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ENS

Water for Food, Water for Ecosystems Both Essential

THE HAGUE, The Netherlands, January 31, 2005 (ENS) - With more than 850 million people around the world living with chronic hunger and undernourishment, the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) today called for huge financial investments in water, agriculture and ecosystems to meet the goal of halving the number of hungry people by 2015.

At the opening of the International Conference on Water for Food and Ecosystems in The Hague, UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) Deputy Director-General David Harcharik said investments in rainfed and irrigated agriculture are urgently needed "to produce more crop per drop" in countries suffering from hunger and malnutrition.

An abundant supply of water is pumped from an artesian well to irrigate the fields in Gujranwala, Pakistan. (Photo by G. Bizzarri courtesy FAO) )

More than 30 ministers and some 500 delegates from 140 countries are attending the week-long meeting jointly hosted by the FAO and the government of The Netherlands.

"Water, food and ecosystems are three aspects of our global wellbeing that are so tightly bound that they have become critical for livelihoods, sustainable development and for political stability," Harcharik said. "These aspects deserve more attention than we currently devote to their description and understanding."

Investments in raising water productivity for staple foods or high value market crops should not irreparably degrade precious water resources and related ecosystems, he said in a keynote speech delivered on behalf of FAO Director-General Dr. Jacques Diouf.

The prime objective of the Water for Food and Ecosystems Conference is to help governments identify management practices and the necessary enabling environments that lead to sustainable water use at the river basin level, and the harmonization of food production and ecosystem management.

FAO Deputy Director-General David Harcharik of the United States has a background in forest administration with the FAO and the U.S. Forest Service. (Photo courtesy Earth Negotiations Bulletin) )

Agriculture and natural ecosystems are by far the biggest consumers of the Earth's freshwater and the competition between the two sectors for often scarce water resources is increasing, Harcharik said.

"Reconciling these competing claims on our natural resource heritage and achieving a balance between natural ecosystem and agricultural production within our river basins will be critical."

Humans have altered the carrying capacity of ecosystems through increased food production and other sectoral outputs, often neglecting the supply of goods of equal importance - clean water, timber, biodiversity or flood control.

The challenge demands all the talent and energy that humans can muster. Now approaching 6.5 billion people, the world population is expected to reach nine billion people by 2050. Food demand is expected to more than double in a similar time frame.

Some 30 percent of irrigated lands are already degraded, and water use is expected to increase by 50 percent over the next 30 years. Science based solutions for sustaining productivity increases while protecting ecosystems are key to addressing these challenges

In the urgency of providing food and water for those in need, care must still be taken with genetically modified crops to ensure their safety, said a consultation of experts convened by the FAO last week in Rome.

The consultation was organized in the light of the controversy and public concern over genetic modifications (GM), the FAO said.

FAO asked a group of agricultural scientists from many parts of the world to provide clear preliminary guidelines on the most accurate and scientifically sound approach to monitoring the environmental effects of existing GM crops.

"FAO's aim is to provide a tool to assist countries in making their own informed choices on the matter, as well as protect the productivity and ecological integrity of farming systems" said Louise Fresco, FAO assistant director-general of the Agriculture Department.

"The need to monitor both the benefits and potential hazards of released GM crops to the environment is becoming ever more important with the dramatic increase in the range and scale of their commercial cultivation, especially in developing countries," Fresco said.

Scientists at the U.S. Agriculture Department Agricultural Research Service University of California Plant Gene Expression Center are the first in the world to report success in genetically engineering barley. It carries a gene that may help the plants resist attack by barley yellow dwarf virus. (Photo by Jack Dykinga courtesy USDA) )

The scientists recommended that any responsible deployment of GM crops needs to comprise the whole technology development process, from the pre-release risk assessment, to biosafety considerations and post release monitoring.

Environmental goals include the maintenance and protection of basic natural resources such as soil, water and biodiversity, they said.

The scientists view monitoring as the key element in generating the necessary knowledge to protect agro-systems, rural livelihoods and the broader ecological integrity.

Environmental organizations, farmers' groups and community organizations should be actively and continuously engaged in this process, the workshop agreed, as they are "absolutely intrinsic" to the system.

FAO officials offered to facilitate this process along with other agencies and national and international research centres, encouraging the adoption of rigorously designed monitoring programs.

Besides FAO and the United Nations Environment Programme, the CGIAR Centers are expected to play an important role in partnership with national research centers.

The Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research (CGIAR) is an alliance of countries, international and regional organizations, and private foundations supporting 15 international agricultural centers, that work with national agricultural research systems and civil society organizations including the private sector.

CGIAR scientists work on genetic modification as well as many other techniques such as integrated pest management and biological control methods for dealing with pests, and zero or low-till farming practices in Africa and Asia, minimizing soil erosion and boosting farm incomes and productivity.

Potential hazards associated with GM cropping, according to the scientists at their workshop in Rome last week, all must be placed within the broader context of both positive and negative impacts that are associated with all agricultural practices.

 Quote of Note

"Become intimate with your own backyard, with a bit of riverbank, with a pond or hill. The rest of the watershed, the meta-landscape, the continent, planet and universe will be naturally drawn into this intimacy."

-- John McClellan, in "The Many Voices of the Boulder Creek Watershed"

Copyright Environment News Service (ENS) 2004. All Rights Reserved.
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The Star (Malaysia)
Ecological cost of the tsunami
Beyond the horrific loss of human life, the Dec 26 devastating earthquake and resulting tsunami incurred US$675mil (RM2.56bil) in environmental damage in Indonesia. 

