesses.

Polluted coastal waters were also linked to oxygen-starved "dead zones", threatening fish and marine life and undermining traditional island fishing industries.

The allure of Nauru and other so-called "paradise islands" that are dependent on tourist dollars for survival is rapidly vanishing, and they need urgent help in managing a problem they are unable to deal with alone, UNEP continued.

"Such wastes are not only unsightly and a threat to wildlife, they can also contaminate rivers and ground waters as they slowly degrade," Toepfer remarked.

The Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS), a group of 45 island nations, is working with aid agencies, the private sector and other governments to gain access to better waste disposal technology and funds, said AOSIS chairman Jagdish Koonjul of Mauritius.

Koonjul said the islands' sanitation problems had worsened because of the lack of fresh water. He linked this to rising ocean levels worldwide, triggered, in part, by global warming, which have meant that freshwater wells were increasingly tainted with seawater.

The discussions in Jeju, a South Korean resort island, will likely be followed up when the UN hosts a ten-year review of the progress made by the world's small island developing states (SIDS) in the Indian Ocean island of Mauritius in late August.

"Barbados Plus 10" is a follow-up conference to the landmark Global Conference on the Sustainable Development of Small Island Developing States, held in Barbados in April 1994. 
The global conference was seen as the first global partnership for sustainable development since the 1992 Rio Earth Summit, a UN conference on environment and development.

Caribbean ministers met in the Bahamas in January this year to prepare for the "Barbados Plus 10" summit. The officials sought to generate ideas on how to deal with such issues as the rising level of seas due to global warming, vulnerability to storms and hurricanes, coral reef protection, trade, tourism, freshwater shortages, energy, transport and communications, and HIV/AIDS.

 __________________________________________________________________________________________

IPS

A Step Backwards for the Ozone Layer                                       

 Stephen Leahy* - Tierramérica                                              

 The United States convinced the parties to the Montreal Protocol to  authorise "critical use" of the toxic pesticide methyl bromide, one of the  ozone layer-depleting substances that the international community agreed  17 years ago to ban completely by 2015.                                    

 BROOKLIN, Canada, Mar 31 (IPS) - The countries that signed the treaty agreed Friday in a special session in Montreal on exceptions to increase methyl bromide use to 35 percent of what it was in 1991. But the new       

 limits will only be valid through 2005.                                    

 The decision also includes a stipulation that any increase above 30 percent must come from countries' existing stocks of this gas.             

 "The good news is that there will be no new production of the chemical in  the U.S. and that the request for a multi-year exemption was turned down,"  says Erika Rosenthal of Earthjustice, a U.S. environmental group.          

 The George W. Bush administration had argued that the ban hurt U.S.  farmers and food processors and asked for authorisation to use 10.45  million kilograms (23 million pounds) of the pesticide in 2005 and 9.45   million kilograms (20.8 million pounds) in 2006.                           

 Those amounts are more than what the United States utilised in 2002, and  more than the amounts requested for exemption by the 11 other nations combined.                                                                  

 However, the approved exemptions -- also granted to Australia, Belgium, Canada, France, Greece, Italy, Japan, Portugal, Spain and Britain -- will  only be valid through 2005.                                                

 The authorisation of the U.S. request "is very unfair to countries like those in Latin America who made good progress in reducing or eliminating  their use of methyl bromide," Monica Moore, co-director of Pesticide       

 Action Network North America, told Tierramérica                            

 It is a cheap reward for those farmers and agribusinesses that have refused to use alternatives to this dangerous and unsustainable substance,  she added.                                                                 

 Under the terms of the Montreal Protocol on Substances that Deplete the  Ozone Layer, ratified by 184 countries, use of methyl bromide was to be phased out and ultimately eliminated by 2005 in industrialised countries.   Developing nations have until 2015.                                        

 Progress made thanks to the Protocol's phase-out schedule reduced methyl   bromide use by 30 percent of what it was in 1991. Concentrations of this  gas in the lower atmosphere have fallen 13 percent, according to the U.S.  National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration.                           

 Methyl bromide is used to sterilise soil before planting strawberries,   tomatoes and other fruits and vegetables, as well as tobacco. It is also used to kill insects in food storage and food processing facilities.       

 A highly toxic chemical, it has been linked to several types of cancer common amongst agricultural workers.                                       

 Furthermore, as an ozone-depleting substance it reduces the protective  ability of the stratospheric ozone layer, allowing increased levels of  ultra-violet-C (UV-C) and UV-B radiation to reach the Earth's surface.     

 More of this radiation means more skin cancers, eye cataracts and weakened  immune systems, reduced plant yields, injury to ocean ecosystems and  smaller fish catches, and damage to plastics.                              

 The U.S. position undermines the Montreal Protocol, the most successful international pollution treaty ever, says David Doniger, policy director  of the Natural Resources Defence Council, a U.S.-based environmental       

 watchdog.                                                                  

 The United States had been a leader in ozone protection issues until Bush   took office in January 2001, Doniger said in a Tierramérica interview.     

 "It's the first time any country has proposed to reverse a phase out and  increase the production of a chemical that's supposed to be eliminated,"   he added.                                                                  

 U.S. agribusiness claims that further reductions are unnecessary until  2015 when the complete global ban is in place.                             

 Otherwise developing countries will have an unfair advantage according to the North American Miller's Association.                                   

 "Banning methyl bromide in the U.S. while allowing its continued use  elsewhere shifts jobs and economic activity offshore with no real gain to  the environment," Richard Siemer, president of Siemer Milling Company said  in a statement.                                                            

 The industry is well aware how toxic and damaging the chemical is, says  Vanessa Bogenholm, an organic strawberry farmer in California.             

 "It's very strange that those companies think they have a right to make money while hurting their employees and the planet," says Bogenholm who  used to utilise methyl bromide before going organic.                       

 Alternative chemicals and methods require farmers to do more planning,  involve more labour and are more expensive, but there would be better  alternatives available if the U.S. industry had taken the ban seriously    

 and wasn't spending millions of dollars fighting the Montreal Protocol,  she says.                                                                  

 Countries in Africa and Latin America have already eliminated methyl bromide use, but U.S. agribusiness won't change unless it is forced to,  says the organic farmer.                                                   

 "The United States is supposed to be a world leader. It's embarrassing,"  she added.                                                                 

 (* Stephen Leahy is a Tierramérica contributor. Originally published Mar.  27 by Latin American newspapers that are part of the Tierramérica network.   Tierramérica is a specialised news service produced by IPS with the        

 backing of the United Nations Development Programme and the United Nations  Environment Programme.)                                                    

 (END/2004)                                                                 

___________________________________________________________________________________

PANA
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UNEP urges help for small island developing states (SIDS)

UNEP urges help for small island developing states (SIDS) to help small island states deal with a rising tide of rubbish and wastes, according to studies by the Nairobi-based UN Environment Programme (UNEP).