Wrecked mangroves, coral reefs and sea grass beds crippled important ecosystem functions, according to a preliminary assessment conducted by Indonesia, international donors and the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). 

UNEP executive director Klaus Toepfer says the latest findings, which show significant consequences for the environment and the livelihoods of locals, underline how the environment can be both a victim and a buffer against vulnerability to natural and man-made disasters. 

“We need a robust nature that can tolerate impacts of disasters and help fight the consequences. Therefore, there is a clear need to invest in the environmental capital of natural resources whether they are forests, mangroves or coral reefs.” 

The report says North Sumatra lost 25,000ha of mangroves, 30% (29,175ha) of its coral reefs and 20% (120ha) of its sea grass beds, resulting in economic losses of US$118.2mil (RM450mil), US$332.4mil (RM1.26bil) and US$2.3mil (RM8.7mil) respectively.  

Some 30% of coastal forest was destroyed, while 300km of coastal land were degraded or lost. Infiltration of saline water, sediment and sludge will require rehabilitation of 7.5km of rivers and clean-up of hundreds of wells. 

The report also warns of possible environmental contamination from three damaged industrial sites: the Pertamina oil depots in Krueng (Banda Aceh) and Meulaboh, and the Semen Andalas Indonesia cement factory in Banda Aceh. The huge amount of debris and waste collected in the aftermath of the disaster, if not properly managed, may threaten human health and ecological functions.  

Local environmental management capacity – buildings, equipment, staff and records – have also been significantly affected by the disaster, and the report stresses the importance of re-establishing solid waste management and other essential services. Indonesia has sought UNEP help to set up an environmental crisis centre. The Maldives has asked for emergency waste management assistance and impact studies on coral reefs and livelihoods, while Sri Lanka and Thailand, for environmental impact assessments. – By Tan Cheng Li 

_____________________________________________________________________________

Ame Info

His Highness Sheikh Mansour Bin Zayed inaugurates ENVIRONMENT 2005

His Highness Sheikh Mansour Bin Zayed Al Nahyan, Minister of Presidential Affairs, inaugurated ENVIRONMENT 2005 Exhibition and Conference – the 3rd International Exhibition and Conference on the environment being held under the patronage of His Highness Sheikh Khalifa Bin Zayed Al Nahyan, President of the United Arab Emirates.
____________________________________________________________________________________________

The Statesman

Climate change Real or unreal?

Even though there is enough evidence of global warming and climate change tampering with ecosystems around the world, the political will to rectify the situation is waning, write Clifford Polycarp and Ritu Gupta

Is global warming real, natural or caused by mankind? Who will benefit from it and who will suffer? The debate on the climate change goes on. The path-breaking report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, the premier organisation on climate change set up in 1998 by the World Meteorological Organisation and the United Nations Environment Programme, states that average surface temperatures has increased over the 20th century by about 0.6°C and most of it is “human caused” (increasing emissions of greenhouse gases). It says that the 1990s was the warmest decade and 1998 the warmest year since 1861, the year temperatures began to be recorded.

Scientific literature published after 2001 supports the findings. The latest proof comes from a 15 December 2004 WMO report. “The global mean surface temperature in 2004 is expected to be 0.44°C more than 1961-1990 annual average (14°C),” it says. This means 2004 is the fourth warmest since 1861.

However, the scientists who differ say it is not human induced but a result of cosmic influences. Some even say it is a myth. “There is nothing unusual about the climate of the past century. The warming from 1850 to 1940 is considered natural, a recovery from the Little Ice Age. The current warming is minor and there is mostly hype about its adverse impacts,” S Fred Singer, president of the Science and Environment Policy Project, USA, told Down to Earth.

But the IPCC predicts that 1990-2100 global average surface temperatures may increase by 1.4-5.8°C. This implies that the impact of global warming will be more severe. Already, says the IPCC, there has been a decrease of about 10 per cent in the extent of snow cover since the late 1960s. The tide “gauge” data shows that sea levels rose between 0.1 to 0.2 metres during the 20th century.

In this context, the only way out is to reduce GHG emissions by 50-70 per cent below 1990 levels. Recently Russia ratified the Kyoto Protocol, the treaty to cut GHG emissions, putting it back on track. But the political will for concerted global solutions has seriously waned.

At the Tenth Conference of Parties (COP-10) to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change in December in Argentina, countries besides the USA seemed to prefer vague strategies.

While on one hand Pieter van Geel, state secretary for housing, spatial planning and the environment, the Netherlands, suggested clear targets for limiting global temperature rise to 2°C over pre-industrial levels and suggested that postponing action would make the work of adaptation to climate change more difficult.

On the other hand, Russia’s chief of hydrometeorology and environment, Alexander Bedritzky, proposed voluntary commitments. Paula Dobriansky, the USA’s under secretary for global affairs in the state department, stressed that “economic growth and environmental protection” should go hand in hand, implying that curtailing emissions could not stymie economic growth.

The developing countries were further polarised in the debate on adaptation to climate change. Small island developing states like Micronesia, Tuvalu and the Maldives and least developed countries like Bangladesh, Tanzania, called for urgent action to help them adapt to the adverse effects of climate change.

But oil-producing countries like Saudi Arabia, Oman and Qatar insisted that their losses due to the other countries moving away from fossil fuels be addressed. Saudi Arabia claimed that it will lose at least $19 billion a year by 2010 as a result of industrialised nations' policies to reduce GHG emissions.