The studies, unveiled at the ongoing 8th special session of the UNEP governing council and the Global Ministerial Environment Programme in Jeju, Republic of Korea say that along with issues

including rising sea levels, over-fishing, water shortages and inadequate sanitation services, waste was fast becoming another  key problem.

The Pacific island of Nauru, for example, now has a "blue green shoreline," but this has nothing to do with it being next to a beautiful azure sea, the studies show.

The colour is caused by rubbish - mounds of discarded Fosters and Victoria beer cans.

The wastes not only threaten public health but also livelihoods, as many small island developing states (SIDS) are dependent on income from tourists.

"Handling solid wastes from industry, households and tourism is emerging as another issue with which [small islands across the Caribbean, Indian Ocean and the Pacific] need advice and help,"

said UNEP executive director Klaus Toepfer.

"Such wastes are not only unsightly and a threat to wildlife, they can also contaminate rivers and ground waters as they slowly degrade," he said.

Toepfer said UNEP, in collaboration with other UN agencies and waste institutions has been assisting SIDS to prepare waste minimisation plans, draw up directories of environmentally sound

waste management technologies and promote cleaner production techniques that generate less pollution.

"However, we need to do much more right across the range of wastes if we are to ensure a clean, healthy and sustainable environment for the citizens of small island developing states," he stressed.

Concurring, Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS) chairperson Jagdish Koonjul said "we urgently need access to effective and affordable technologies including recycling equipment before this issue of wastes becomes critical," insisting "it is a cry for technology transfer."

Koonjul said even though many SIDS, including his country Mauritius had launched public awareness campaigns with positive public response, "the fact remains that unless you have ways of                         re-using and recycling rubbish, it is difficult to know what to do with materials such as plastics including plastic bags, aluminium and paper."

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

Reuters

EU to debate approving second gene maize type
BRUSSELS - The European Commission has backed another proposal to allow imports of a genetically modified (GM) maize type and again sent the dossier to ministers for a final decision, officials said this week. 

The ministers now have three months to consider the proposal to allow imports of the maize, known as NK603 and marketed by U.S. biotech giant Monsanto. If they cannot agree by then, the Commission may rubber-stamp its own proposal. 

After nearly six years of refusing to authorise new GM crops or products, the EU may now be set to issue a new approval. 

If this happens, possibly later next month, it would end the bloc's non-official biotech blockade - and also delight key trading partners such as the United States and Canada, who have challenged EU biotech policy at the World Trade Organisation. 

"The NK603 (maize) was submitted to the Council (of ministers) on March 29," a Commission official said. 

"Now the Council has three months to approve or reject with QM (qualified majority). If no QM is reached, it will go back to the Commission for decision," she said. The debate will probably be held by environment ministers, next due to meet on June 28. 

Under the EU's complex decision-making process, the bloc's 15 member states have different voting rights, with Britain, France, Germany and Italy wielding the most clout. In many cases, a qualified majority is needed to approve a proposal. 

NK603 has been engineered to resist the non-selective herbicide glyphosate and allow farmers to manage weeds more effectively. The requested use of this gene maize is for industrial processing, not cultivation. 

But before the NK603 debate kicks off in June, a meeting of the bloc's farm ministers next month will discuss a similar proposal on another GM maize type - Bt-11, marketed by Swiss agrochemical giant Syngenta. 

This application will be debated by the farm ministers at a meeting in Luxembourg on April 26. If approved, Bt-11 would be imported as a canned food product and would not be for planting. 
___________________________________________________________________________________ REGIONAL OFFICE FOR AFRICA (ROA) - NEWS UPDATE

1st April 2004

UNEP in the news

UNEP urges help for small island developing states 

Nairobi, Kenya (PANA)- Urgent international assistance is needed to help small island states deal with a rising tide of rubbish and wastes, according to studies by the Nairobi-based UN Environment Programme (UNEP). The studies, unveiled at the ongoing 8th special session of the UNEP governing council and the Global Ministerial Environment Programme in Jeju, Republic of Korea say that along with issues including rising sea levels, over-fishing, water shortages and inadequate sanitation services, waste was fast becoming another key problem. The Pacific Island of Nauru, for example, now has a "blue green shoreline," but this has nothing to do with it being next to a beautiful azure sea, the studies show. The color is caused by rubbish - mounds of discarded Fosters and Victoria beer cans. The wastes not only threaten public health but also livelihoods, as many small island developing states (SIDS) are dependent on income from tourists. "Handling solid wastes from industry, households and tourism is emerging as another issue with which [small islands across the Caribbean, Indian Ocean and the Pacific] need advice and help," said UNEP executive director Klaus Toepfer. "Such wastes are not only unsightly and a threat to wildlife, they can also contaminate rivers and ground waters as they slowly degrade," he said. Toepfer said UNEP, in collaboration with other UN agencies and waste institutions has been assisting SIDS to prepare waste minimization plans, draw up directories of environmentally sound waste management technologies and promote cleaner production techniques that generate less pollution.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng036465&dte=31/03/2004
General environment news

OIF sustainable development symposium goes to Ouagadougou 

Paris, France (PANA) - The Francophonie University Agency (AUF) Wednesday announced the convening of an international symposium on sustainable development 1-4 June in Ouagadougou, the Burkinabe It will examine various issues related to sustainable development and forward its conclusions to the upcoming summit of Heads of State of the International Francophonie Organisation (OIF) member countries scheduled for 26-27 November in Burkina Faso. AUF said at least 850 papers on water scarcity, soil drifting and conservation and country planning would be presented during the symposium, which is also expected to examine the role of education, democracy and cultural diversity in sustainable development. It said conferees would also discuss issues related to national languages, new information and communication technologies and their relation to sustainable development. The upcoming summit of OIF leaders would be held on the theme: "Francophonie and Sustainable Development."

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng036445&dte=31/03/2004
SA govt. confiscates massive haul of shark fins 

Cape Town, South Africa (PANA) - The Department of Environmental Affairs and Tourism was late Tuesday still counting a haul of confiscated shark fins in Cape Town harbor, estimated to worth more than two million rand. The consignment of shark fins weighing more than three tons, all destined for the Far East market, was confiscated on Monday following a routine inspection by Marine and Coastal Management officers. appeared that the bulk of the sharks were caught outside South African waters and was destined for export to the Far East. All the premises have been shut down for operations pending further investigations. No arrests have been made yet. In a separate marine enforcement operation, a fishing vessel with more than 100kg of West Coast rock lobster tails on board was confiscated.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng036341&dte=31/03/2004
South Africa hosts CITES meeting on animals 

Cape Town, South Africa (PANA) - South Africa's Department of Environmental Affairs and Tourism is hosting the 20th Animals Committee meeting of the Convention in International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES) this week in Johannesburg, the country's economic capital. The meeting, which is being attended by all 20 elected members, provides technical and scientific advice and guidance to the parties to the Convention regarding all matters relevant to international trade in animal species listed in the CITES appendices. This particular meeting will prepare and submit proposals and resolutions for the next conference of parties, which will be held in Thailand in October later this year. Some of the agenda items before the committee meeting include a review of the criteria for marine issues. Pieter Botha, who is attending the meeting as an observer on behalf of South Africa, said it was encouraging to see that marine issues also featured on the agenda. The CITES meeting will end Friday.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng036201&dte=3103/2004
Plastic Waste Management Task Force Inaugurated

Ghanaian Chronicle (Accra): The Minister of Trade, Industry and President's Special Initiatives, Mr. lan Kyeremanteng has inaugurated a private sector-led Plastic Waste Management Task Force which is to contribute to the proper management of the plastic waste problem in Ghana. The Task Force comprises representatives of the National Association of Sachet Water Producers, Ghana National Association of Manufacturers of Plastics, Importers of Plastic Products, Users of Plastic Products and Recyclers of Plastic Wastes.  The National Plastic Waste Management Task Force would, among others, divide the country into convenient zones for plastic waste management, mobilize resources, technical and financial, from the various groups for its work and Provide litter bins at strategic locations for plastic waste collection and disposal. The task force would also support plastic recycling and incineration, the education of the general public on proper utilization and disposal of plastics and discharge of any other functions that would contribute to the abatement of the plastic waste menace.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200403300403.html
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UNEP or UN in the News

Le Figaro, 31 mars : Les tempêtes de sable contribuent à une mondialisation de la pollution

JEJU (Corée du Sud) (AFP) - Des tempêtes de sable chargées de polluants toxiques soufflent de l'Asie du nord-est jusqu'à la côte ouest des Etats-Unis, contribuant à une "mondialisation" des problèmes d'environnement, a averti mercredi l'ONU. 

Le phénomène, qui charie avec lui la pollution des zones industrielles du nord de la Chine, est cinq fois plus fréquent qu'il y a cinquante ans, selon des experts participant à une conférence du Programme des nations unies sur l'environnement (PNUE) réunissant des représentants de quelque 150 pays sur l'île sud-coréenne de Jeju…..

"Nous sommes préoccupés par la propagation des problèmes d'environnement, qui ignorent les frontières politiques, et la façon dont ils compliquent et gênent le fonctionnement des grands systèmes naturels", a dit le directeur exécutif de l'organisation, Klaus Toepfer.

http://www.lefigaro.fr/perm/afp/sci/040331084615.6egnxwq9.html
Environment related news

Le Figaro, 31 mars : Allemagne: accord sur les réductions d'émissions de gaz à effet de serre

BERLIN (AFP) - Le chancelier Gerhard Schroeder a obtenu à l'arraché dans la nuit de lundi à mardi à Berlin un accord de compromis sur les réductions des émissions de gaz à effet de serre, après des semaines de conflit aigu entre les ministres de l'Economie et de l'Environnement. 

Ce sont les deux ministres, celui de l'Environnement, Juergen Trittin (Verts), et celui de l'Economie, Wolfgang Clement (social-démocrate), qui ont annoncé la fin du conflit au sein du gouvernement à l'issue d'une nouvelle réunion de crise à la chancellerie, laquelle a duré plus de cinq heures.

http://www.lefigaro.fr/perm/afp/sci/040330143726.wcn3y1l1.html
Libération, 31 mars : Pollution. Les plans de réduction d'émissions de gaz par pays devaient être rendus aujourd'hui.
CO2 : les Quinze en retard sur leur copie

La bourse européenne du gaz carbonique n'est pas née qu'elle a déjà du plomb dans l'aile. Aujourd'hui, les Quinze devaient remettre leurs plans allouant les droits à émettre du dioxyde de carbone (CO2) à leurs industriels. Mais aucun Etat ne devrait respecter cette date limite.

http://www.liberation.fr/page.php?Article=190499
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*
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* * * *

Cyprus

31 March – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today submitted to Greek and Turkish Cypriot leaders his final plan to settle the Cyprus problem before its entry into the European Union on 1 May, urging them to “seize this chance for peace” in a reunified nation.

Mr. Annan stepped in to complete the blueprint that will be voted on by the Greek and Turkish Cypriots after six weeks of negotiations failed to broker an agreement. The 9,000-page text containing the basic settlement plan – which calls for a federal government composed of two constituent states both largely running their own affairs – as well as legal formulas and other annexes, will now be put to ballot in separate, simultaneous referenda on 24 April, four days later than planned.
Speaking at the closing of a week of talks in Bürgenstock, Switzerland, the Secretary-General stressed that the United Nations strived to accommodate the concerns of both sides in order to create a “win-win” situation.

“This plan is fair. It is designed to work. And I believe it provides Cypriots with a secure framework for a common future,” he said.

Today’s agreement caps more than 40 years of United Nations involvement in the Cyprus problem. Since last month, the Greek Cypriot leader, Tassos Papadopoulos, and the Turkish Cypriot leader, Rauf Denktash, held negotiations in Cyprus on the basis of Mr. Annan’s much-revised plan.

After the talks moved last week to Switzerland, officials from Greece and Turkey, joined early this week by Greek Prime Minister Kostas Karamanlis and Turkish leader Recep Tayyip Erdogan, were on hand to lend a final push in the discussions.

Addressing both sides this evening, the Secretary-General said he had written to the Greek and Turkish Cypriot leaders outlining the procedures for the referenda. “The time has come for you, the leaders, and for voters in both communities to assess what is before them as an overall package” in the lead-up to the balloting.

“As the people of Cyprus, north and south, debate and consider their future over the next three and a half weeks, they will be looking to you, their leaders, for guidance,” Mr. Annan said.

“There have been too many missed opportunities in the past. For the sake of all of you, I urge you not to make the same mistake again,” he said. “Let us seize this chance for peace in a United Cyprus Republic.”

* * *

Sudan

31 March – Calling civilian casualties and human rights violations unacceptable, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan said today he was “very disturbed” by the continuing conflict in the Darfur region of western Sudan.

In a statement issued by his spokesperson in New York, and distributed to the Darfur ceasefire talks being held in Chad, Mr. Annan said the fighting in Darfur “is having a devastating impact on the lives and well being of the people.”

UN officials and agencies have warned over recent weeks that a dire humanitarian crisis is taking place in Darfur, with more than 750,000 Sudanese internally displaced and another 110,000 people fleeing across the border to neighbouring Chad.

Fighting has raged for more than a year between the Sudanese Government, allied militias and rebel groups. Earlier this week, a group of eight UN experts, mostly rapporteurs, said they were concerned by reports that militias, encouraged by the Sudanese Government, were conducting an ethnic cleansing campaign against the local non-Arab population.