While policy makers mull controlling emissions of GHGs and scientists squabble about global warming, studies show that climate change is happening now.

In January 2003, rainfall patterns of Lesotho — a small region in Africa — altered suddenly, ushering in untimely frost and severe storms that destroyed standing crops. In the same year, WMO was forced to report on extreme oddities of weather: a pre monsoon heat wave in India that killed 1,400 people; 562 tornadoes that hit the USA in May 2003 killing 40 people. In 1998 there were 63 weather-related disaster declarations far more than the average 21.78 per year in the 1980s. This means more human casualties and economic losses. In the 1980s, the world's property insurers lost an average of US $2 billion annually to extreme weather events.

There are ample evidences of impacts of climate change on flora and fauna spanning an array of ecosystems. A study of 35 non-migratory butterfly species in Europe found that in recent decades about two-thirds have expanded their ranges northward by 32 to 241 km. Many plants in Europe flower about a week earlier than they did 50 years ago and shed their leaves in the fall five days later.

Alpine plants are edging uphill and beginning to overrun rare species near mountain summits. A study published in the March 2004 issue of Nature shows that in Amazonian rainforests out of the 115 relatively abundant tree genera studied, 27 changed significantly in population density, a value nearly 14 times greater than that expected by chance.

The entire food chains have also been effected. In a study conducted in a 482 km territory between northern Mexico and southern California, Camille Parmesan, an ecologist at the University of Texas, finds that the Edith’s checkerspot butterfly has become extinct in 80 per cent of its historical range. This is because rising temperatures have lead to early desiccation of snapdragon plants, depriving butterfly larvae of food.

Poor nations are likely to suffer more as food security will be threatened. As per the IPCC report, if global mean temperature change from 1990 is 0.4-1.1°C by 2025, cereal crop yield will increase in many mid-and high-latitude regions, but decrease in most tropical and subtropical regions.

Research conducted by researchers at the International Rice Research Institute in the Philippines, shows that a 0.7°C increase in the mean daily temperature could lead to a 50 per cent fall in yields of rice, a staple food in most developing nations.

At home rising temperatures have already taken their toll. With global average surface air temperature increasing by 0.4°C during the past 100 years, there has been a 10-12 per cent increase in monsoon rainfall along the country's west coast, northwest India and north Andhra Pradesh. The forest ecosystem would be worst affected — by 2050 about 70 per cent of the vegetation is expected to be less than optimally adapted to its existing location, making it vulnerable to increased biotic stresses.

Despite this there is very little research on impacts of global warming in the country. The Indian Meteorological Department in New Delhi has no research on the effects of global warming on the Southwest Asian monsoon.

“At present, we practically have no policies related to adaptation and mitigation, despite millions of people at risk. This is because very few concerned officials understand the grim reality,” says Subodh Sharma, national project director, National Communications Project, the Union ministry of Environment and Forests.

As the UNFCCC negotiation process shows, laxity has become all-pervasive in the world community. Already we have pumped out enough GHGs to warm the planet for many decades to come. It won’t be easy for a world addicted to fossil fuels to limit emissions. But limit we must, for the current signs of warming are merely a taste of the havoc the next century could bring. We should act, else, the destruction that normally happens in geologic time may happen in the span of a human lifetime.

— CSE/Down to Earth Feature Service
____________________________________________________________________________________________

Europa

Questions & Answers on the Mercury Strategy

1) What is mercury?

Mercury is a naturally occurring element. It is familiar to many people as the silver-coloured liquid which expands and contracts in a thermometer to show the temperature. Mercury is the only metal that is liquid at normal room temperature and pressure. It is sometimes called “quicksilver”. It is indestructible (it can be transformed into a less problematic compound, but this chemical process is complex and costly). This means that there is a "global pool" of mercury circulating in society and the environment - between air, water, sediments, soil and living things.

2) Where does mercury come from?

Because mercury occurs naturally in the earth’s crust, some is released by natural sources like volcanoes. It can also be produced as a liquid metal by processing a naturally-occurring ore called cinnabar (mercury sulphide). Releases from the use of mercury in products and from other human activities, like coal burning, increase the degree to which we and the environment are exposed.

3) Why is mercury a problem?

Mercury and its compounds are highly toxic to humans and the environment. Large amounts can be fatal to humans, but even relatively low doses can seriously affect the nervous system.

Mercury can change in the environment into a more complex and harmful compound called methylmercury. Methylmercury passes both the placental barrier and the blood-brain barrier, and so can inhibit children’s potential mental development even before birth.

Methylmercury accumulates in certain fish and seafood (and particularly large predatory fish), which may form part of people’s diet. Although most people in Europe appear to within internationally accepted safe levels for exposure to methylmercury, there is evidence that some people are around or above these levels, especially in coastal areas of Mediterranean countries and the Arctic.

4) Where and to what extent is mercury still produced and used in the EU?

The EU is a major exporter of mercury, providing about 1,000 tonnes of the current total global supply of around 3,600 tonnes per year. The EU's mercury export is mainly surplus mercury from the EU chlor-alkali sector, which is phasing out the use of mercury, and is mostly provided through a company in Spain.

The same company has also produced mercury in Almadén (Spain) where major deposits of cinnabar have been a major source of mercury since Roman times. However, production there has been temporarily stopped since 2003. Outside the EU, the main countries that produce mercury from cinnabar are Kyrgyzstan, Algeria and China.