In his statement today, Mr. Annan said he welcomed the efforts of Chad’s President Idriss Deby, the Sudanese Government, parties to the conflict and the international community to end the hostilities and draw up a long-term solution. He said the UN stands ready to help in any way in the search for solutions

Calling for the fighting to stop first, the Secretary-General also said humanitarian organizations must be allowed safe and unimpeded access to Darfur to help needy civilians.

* * *

Iraq

31 March – The Security Council today gave its backing to an independent probe ordered by Secretary-General Kofi Annan to look into allegations of corruption within the United Nations Oil-for-Food humanitarian programme in Iraq.

The Council’s President for this month, Ambassador Jean-Marc de La Sablière of France, told reporters that Council members have agreed to the wording of a letter to be transmitted to the Secretary-General in which they “support unanimously” his initiative to set up an independent, high-level inquiry to investigate the administration, management and implementation of the Oil-for-Food programme, including allegations of fraud and corruption.

Quoting from the letter, Ambassador de La Sablière said Council members “took note of the details relating to its organization and terms of reference aimed at promoting the maximum degree of transparency, effectiveness and independence in examining the conduct of the Organization, contractors and other entities involved in the administration and implementation of the programme.”

The members also “expressed their readiness to cooperate with the inquiry accordingly, and called upon other States to act likewise,” he added, and they looked forward to receiving the inquiry’s final report.

Mr. Annan gave the Council details of the panel’s workings last week, and is expected to name the panel members this week. Starting in 1996, the Oil-for-Food programme allowed the sanctions-bound Iraqi Government to sell oil for food and other humanitarian supplies, and at $46 billion, was the largest-ever UN aid operation in financial terms.

In other news, following the closing of the accounts at the end of the 2003 financial period, the United Nations transferred $2 billion today from the programme’s escrow account to the Development Fund for Iraq (DFI), bringing to $7.6 billion the total that has been transferred since the adoption of resolution 1483, which lifted the sanctions and ended the operation.

* * *
Myanmar

31 March – With Myanmar announcing that it will convene a national convention to draft a new constitution, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today urged the government to lift restrictions on democracy leader Daw Aung San Suu Kyi and to allow the broadest participation possible.
A statement issued by a spokesperson for Mr. Annan said the Secretary-General believes that the national convention on 17 May should be all-inclusive for it to be credible. “He thus urges the Government of Myanmar to lift the remaining restrictions on Daw Aung San Suu Kyi and her senior colleagues in the National League for Democracy (NLD) as soon as possible, and allow the party to participate in the preparations for the reconvening of the National Convention, together with other political parties and ethnic nationality groups,” Marie Okabe said.

Mr. Annan also hopes that in order to make themselves ready for the convention all the representatives will be permitted to meet freely together and to conduct peaceful political activities, Ms. Okabe added.

“The Secretary-General believes that the convening of a credible national convention involving all political parties and ethnic groups would mark the beginning of a new phase in Myanmar’s political evolution and would result in positive responses from the international community,” the statement said.

* * *

DR of Congo

31 March – Security sector reform is of high priority in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) as prisoners escape from the jail in Bunia and Ituri in the east, but the Transitional Government coordinated well in defeating an incursion into Kinshasa last weekend, the United Nations chief of peacekeeping said today.

Under-Secretary General Jean-Marie Guéhenno told journalists, after briefing the 15-member Security Council on the latest report on the DRC that the prison escapes “show that the police are not effective.

“Much more work needs to be done to put together an efficient police force throughout Congo. There is legislative action that needs to be taken. There is practical action that needs to be taken,” he said.

Positive developments have taken place as the Transitional Government appointed governments and district administrators, but the process has not been finalized, so he told the Council that there has been some progress, but it has been much too slow, he said. The international community needed to help the country build capacity, since one of its tragedies was its lack of capacity. 

“It’s one thing to have a government in Kinshasa, it’s another to have a state that governs throughout the country,” he said.

Asked about the 12-hour incident in Kinshasa over the weekend when forces said to have come by river attacked military and air force camps, the navy’s river sector and other districts, Mr. Guéhenno said, “The good news is that when the incident occurred in Kinshasa last weekend the Transitional Government showed its unity and they made a point of consulting with each other so that that incident remained an isolated incident.”

Any explanation of the incident before the DRC’s Government Commission of Inquiry finished its inquiry was pure speculation, he said.

In statement to the press, the Council’s President, Ambassador Jean-Marc de La Sablière of France said the members appealed to “the Congolese leaders in particular to take the steps necessary for the disarmament, demobilization and reintegration of combatants, reform of the security sector, the full re-establishment of the State authority and the successful organization of elections.”

Meanwhile, the UN Organization Mission in the DRC (MONUC) estimated that between 8,000 and 10,000 foreign ex-combatants remained there, mainly from Rwanda.

It also said the UN, along with the DRC Government and non-governmental organizations (NGOs), would launch a barge on Thursday to provide long-awaited medical assistance to riverside villages in the northwest of the country.

* * *

Afghanistan

31 March – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan declared to the opening of an international conference on Afghanistan today that this year’s presidential and parliamentary elections will only advance national reconciliation if political parties and candidates can campaign openly and polling can take place safely.

In a message delivered by Lakhdar Brahimi, his Special Adviser and former envoy for Afghanistan, the Secretary-General said “the magnitude of the election task is enormous,” but added that a successful election held the promise of a fully representative government – “a decisive step in the democratic transition.”

To achieve this, Afghan political parties and candidates deserve more political freedoms, he said, such as the ability to campaign openly and safely, and the right to communicate through the media.

Mr. Annan told the conference, being held in Berlin, that improved security is also vital to ensure that both polling – scheduled now for September – and voter registration can occur in a safe and balanced way.

He said Afghans, regardless of their ethnic or political background, want all factions to disarm, demobilize and reintegrate. “This will be essential in order to clear the political arena of all factional militaries and to allow for political party activity to be carried out in accordance with the new constitution.”

The Secretary-General’s speech was one of several key addresses to the two-day summit, where Afghanistan’s leaders, including President Hamid Karzai, are holding talks with the international community and seeking nearly $28 billions in financial support to help with the country’s reconstruction.

In December 2001, shortly after the fall of the Taliban regime, a similar conference in Bonn mapped out the timetable for Afghanistan’s transition to a stable, functioning democracy.

Today, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative (SRSG) for Afghanistan, Jean Arnault, told the conference that the increasing numbers of Afghans who have registered to vote in this year’s elections shows there is a tangible momentum away from scepticism and towards political participation.

Mr. Arnault said he was also heartened that the percentage of voters who are women has risen from 14 per cent three months ago to 28 per cent today, and that registration is taking place – so far confined to major cities only – across the large and ethnically diverse country.

The SRSG said the UN welcomed recent moves towards granting Afghans greater political freedoms, including the right of freedom of organization and expression, and instructing civil servants and military personnel to remain politically impartial.

But Mr. Arnault warned that the recent outbreak of deadly violence in the western city of Herat, once considered relatively stable, highlighted how important it is that rival factions are disarmed. The vast majority of Afghans no there can be no election without disarmament, he said.

“Afghans are determined not to maintain the status quo, but to put the past, the decades of war, lawlessness and the rule of the gun, behind them,” Mr. Arnault said. “And they would resent nothing more than the prospect of an election tainted by interference, intimidation, corruption or violence.”

Mark Malloch Brown, Administrator of the UN Development Programme (UNDP), told the conference that already about $4.7 billion has been disbursed by international donors since a previous conference in Tokyo just over two years ago.

He said money is flowing into Afghanistan through government institutions and multilateral organizations, and trust is developing between them so that valuable long-standing relationships are being formed.

But Mr. Malloch Brown said there was still a lot of scope for greater involvement in UN or Afghan Government projects in education, health, refugee resettlement, security, community development and rural improvements.

* * *

Afghanistan

31 March – The top United Nations official in the fight against illegal drugs today called on the international community to provide more help to tackle the growing drug problem in Afghanistan.

Antonio Maria Costa, Executive Director of the UN Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), said Afghanistan’s drug economy will keep growing until those involved in opium production and trafficking have a financial incentive to do something else.

UNODC estimates that last year’s opium production in Afghanistan generated $1 billion for farmers and $1.3 billion for traffickers – equivalent to half the country’s income.

Mr. Costa urged participants in the two-day international conference on Afghanistan’s reconstruction, which started today in Berlin, to contribute to specific anti-drug measures.

“It is urgent to redress this risk-reward imbalance, making engagement in illicit activities socially and economically unattractive,” Mr. Costa said. “Licit economic activities also need to be made more accessible and remunerative.”

The UNODC chief also said authorities should distinguish between traffickers and farmers in determining who they seek first for punishment, adding farmers deserve development assistance to discourage them from growing opium poppies.

* * *

Côte d’Ivoire

31 March – An advance party of 30 military officers and five United Nations civilian police officers arrived today in Côte d’Ivoire from neighbouring Ghana, where they were in training for the full peacekeeping mission that is scheduled to be launched on 4 April.

The full mission, the UN Operation in Côte d’Ivoire, (UNOCI), will replace the small UN mission, MUNUCI, currently in place, along with a force from the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS), which will be folded into UNOCI.

UN peacekeeping chief Jean-Marie Guéhenno briefed the 15-member Security Council on the situation in Côte d’Ivoire and later told journalists that the build-up of forces would be gradual through April and May, with a significant number deployed by May or June.

Assembling enough French-speaking civilian police was turning out to be a problem but language capability was more important for police, who had greater interaction with the public, than it was for the military, he said.

The government of the West African country and the then-rebel Forces Nouvelles signed a peace agreement in Linas-Marcoussis, France, in January 2003, ending fierce fighting and setting up a government of national unity. A “Memorandum of Political Signatories of the Linas-Marcoussis and Accra II Agreements,” was recently given to President Laurent Gbagbo for further negotiations over sticking-points.

Mr. Annan has reminded the political parties that the UN is preparing to deploy a peacekeeping force, but the Ivorian parties would have to show the political will to reject violence and work towards genuine reconciliation and mutual accommodation.

* * *

Kosovo

31 March – Launching Kosovo’s Standards Implementation Plan today, two weeks after deadly violence rocked the province, the top United Nations envoy for Kosovo, Harri Holkeri, said the plan “is not a panacea, but it is a start.”

Mr. Holkeri said that while not every ethnic community was involved in producing the plan, it still contained provisions that ought to protect all residents of Kosovo, regardless of their background.

The plan is a detailed guide that sets specific goals in such areas as the building of democratic institutions, the enforcement of rights for minorities and the creation of a functioning economy. Its provisions include the holding of free and fair elections and the establishment of an impartial legal system.

Mr. Holkeri – who was joined by Kosovo’s Prime Minister Bajram Rexhepi for the launch – said the province “is still a long way from recovering from the violence of two weeks ago,” but the importance of the standards is clearer than ever.

The UN Interim Administrative Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK) today also released updated information on the recent violence. In total, 19 people were killed – 11 Kosovo Albanians and eight Kosovo Serbs – and more than 900 people were injured, including dozens of international police officers. Some 29 churches and monasteries, 800 houses and more than 150 vehicles were destroyed or badly damaged.

* * *

Guinea-Bissau

31 March – International observers from more than a dozen governments and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) declared legislative elections held over the weekend in Guinea-Bissau to be “free, fair and transparent” and called on all political actors to respect the results, according to the United Nations Office for West Africa (UNOWA).
Ninety-eight international observers were deployed throughout the country to oversee the elections Sunday, which were held to reconstitute the National People’s Assembly that was dissolved in 2002, UNOWA said in a statement.

Due to logistical difficulties, mostly in the capital Bissau, 20 per cent of the polling stations were not able to open at all on Sunday. They reopened yesterday to allow some 30, 000 voters to cast their ballots.

While the observers declared the balloting to be “free, fair and transparent,” a few political parties have been making statements alleging fraud.

UNOWA said a new government is expected to be formed in the next few days, following the announcement of the results.

The UN Development Programme (UNDP) provided technical and financial assistance to organize the elections and the UN Peace-building Support Office in Guinea-Bissau (UNOGBIS) helped coordinate and gave logistical support to the observers.

* * *
Eritrea

31 March – With 1.9 million Eritreans facing starvation after four years of drought, the United Nations Secretary-General’s Special Envoy to the Horn of Africa arrived today in Eritrea’s capital city, Asmara, to look at gaps in assistance and assess the implementation of strategies to reduce the country’s vulnerability to drought.

Martti Ahtisaari, whose mandate was recently extended for six months, will leave Asmara tomorrow for Ethiopia, whose border dispute with Eritrea has contributed to the problems with food security, the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) said. 

“Household coping mechanisms and safety nets that normally prevent starvation are being eroded,” OCHA said.

Mr. Ahtisaari has raised the profile in the international community of the challenges Eritrea and the region must confront, thereby increasing donor contributions, OCHA said.

* * *

Nepal

31 March – A week after Secretary-General Kofi Annan voiced concern at the escalation of fighting in Nepal with its mounting toll of civilian casualties and human rights abuses, the senior United Nations human rights official today hailed the Government’s recommitment to its international humanitarian obligations.

Welcoming the Government’s declaration of 26 March, Acting UN High Commissioner for Human Rights Bertrand Ramcharan reiterated his readiness to provide technical assistance to support the National Human Rights Commission of Nepal (NHRC) in carrying out the necessary monitoring role.