Mercury can also be produced by recycling waste materials, such as dental amalgam or old fluorescent light tubes. Sometimes mercury is generated as a “secondary” product alongside the production of another material, such as zinc or tin. These recycling and secondary production activities take place in a number of EU countries.

Mercury is used in a variety of applications. In the EU-15, the demand in 2003 was around 300 tonnes. The uses include dental amalgam, measuring and control equipment (e.g. thermometers), and fluorescent lamps (in which use of mercury increases energy efficiency). Mercury is also used as part of the production process by some industrial plants in the chlor-alkali sector, which produces chlorine and caustic soda, but they are in the process of phasing it out.

[Graphic in PDF & Word format]

5) What has existing EU and national legislation tackling mercury achieved so far?

There is a comprehensive body of existing EU and national legislation tackling various aspects of the mercury problem. The main areas are concerned with emissions and use of mercury. As a result of these measures and certain other factors (e.g. changes in fuel use), European emissions of mercury have been cut considerably in recent decades, falling by about 60% between 1990 and 2000.

Emissions of mercury from major industrial sources are now subject to EU Directive 96/61/EC on Integrated Pollution Prevention and Control (IPPC), which had to be implemented in the Member States by October 1999, with a period of until October 2007 to bring existing installations into compliance.

The coverage of the IPPC Directive includes the EU’s chlor-alkali industry, which is phasing out the use of mercury in its production process.

Mercury emissions have been reduced by the application of sector-specific EU Directives, dealing with large combustion plants and waste incineration. Some EU Member States have introduced further emission controls, for instance on cremation.

EU legislation also prohibits or severely restricts the use of mercury in the following applications: batteries; electrical and electronic equipment; pesticides and biocides; cosmetics; wood preservatives; textile treatment agents; anti-fouling agents for boat hulls; and switches in vehicles. Some Member States have introduced further controls, for example to prohibit the sale of fever thermometers containing mercury or to restrict the use of mercury in dental amalgam.

Other areas of EU legislation set requirements for the management of waste that contains mercury, and for the protection or monitoring of the quality of the environment in respect of mercury (air, water, groundwater). EU legislation also limits the mercury content of drinking water and fishery products.

6) What is the global situation regarding mercury?

Beyond the EU, there are elevated levels of mercury exposure in other parts of the world. Whereas European mercury emissions are going down, global emissions are continuing to rise, for example due to increased coal combustion from growing demand for electricity in developing countries.

Global use of mercury also remains quite high, at about 3,600 tonnes per year, though somewhat reduced compared to former decades. A particularly problematic activity at the moment involves use of mercury in small-scale gold mining, mostly in Africa, Asia and South America. This use consumes around 1,000 tonnes of mercury per year, much of which is lost to the environment.

In addition to national actions to address these issues, mercury is a global and transboundary pollutant, and therefore a matter of international concern. For example, some of the highest human exposures are seen in indigenous Arctic communities, due to the accumulation of mercury in animals that make up part of their traditional diets.

Discussions are ongoing under the auspices of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) on what to do about the global mercury problem. A specific mercury programme was established within UNEP in 2003 to encourage all countries to adopt goals and take actions, as appropriate, in order to identify at-risk populations, minimise exposures through outreach efforts, and reduce human-generated mercury releases. Further action will be considered at the UNEP Governing Council in February 2005.

7) What does the Commission's new mercury strategy propose?

The strategy proposes action in the following areas:

    * Global action: The EU will provide input to international activities and cooperation with other countries to address the mercury problem. The strategy proposes an international initiative to reduce mercury supply, including by phasing out globally the production of new mercury from cinnebar and measures to prevent mercury surpluses going back onto the market. The strategy also contains actions to help other countries reduce their use and emissions of mercury, and to support the UNEP mercury programme.

    * Reducing EU supply: As a proactive contribution to the proposed international initiative described above, the export of mercury from the EU will be phased out by 2011. This will end the EU’s present role as the world’s largest mercury supplier. The action will therefore reduce global supply, complement demand reduction efforts, and demonstrate the EU’s commitment to addressing the global mercury problem.

    * Reducing EU demand: The strategy will prohibit the marketing of measuring devices containing mercury (e.g. thermometers) for consumer use and health care, with certain exceptions. The strategy will also further investigate the few remaining uses of mercury in the EU (e.g. dental amalgam).

    * Addressing EU surpluses: The phasing out of mercury use by the chlor-alkali industry will create a large surplus of this substance. At the moment this mercury is being returned to the world market (see question 4), but this will end with the phasing out of exports from the EU. The strategy will therefore ensure that the mercury is safely stored. The question of what to do about mercury already circulating in society (e.g. in old products still in use) will also be studied further.

    * Reducing EU emissions: As described in question 5, there is already considerable EU legislation in this area, which should cut emissions further. The effects of the current EU laws will be reviewed as they are implemented, in order to indicate whether further action is needed. Information will also be exchanged among Member States to support greater control of emissions. A specific study of possibilities for additional control of releases from small-scale coal burning is about to be launched.

    * Protecting against EU exposure: The European Food Safety Authority will look in more detail at the dietary mercury exposure of women of child-bearing age and children, who are most vulnerable to the effects of mercury (see question 3). The Commission will provide additional advice on mercury in food as new conclusions are reached.

    * Improving understanding: Research will be undertaken to fill key gaps in knowledge on the mercury problem and its possible solutions.

8) Will the implementation of the mercury strategy cost money and harm competitiveness?

In developing the mercury strategy the Commission has prepared an Extended Impact Assessment (ExIA). This looks at five main subjects:

    * mercury supply and trade;

    * the fate of surplus mercury from the chlor-alkali industry;

    * use of mercury in measuring and control equipment;

    * additional control of mercury emissions from large combustion plants; and

    * control of mercury emissions from cremation. 

In each area, two or more policy options were compared, and the preferred option selected for inclusion in the strategy reflecting the optimal balance of the social, economic and environmental impacts concerned.

As regards mercury supply and trade, the expected direct economic cost of the proposed export ban is low.

This is because the price of mercury has fallen dramatically since its peak in the 1960s, standing relatively stable at around €5 per kilogramme for most of the past decade (apart from a temporary recent rise to €10 per kilogramme), and the traded volumes (around 1,000 tonnes per year, see question 4) are fairly small.

However, the export ban will lead to some cost in terms of requiring storage of the surplus mercury from the chlor-alkali industry. As an order of magnitude, this is expected to be around €1.5 million per year. But this cost is considered to be justified because the significant contribution that ending exports will make to addressing the global mercury problem. The cost of storage has also been assessed to be of a scale that should not affect the competitiveness of the European chlor-alkali industry. In contrast, the option of pre-treatment to form a mercury compound for permanent disposal – which was also examined in the ExIA – was found to be much more expensive and potentially able to affect the competitiveness of this industry.

On measuring and control equipment for consumer use and healthcare, the economic impacts of the proposed action are expected to be small. Substitutes are available at about the same price for most items of equipment concerned, and in fact the substitution process is already fairly advanced.

In relation to control of emissions from coal burning and cremation, however, it was decided not to take additional action at this stage. This is because these sectors are already subject to control under some EU or national legislation. Therefore, the additional benefit of EU action would be limited compared to the cost.

9) Has the Commission consulted stakeholders and taken their comments into account?

The Commission undertook two consultation exercises in preparing the mercury strategy. Firstly, in September 2003, a meeting was organised for Member States, to collect information on their existing legislation and other initiatives relating to mercury, and to discuss the possible content and objectives of the strategy. Secondly, an open consultation document was published on the internet on 15 March 2004. Stakeholders were invited to comment on a range of issues, and to provide technical, scientific or economic information, in order to inform the development of the mercury strategy. About 50 written consultation responses were received.

As part of the consultation exercise, a stakeholder consultation meeting took place on 31 March 2004. This was attended by nearly 100 representatives from Member States and other countries, trade associations, businesses, environmental NGOs, researchers and international bodies.

A variety of views were put forward during these consultations. The Commission used the information and evidence submitted, as well as its own analyses, to identify the main issues for assessment, and then to evaluate options in terms of their environmental, social and economic impacts.

10) How will the strategy be taken forward now?

The strategy will now be forwarded to the Council, who originally requested it, and to the European Parliament. It will also provide the basis of an EU position for international discussion of mercury in the February 2005 UNEP Governing Council meeting.

The strategy itself does not include any legislative proposals, but rather announces the Commission’s intention to bring such proposals forward (e.g. to phase out mercury exports and restrict marketing of measuring devices containing mercury). The Commission will therefore now proceed to draft these proposals before submitting them to the Council and Parliament for adoption.

The proposed mercury strategy, the extended impact assessment and other information can be found at:

http://www.europa.eu.int/comm/environment/chemicals/mercury/index.htm
____________________________________________________________________________________________

IPS

The Decade After Next...

IPS, 27 January 2005 - Climate change could raise global temperatures a whopping 11 degrees C. by mid-century, new research revealed Thursday, even as some international experts warn that just a two-degree increase would likely spell disaster for many people.

New reports reveal that the Earth's climate is much more sensitive to human emissions of greenhouse gases like carbon dioxide than scientists had previously believed.

These changes pose real risks to international peace and security and the global economy, said Nigel Purvis of the Brookings Institution, a Washington-based think tank.

"The United Nations and the secretary-general, in particular, need to be much more active and forceful on this issue, including pressuring the U.S. to do more to curb its emissions," Purvis told IPS prior to the release of new British research that may be the most urgent call to action yet.

Using the most computer power ever attempted to predict the future climate, British climate scientists writing in the journal Nature today calculate that global temperatures could rise between two degrees and 11 degrees C. by mid-century.

The last estimate in 2001 by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), a groundbreaking scientific collaboration that laid the basis for the 1997 Kyoto Protocol on curbing greenhouse gases, was 1.5 to 4.5-degrees C.

While the IPCC estimate represents a consensus amongst the world's leading scientists, new data in the last two years suggests that doubling the amount of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases (GHGs) beyond pre-industrial levels could lead to shockingly sharp increases in temperatures.

Doubling would mean the GHG concentration has reached 540 parts per million (ppm) in the atmosphere -- a level not seen in millions of years. The current level is around 380 ppm, rising at more than two ppm per year and accelerating.

Last July, the IPCC convened a meeting in Paris to discuss the new data and concluded that extreme temperature increases could not be ruled out, said Myles Allen, a physicist at Oxford University and co-author of the Nature study.

"My gut feeling is that temperatures won't rise as high as 11 degrees C, but you can't rule it out and I find that very worrying," Allen said in an interview.

The next IPCC report and official estimate is expected in 2007.