In a letter to Nepalese Prime Minister Surya Bahadur Thapa, Mr. Ramcharan noted that the Government’s commitment provided for a specific monitoring role for NHRC with external technical assistance and stressed that to be effective, the declaration needed to be accompanied by a firm commitment to nationwide monitoring of adherence to international standards under the aegis and mandate of the NHRC.

He expressed his sincere hope that the move would help protect civilians from the armed conflict and contribute to building confidence in the Himalayan kingdom, which has been torn by conflict between the government and the Communist Party of Nepal (Maoist).

Mr. Annan called on both sides last week “to take immediate steps to end the fighting and resume the peace process with the participation of all political and civil forces in the country.”

* * *

Swaziland

31 March – Swaziland, with the highest prevalence rate of HIV/AIDS in the world, is undergoing socially wrenching changes, with some heads of families now as young as 8 and the number of orphans likely to rise to 10 or 15 per cent of the population by 2010, the United Nations Special Envoy for HIV/AIDS in Africa said today.

“HIV/AIDS has reached into the viscera of Swaziland and is tearing it apart,” Special Envoy Stephen Lewis told journalists after a visit earlier in the month to the southern African country.

“The rise and sweep of the virus has been inexorable, and thus far, irreversible. The HIV prevalence among pregnant women attending antenatal care centres in 1992 was 3.9 per cent, in 1994 it was 16.1 per cent; in 1996, 26 per cent; in 1998, 31.6 per cent; in 2000, 34.2 per cent; in 2002, 38.6 per cent. By my calculations, that’s a jump of almost 900 per cent over the course of a decade.”

Swaziland’s National Emergency Response Council in HIV/AIDS (NERCHA) is “extraordinarily impressive, well-led and single-minded,” he said. More gratifying, NERCHA has devised a computer programme tracking patients, drugs and side effects that is totally confidential, “a brilliant technology that can be emulated by other countries.”

NERCHA has also requested funds from the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria to pay 10,000 women $40 a month each to become surrogate mothers for some of the orphans, Mr. Lewis said.

Meanwhile, between a four-year drought and the AIDS illnesses and deaths of the predominantly female agricultural force, “the fields are shrivelling from neglect,” he said. “You don’t eat if you can’t plant.” Many people depended on the UN’s World Food Programme (WFP) to get enough food to survive, he said.

Already 10 per cent of Swazi households are “sibling families,” and one cabinet minister, talking about the explosion that had engulfed his country, said children of the age of 8 were heading families.

“Of course, that’s not a family,” he said. “It’s a brutal rupture of the family constellation, where every child is vulnerable and at risk and no child has a childhood.”

* * *

Mexico

31 March – The International Court of Justice (ICJ) today ruled that the United States has breached its obligations under an international convention to 51 Mexicans on death row in US jails when it did not inform them of their right to contact their consular representatives “without delay” after their arrest.

Sitting in The Hague, the ICJ – also known as the World Court – found that the US had breached several obligations contained in the 1963 Vienna Convention on Consular Relations.

In 49 of the cases, the US failed to enable Mexican consular officials to contact and visit their nationals, while in 34 cases the US did not allow Mexican consular officials to arrange legal representation for their nationals.

The court rejected Mexico’s request that the convictions and sentences be totally or partially annulled. Instead the judges said the US should choose a means of review and reconsideration of the convictions and sentences that conforms with the relevant provisions of the Vienna Convention.

The ICJ said it found no evidence, as suggested by Mexico, of a “regular and continuing” pattern of breaches of one of the Convention’s provisions, and said the US was now trying to meet its obligations.

The judges also said that while the current case concerned only Mexicans, its ruling may also apply to other foreign nationals in a similar situation in the US.

All the detainees involved in the case, known as Avena and Other Mexican Nationals (Mexico v. US), are awaiting capital punishment after being convicted of serious crimes. The ICJ’s judgement is binding and cannot be appealed.

* * *

ICTY

31 March – The United Nations war crimes tribunal for the former Yugoslavia today sentenced a Bosnian Serb man to 17 years in prison for the massacre of more than 200 men in August 1992.

Sitting in The Hague, three judges of the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) issued their sentence against Darko Mrdja, 36, who had previously pleaded guilty to one count of murder as a violation of the laws or customs of war, and one count of inhumane acts as a crime against humanity.

Mr. Mrdja served as a member of a special Bosnian Serb police unit, known as the “Intervention Squad,” in the Prijedor area of Bosnia and Herzegovina during the conflict in the Balkans in the early 1990s.

On 21 August 1992 the squad, including Mr. Mrdja, escorted a convoy of buses and trucks carrying Muslim and other non-Serb civilians from the Prijedor area towards Travnik municipality.

During the journey, Mr. Mrdja and others stopped the convoy, separated more than 200 military-aged men from the rest of the civilians and loaded them into two other buses.

These men were then taken to Koricanske Stijene, ordered off the buses, escorted to the edge of a ravine, and shot and killed. Only 12 men survived the massacre.

In sentencing, the judges referred to the “seriousness, cruelty and inhumanity” of the massacre and noted the particular vulnerability of many victims, who had already spent time in detention camps. But the court also took into account Mr. Mrdja’s guilty plea and what it considered his sincere remorse.

* * *

Human rights

31 March – Countries worldwide should not shrink from confronting sensitive issues of sexual and reproductive health, and all nations should provide free public primary schooling, according to two United Nations human rights reports.

The Special Rapporteur on the right of all to the highest attainable standard of physical and mental health, Paul Hunt, told the UN Commission on Human Rights in Geneva meeting yesterday that his report this year had three main themes: neglected diseases, poverty and sexual and reproductive health.

The rights to sexual and reproductive health had an indispensable role to play in the struggle against poverty, HIV/AIDS, gender inequality and intolerance, Mr. Hunt said. They were among the most sensitive and controversial in international human rights law, but they were also among the most important.

Representatives from some countries took issue with Mr. Hunt’s focus on sexual orientation as it related to health, saying the topic appeared to fall beyond his mandate.

In reply, Mr. Hunt said it was important that his mandate be relevant, and an abiding concern in the international community at the moment was the achievement of the Millennium Development Goals, which involved meeting targets on preventing HIV/AIDS and maternal and infant mortality, all of them intimately linked to sexual and reproductive health, by 2015.

Meanwhile, the Special Rapporteur on the right to education, Katarina Tomasevski, said not even half the world’s governments ensured free primary education due to the higher importance placed upon military and defence spending.

“The illogic of expecting education to eliminate poverty while those too poor to afford the cost are excluded necessitates open recognition and urgent action,” Ms. Tomasevski added, noting that primary education is free in only three African countries while none of the developed nations of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) charges for compulsory schooling.