While mid-century may be some distance away, in just 10 years global temperatures could be two degrees higher than pre-industrial levels, according to a report by the International Climate Change Taskforce released this week. Global temperatures are currently 0.7 degrees higher.

"Meeting the Climate Challenge" says if temperatures rise more than two degrees, "the risks to human societies and ecosystems grow significantly...(and) the risks of abrupt, accelerated or runaway climate change also increase".

These risks include substantial agricultural losses, widespread adverse health effects, greatly increased risks of water shortage and permanent damage to the world's coral reefs and rainforests.

The taskforce was set up by the Institute for Public Policy Research, the Centre for American Progress and the Australia Institute. Although these organisations focus on policy, not scientific research, IPCC head Rajendra Pachauri served as scientific advisor.

The report says there is an enormous need for more efficient low-carbon and no-carbon energy alternatives and an "urgent need to increase access to modern energy services for the world's poor".

The taskforce also urges British Prime Minster Tony Blair to set up a climate panel at the Group of Eight most industrialised nations (the United States, Canada, Britain, France, Germany, Italy, Japan and Russia), of which he is currently president, to "engage the United States and major developing countries in action to reduce greenhouse gas emissions".

There is a clear and direct link between environmental problems and global peace, according to the Environmental Change and Security Project (ECSP), which runs out of the Woodrow Wilson International Centre for Scholars in Washington.

"Environmental security is the disarmament policy of the future," Klaus Toepfer, the executive director of the United Nations Environment Programme, says in the ECSP's 10th anniversary report released this week.

"People in countries with severe population, environment, and health problems get desperate. If they have no hope, they turn to drastic things like civil war and terrorism." writes scientist and Pulitzer Prize-winning author Jared Diamond in the report.

"Today, no society can collapse without affecting other societies.".

Solving population, environment, and health problems is a cheap way to prevent conflict concludes Diamond, who has written a new book on these issues titled "Collapse: How Societies Choose to Fail or Succeed".

"It would be relatively cheap to solve the world's public health problems, which if left untreated, may ultimately lead to the explosions that cause us to send in our troops. The band-aids cost much more than the antibiotic."

The least developed nations, weak and undemocratic states are the most vulnerable to climate change and are in desperate need of assistance to adapt the inevitable fallout, according to the Brookings Institution's Purvis, who, with a colleague also contributed a paper to the ECSP report.

The United Nations needs to dramatically strengthen its programmes to handle disaster and humanitarian crises because there will be many more in the future, said Purvis. Early warning systems and vulnerability assessments will need to be done. And nations most at risk will need help in setting up risk reduction strategies.

All this will require that nations from the developed world come up with a lot more funding to help countries face these enormous challenges, he says. But Purvis believes the money will come.

"It's becoming understood that it is in the U.S.'s and other developed nations' moral and security interests to reduce global poverty," he said. "Unfortunately it's unlikely the U.S. will be involved in substantial (emissions) reductions for some time under the Bush administration."

While the Kyoto Protocol will take effect Feb. 16 with 136 countries participating, Bush has refused to submit the treaty to Congress for ratification because he says industrialised nations are unfairly singled out.

There has been some action at the local and state level, but key steps like increasing fuel efficiency standards for vehicles and setting mandatory cuts in emissions for industry nationwide are not being done, he said.

"The U.S. public knows global warming is real but they don't think it's a high priority," Purvis concluded.
___________________________________________________________________________________________

Kerala News

Attempts to get Udupi declared as ecologically sensitive area:

[India News]: Padubidri (Karnataka),Jan 30 : The Jana Jagrithi Samithi of Nandikoor village here is striving to declare Udupi as a ecologically most sensitive area unsuitable for any thermal based project.

The Samithi is opposing any coal based thermal power project tooth and nail in the coastal district, and would soon come out with a final draft based on the study being conducted since last one year on environmental assesment of the district.

Briefing reporters here, president of the JJS, Y Balakarishna Shetty said that the assesment study was being conducted by a team of experts of international repute.

The team included M Sagardhara, consulting engineer, united nations environment programme, Dr Ranjit Deniel, ecologist, Care Earth, Chennai, Dr Prabhakar Achar, biologist, Dr Ramachandra C Bhat, Prof and Head of Department, Fisheries Economics, Dr Ashok Kundapur, geologist and Ms. Nargis Irani, secretary, Dahanu taluka environment welfare association (dtewa).

Final touches to the draft would be given by the end of March next and the preview of the draft report would be given to some renowned environmental experts like Dr Madhv Gadgil.

Ridiculing the claims made by the Nagarajuna Power Company about all the clearences it obtained to set up a 1050 mw coal based thermal power project at Padubidri in Udupi district, Shetty said a lot of confusion still prevailed about the claim of clearances made by the company.More PTI STK RA BN According to government's set of guidelines, any major power project should be cleared by electricity regulatory authority which the company had failed to obtain, Shetty claimed. PTI
____________________________________________________________________________________________
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'International Hydrogen Day' in Berlin - Linde demonstrates ways towards a mobile hydrogen society Corporate news announcement processed and transmitted by Hugin ASA. The issuer is solely responsible for the content of this announcement. ------------------------------------------------------------------------------- ----- Wiesbaden, 31 January 2005 - Around 200 representatives from politics and business, as well as the worlds of academia, finance, and the media - from more than ten countries - are expected on 24 February 2005, when the 'International Hydrogen Day' takes place in the 'Axica' at the Brandenburg Gate in Berlin. This event, to be staged under the auspices of the 'United Nations Environment Program' (UNEP) headed by Professor Klaus Töpfer, will be organized for the second time by the technology group and leading gas producer Linde AG. The German Minister for Economic Affairs, Wolfgang Clement, will explain the federal government's position and activities surrounding the theme of the event, 'sustainable mobility & hydrogen'. The European Commission, Japan's Ministry of Economy, Technology and Industry (METI), the US Department of Energy, as well as the International Energy Agency (IEA) will all be sending other high-ranking guest speakers. At the 'International Hydrogen Day', Linde will present a new study into the costs of a Europe-wide hydrogen infrastructure, which will demonstrate ways to achieve a mobile hydrogen society. Dr. Wolfgang Reitzle, President and CEO of Linde AG: 'It is high time that we stop merely postulating about hydrogen as the energy source of the future, and begin taking real steps. This will require a broad coalition of responsibility.' Professor Klaus Töpfer, Executive Director of UNEP, comments on 'International Hydrogen Day': 'In a world facing growing environmental problems and diminishing oil reserves, hydrogen is one of the most likely long-term options, especially for transportation.' Linde AG, with around 41,000 employees worldwide, generates annual revenues of nearly ¤9 billion, and is the largest builder of hydrogen production facilities in the world. The company equips virtually all existing liquid hydrogen filling stations, operates Germany's sole hydrogen liquefaction plant, and is a leader in hydrogen refueling technology. For further information: Technical Press Stefan Metz +49 (0)611 / 770-487 Investor Relations Thomas Eisenlohr +49 (0)611 / 770-610 --- End of Message --- WKN: 648300; ISIN: DE0006483001; Index: DAX, Prime All Share, CDAX, HDAX; Listed: Amtlicher Markt in Frankfurter Wertpapierbörse, Amtlicher Markt in Börse Stuttgart, Amtlicher Markt in Bayerische Börse München, Amtlicher Markt in Börse Berlin Bremen, Amtlicher Markt in Hanseatische Wertpapierbörse zu Hamburg, Amtlicher Markt in Börse Düsseldorf, Prime Standard in Frankfurter Wertpapierbörse, Freiverkehr in Niedersächsische Börse zu Hannover; http://www.linde.com Copyright © Hugin ASA 2005. All rights reserved.

LOAD-DATE: February 1, 2005 

Bottom of Form

Top of Form

[image: image1.wmf]



 HTMLCONTROL Forms.HTML:Hidden.1 [image: image2.wmf]



 HTMLCONTROL Forms.HTML:Hidden.1 [image: image3.wmf]

This is the first te



 HTMLCONTROL Forms.HTML:Hidden.1 [image: image4.wmf]

1



 HTMLCONTROL Forms.HTML:Hidden.1 [image: image5.wmf]

tccspec



 HTMLCONTROL Forms.HTML:Hidden.1 [image: image6.wmf]

_tscspec



 HTMLCONTROL Forms.HTML:Hidden.1 [image: image7.wmf]

selectedText,doc



 HTMLCONTROL Forms.HTML:Hidden.1 [image: image8.wmf]

B-WW-W-W-AUU



 HTMLCONTROL Forms.HTML:Hidden.1 [image: image9.wmf]

1



 HTMLCONTROL Forms.HTML:Hidden.1 [image: image10.wmf]

FULL



 HTMLCONTROL Forms.HTML:Hidden.1 [image: image11.wmf]

1



 HTMLCONTROL Forms.HTML:Hidden.1 [image: image12.wmf]



 HTMLCONTROL Forms.HTML:Hidden.1 [image: image13.wmf]



 HTMLCONTROL Forms.HTML:Hidden.1 [image: image14.wmf]

1cc821ba-741d-1



 HTMLCONTROL Forms.HTML:Hidden.1 [image: image15.wmf]

_form%a4free%a



 HTMLCONTROL Forms.HTML:Hidden.1 [image: image16.wmf]

%a3forever%a6_



 HTMLCONTROL Forms.HTML:Hidden.1 [image: image17.wmf]

dGLbVtz-zSkAz



 HTMLCONTROL Forms.HTML:Hidden.1 [image: image18.wmf]

1c6b94876d62da


_Bottom of Form

MENA Business Reports

January 31, 2005

HEADLINE: ENVIRONMENT 2005 EXHIBITION & CONFERENCE INAUGURATED

BODY:

Sheikh Mansour Bin Zayed Al Nahyan, UAE's Minister of Presidential Affairs, inaugurated ENVIRONMENT 2005 Exhibition & Conference - the 3rd International Exhibition and Conference on the environment being held under the patronage of His Highness Sheikh Khalifa Bin Zayed Al Nahyan, President of the United Arab Emirates. Also present on the occasion were His Highness Eng. Sheikh Sultan Bin Tahnoun Al Nahyan, Head of the Tourism Development Department of Abu Dhabi, and other dignitaries.

Abdul Rehman Al Midfa, UAE - Minister of Health, said that the UAE has become a role model for all countries in the region in the field of environmental protection and this progress has been made thanks to the efforts of Sheikh Zayed Bin Sultan Al Nahyan, Late President of the UAE through his endeavours to enhance the environmental conditions for wildlife while enabling the UAE to emerge as one of the leading countries as regards environmental protection. Al Midfa also emphasised the parallel support provided by His Highness Sheikh Khalifa Bin Zayed Al Nahyan, President of the UAE who has undertaken to further build on the massive infrastructure projects initiated by Sheikh Zayed decades ago.