“Denial of children’s right to education cannot be retroactively remedied,” she says in her annual report, the last she is presenting to the Commission. “The right to education operates as multiplier, it unlocks all other human rights when guaranteed and forecloses them all when denied.”

* * *

Human trafficking

31 March – With 60 per cent of trafficked women in a major Italian city coming from Nigeria, the United Nations justice institute said it was organizing an international meeting in Turin tomorrow, aimed at stopping the trafficking in human beings from Nigeria to Italy.

In Turin, one of the main destination Italian cities, an outreach unit aided around 1,250 victims, of whom 60 per cent were Nigerian, the UN Interregional Crime and Justice Research Institute (UNICRI) said. Victims were offered practical assistance, including access to health services.

UNICRI said it had helped to devise programmes to raise awareness of the crime in the two countries and between 2000 and 2002 an Italian help-line received nearly half a million requests for help. 

Some 2,700 lawsuits have been filed and witness protection was offered to those who wanted to break away from the trafficking network.

At Thursday’s meeting, UNICRI will present the results of its anti-trafficking project, launched in September 2002 in Italy and, collaborating with the UN Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), also in Nigeria. It will also launch new proposals for stronger and more effective action against trafficking in human beings.

* * *

Biodiversity

31 March – An international treaty to ensure the genetic plant diversity that is vital for human survival will come into force this summer following its ratification by 12 European countries and the European Community, the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) announced today.

At the same time, however, the agency warned of an alarming loss of domestic animal breeds worldwide with potentially dangerous consequences in dealing with famine, drought and epidemics.

The latest ratifications of the International Treaty on Plant Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture bring to 48 the number of countries that have done so, triggering the 90-day countdown to its entry into force, which will occur on 29 June.

“This is a legally binding treaty that will be crucial for the sustainability of agriculture,” FAO Director-General Jacques Diouf said in a news release in Rome. “The treaty is an important contribution to the achievement of the World Food Summit’s major objective of halving the number of hungry people by 2015.”

The Treaty will ensure that plant genetic resources for food and agriculture, which are vital for human survival, are conserved and sustainably used and that benefits from their use are equitably and fairly distributed.

There has been a dramatic reduction of biodiversity, FAO noted. Since the beginning of agriculture, around 10,000 species have been used in food and fodder production. Today 150 crops feed most human beings and just 12 crops provide 80 per cent of food energy, with wheat, rice, maize and potato alone providing 60 per cent.

Meanwhile the agency reported that the loss of domestic animal breeds around the world is continuing at an alarming rate, with 1,350 of some 6,300 breeds registered by FAO threatened by extinction or already extinct.

“Genetic diversity is an insurance against future threats such as famine, drought and epidemics,” said Irene Hoffmann, Chief of FAO’s Animal Production Service. “The existing animal gene pool may contain valuable but unknown resources that could be very useful for future food security and agricultural development. Maintaining animal genetic diversity allows farmers to select stocks or develop new breeds in response to environmental change, diseases and changing consumer demands,” she said.

Just 14 out of the about 30 domesticated mammalian and bird species provide 90 per cent of human food supply from animals. Threats to genetic diversity include wars, pests and diseases, global warming, urbanization, intensification of agriculture and global marketing of exotic breeding material.

But by far the greatest cause of genetic erosion is failure to appreciate the value of locally adapted breeds. In many countries, farmers rely on a very limited number of modern breeds that are most suited for intensive agriculture systems.

* * *

Dust storms

31 March – In “a globalization of environmental problems” dust and sand storms in northeast Asia have grown vastly in frequency and intensity, leading to widespread loss of livestock and crops, disrupted communications, respiratory problems and deaths far from their source, the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) said today.

“We are worried about the creep of environmental problems – their disrespect of political boundaries – and the way they threaten to compound and disrupt the functioning of major natural systems,” UNEP Executive Director Klaus Toepfer told the 8th Special Session of the agency’s Governing Council and the Global Ministerial Environment Forum in Jeju, Republic of Korea.

“We are seeing a globalization of environmental problems, linked to intensity and pattern of economic development, and we need urgent and coordinated action from governments, business and civil society groups to address it,” Mr. Toepfer said, noting that northeast Asia’s dust and sand storms were part of a trend of increasing natural disasters across the globe.

The storms, which originate in the dry regions of northern China and Mongolia and blow across the Korean peninsula and Japan, are occurring nearly five times as often as in the 1950s and are also growing in intensity. Scientists predict large storms over the coming spring months as cold air masses from Siberia whip deserts and soils eastward after the dry continental winter.

In April 2002 dust levels in Seoul, 1,200 kilometres from the source, reached 2,070 micrograms per cubic metre, twice the level deemed hazardous to health.

Recent scientific reports suggest other desert regions could also be having unexpected effects far from home: dust storms originating in the Sahara are being linked to algal infestation of Caribbean coral reefs, which provide crucial protection for small island developing States.

In China nearly 30 per cent of its land area is affected by desertification due to over-farming and grazing and cutting of forest, driven by population growth, and changing weather patterns, with annual direct economic losses of around $6.5 billion. The Gobi Desert expanded by 52,400 square kilometres from 1994 to 1999, creeping ever closer to Beijing, with up to 400 million people under threat from the fast-advancing deserts, according to UNEP’s Global Environment Outlook (GEO) Yearbook.

Mr. Toepfer said UNEP was aiding governments with monitoring and early warning aimed at standardizing data collection and sharing throughout the region.

* *** *

__________________________________________________________________________________________

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 Marie Okabe, Associate Spokesperson for the Secretary-General.

Good Afternoon.

**Guest at Noon
Stephen Lewis, the Secretary-General’s Special Envoy for HIV/AIDS in Africa, is expected to join us today, in a little while.  He recently visited Swaziland, and will talk to you about the situation in that country and the World Health Organization’s “3 x 5” initiative, which aims to treat 3 million people by 2005.

**Cyprus
On Cyprus, the Secretary-General met today in Bürgenstock, Switzerland, with all sides to discuss further revisions to the proposal on Cyprus that he unveiled on Monday, with a view to finalizing the text that would then be put to simultaneous referenda in April. 

He is determined to wrap up the Cyprus talks tonight, in accordance with the agreement reached in New York on 13 February.

He met this morning with Greek Prime Minister Kostas Karamanlis.

That was followed in the afternoon by a meeting with the Greek Cypriot delegation, led by His Excellency Mr. Tassos Papadopoulos, followed by one with the Turkish Cypriot delegation, led by Their Excellencies Mr. Mehmet Ali Talat and Mr. Serdar Denktash.

In the late afternoon, he saw Turkish Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan.

[The Spokesperson later announced that the Secretary-General met with the Greek and Turkish Prime Ministers in the evening.  The Secretary-General invited the four delegations to a hand-over ceremony of the plan at 10:30 p.m. local time.]

**Statement on Sudan
Upstairs, we have copies of a statement of the Secretary-General that was distributed at the ceasefire talks in Darfur, in N’Djamena, Chad.  We mentioned to you yesterday that the Secretary-General’s Special Envoy for Humanitarian Affairs for the Sudan, Ambassador Tom Vraalsen, had arrived for those talks.  I am quoting the Secretary-General:

“I am very disturbed by events in Darfur where the continuing conflict is having a devastating impact on the lives and well-being of the people.  Civilian casualties and serious human rights violations are routinely reported.  This is unacceptable and must stop.

“I welcome the efforts of President Idriss Derby, the Government of the Sudan, parties to the conflict and the international community to achieve a cessation of hostilities and, ultimately, a long-term solution to the causes of the conflict.  First, the fighting must stop, and to this end I strongly encourage all parties to work intensively towards declaring an effective humanitarian ceasefire.  Humanitarian organizations and staff must also receive safe and unimpeded access to all those in need.

“The United Nations remains ready to assist in the search for solutions in any manner the parties consider useful.”

** Statement Attributable to Spokesman on Myanmar
The second statement I have –- and this one is attributable to the Spokesman –- on Myanmar:

“The Secretary-General notes with interest the announcement by the Government of Myanmar that it will convene a National Convention to draft a new constitution on 17 May 2004.

“The Secretary-General believes that, for the National Convention to be credible, it should be all-inclusive.  He thus urges the Government of Myanmar to lift the remaining restrictions on Daw Aung San Suu Kyi and her senior colleagues in the National League for Democracy (NLD) as soon as possible, and allow the party to participate in the preparations for the reconvening of the National Convention, together with other political parties and ethnic nationality groups.

“He further hopes that, in order to make themselves ready for the National Convention, all these representatives will be permitted to meet freely together and to conduct peaceful political activities.

“The Secretary-General believes that the convening of a credible National Convention involving all political parties and ethnic groups would mark the beginning of a new phase in Myanmar’s political evolution and would result in positive responses from the international community.”

We have copies of that upstairs.

**Afghanistan
In Berlin today, the Secretary-General said in a message read out at the international conference there, that Afghanistan faces a major challenge in holding free and fair elections this year.  The magnitude of the election task is enormous, with objectives on greater security, greater political freedoms, demobilization and reintegration needing to be achieved in a very short time, he said.

In his message delivered by Special Adviser Lakhdar Brahimi, the Secretary-General said that the road ahead will not be easy, nor will it end with the holding of elections.

His Special Representative for Afghanistan, Jean Arnault, told the conference that the vast majority of Afghans maintain that there will be “no election without disarmament”.

He noted that recent events in Herat brought home the consequences of allowing heavy and light weapons to remain in the hands of rival factions.

UN Development Programme Administrator Mark Malloch Brown said that disbursements by donors to Afghanistan already amount to some $4.7 billion, and says that trust, as well as commitment to partnership, has emerged.

And Antonio Maria Costa, the Executive Director of the UN Office on Drugs and Crime, called for more resources to counteract the growing drug problem in Afghanistan.

We have copies of all those speeches upstairs.  The donors’ conference is continuing this afternoon in Berlin, with more than 60 delegations participating.

**Security Council
Here in New York, the Security Council received a briefing this morning by Under-Secretary-General for Peacekeeping Operations Jean Marie Guéhenno, on the Secretary-General’s latest report on the Democratic Republic of the Congo.

That report, he said, describes the increasing number of attacks on UN personnel in the province of Ituri and the shifting alliances of armed groups operating in that area.

Mr. Guéhenno noted that the UN Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo has been undertaking extensive search operations to enforce the “Ituri without weapons” policy.

Mr. Guéhenno also expects to brief the Council members in this morning’s consultations on Côte d’Ivoire.  Once consultations are over, he has agreed to come to the Council stakeout to talk to reporters.

**Democratic Republic of Congo
The UN Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo has welcomed the establishment of a Government Commission of Inquiry to shed light on last weekend’s violent events in Kinshasa.  

During its weekly overview of events in the DRC, the Mission also noted that as of today, 10,468 foreign ex-combatants and their dependents have left the country and returned to neighbouring Rwanda, Uganda and Burundi.

The Mission estimates that between 8,000 to 10,000 foreign ex-combatants remain on Congolese soil, most of them Rwandan.  In November 2003, the Governments of the Democratic Republic of the Congo and Rwanda agreed to resolve the issue of Rwandan militias within 12 months. 

**Security Council - Month
Just on the Council again, today is the last day of the French presidency of the Security Council.

Starting tomorrow, 1 April, Germany assumes the Council presidency for the month.

Ambassador Gunter Pleuger of Germany is scheduled to brief you on the April programme following the first consultations under his presidency on Friday.

**Iraq
Following the closing of the accounts at the end of financial period 2003, the UN transferred $2 billion today from the Escrow Account to the Development Fund for Iraq.  This makes a total of $7.6 billion that have been transferred since the adoption of resolution 1483.

**Kosovo - Standards
Turning to Kosovo, the Standards Implementation Plan for Kosovo was launched today.

The Plan is a detailed policy plan that sets specific goals in areas such as the building of democratic institutions, the enforcement of rights for minorities and the creation of a functioning economy.  

At the launch ceremony –- attended by the Kosovo Prime Minister -– Harri Holkeri, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Kosovo, said the Plan isn’t a panacea, but it’s a start.

We have more on this upstairs.

**Kosovo/Riots Toll
On the subject of Kosovo, we have an update on casualties and damage from the March riots. 

The UN Mission in Kosovo gave out the following estimates today, based on current information available.

Regarding deaths, there have been a total of 19.  More than 900 people were injured.  And we have a list of the other updates on casualties and damage upstairs for you.

**Guinea-Bissau
Turning to Guinea-Bissau, legislative elections took place in Guinea-Bissau on 28 March with 98 international observers deployed throughout the country.

Due to logistical difficulties, mostly in Bissau, the capital, 20 per cent of the polling stations were not able to open at all on Sunday.  They reopened on Tuesday to allow some 30,000 people to vote.

The international observers declared that the elections were free, fair and transparent and called on all political actors to respect the results.

**Horn of Africa
We also have upstairs a press release saying that Martti Ahtisaari, the Secretary-General’s Special Envoy for the Humanitarian Crisis in the Horn of Africa, has started a two-day visit to Eritrea today.

**Côte d’Ivoire
And finally, on Côte d’Ivoire, we have an update saying that 30 military officers and five UN civilian police officers from Accra, Ghana, where they were on pre-deployment training, have arrived today in Abidjan.  More UN peacekeepers will be joining the mission on 1 April and thereafter.

And that’s all I have for you.  I am going to ask Stephen Lewis to come up here to brief you.  I’ll take your questions if you have any.

If not, I’ll turn the floor over to Stephen Lewis.

* *** *
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