Al Midfa said "Sustainable transportation remains the main focus of this conference and is considered one of the main issues that is facing the countries of the region as per the UN Report for 2002". Al Midfa noted that the UAE has always considered environmental protection as the main pillar of its future policies and holding events such as ENVIRONMENT 2005 will enhance and strengthen co-operation between governmental and private sectors in the region.

Al Midfa said that most of the western countries have worked steadily to bridge the gap between sustainable development and protection of the environment by maintaining stability between the needs of the current and future generations. Nevertheless environmental concerns are rising due to the massive levels of development the industry is witnessing as a whole. Al Midfa stressed that developed countries have a responsibility towards developing and under0developed countries and are required to transfer the latest technologies and exchange expertise and models to enable developing countries to utilise new developments in a proactive manner.

Midfah explained that the UAE has been able to in the last few years develop a sustainable model, which is focussed on delivering to the expectations of the leaders of the UAE in becoming the region's hub for business, transportation and environmental leadership. The UAE has managed to so away with doing away with leaded fuel. The UAE also strives to establish international cooperation with all related parties and managed to launch the international summit on Sustainable Development in 2002.

Dr. Klaus Toepfer, United National Under Secretary General and Executive Director of UNEP said that the UN is determined to develop co-operation between all regions and considered the exhibition in Abu Dhabi as a prime opportunity to highlight the most pressing issues that the region is being affected by as well as a great venue to exchange points of view. He added that the UAE, thanks to the policies of Sheikh Zayed, has managed to sustain the massive development.

Ambassador Anwarul Chowdhury, UN Under - Secretary General and High Representative for the Least Developed Countries, Landlocked Developing Countries and Small Island Developing States commended the UAE's efforts at reducing environmental risks in the region and in particular the role that His Highness Sheikh Khalifa has played in this regard through his patronage of this event.

He affirmed that the conference holds a great deal of importance because it tackles a sensitive issue linked to massive development, trade and economic growth that the world has witnessed lately. Ambassador Chowdhury considered 2005 to be a focal point that will introduce many regional and international programmes aimed at reducing the side-effects environmental pollution including the UN memorandum on Sustainable Transportation.

Margaret Wolf, Vice Minister and Parliamentary State Secretary from Germany expressed her amazement at the massive development that the UAE has seen lately saying that the UAE is a great model for modern urban development and environmental harmony. She remarked that Abu Dhabi was like an oasis in the desert despite the harsh and challenging weather. She added that she would invite international organisations and specialised interest groups to visit the UAE so they can learn from Abu Dhabi, which has emerged as a role model for all new cities of the world.

Mr. Adrian Loader, Director Strategic Planning, Sustainable Development and External Affairs at Shell International said that Shell is planning to invest between US $ 5 and US $ 6 billion to establish special production facility in Qatar that will introduce new types of fuel that have low percentages of lead carbon content. He added that Shell and other international companies possess the know-how and technology that can provide better solutions that reduce environmental risks especially in the transportation sectors where it is expected that by 2030 international consumption of auto fuel will reach around 18 million barrels per day.

ENVIRONMENT 2005 is organised by the General Exhibitions Corporation (GEC) and Environmental Research and Wildlife Development Agency (ERWDA). The international organising partner for ENVIRONMENT 2005 is Messe IMAG. Running in parallel with the exhibition, a scientific conference is also taking place under the theme "Sustainable Transportation in Developing Countries". ) 2005 Mena Report (www.menareport.com)
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"International Hydrogen Day" in Berlin - Linde demonstrates ways towards a mobile hydrogen society

Publication Date:31-January-2005

Source: Europe Intelligence Wire 


Wiesbaden-- Around 200 representatives from politics and business, as well as the worlds of academia, finance, and the media - from more than ten countries - are expecteed on 24 February 2005, when the "International Hydrogen Day" takes place in the "Axica" at the Brandenburg Gate in Berlin. 

This event, to be staged under the auspices of the "United Nations Environment Program" (UNEP) headed by Professor Klaus Topfer, will be organized for the second time by the technology group and leading gas producer Linde AG. 

The German Minister for Economic Affairs, Wolfgang Clement, will explain the federal government's position and activities surrounding the theme of the event, "sustainable mobility & hydrogen". 

The European Commission, Japan's Ministry of Economy, Technology and Industry (METI), the US Department of Energy, as well as the International Energy Agency (IEA) will all be sending other high-ranking guest speakers. At the "International Hydrogen Day", Linde will present a new study into the costs of a Europe-wide hydrogen infrastructure, which will demonstrate ways to achieve a mobile hydrogen society. 

Dr. Wolfgang Reitzle, President and CEO of Linde AG: "It is high time that we stop merely postulating about hydrogen as the energy source of the future, and begin taking real steps. This will require a broad coalition of responsibility." 

Professor Klaus Topfer, Executive Director of UNEP, comments on "International Hydrogen Day": "In a world facing growing environmental problems and diminishing oil reserves, hydrogen is one of the most likely long-term options, especially for transportation." 

Linde AG, with around 41,000 employees worldwide, generates annual revenues of nearly 9 billion, and is the largest builder of hydrogen production facilities in the world. 

The company equips virtually all existing liquid hydrogen filling stations, operates Germany's sole hydrogen liquefaction plant, and is a leader in hydrogen refueling technology.
____________________________________________________________________________________________
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Indonesia sees years of work to repair ecosystem damage
BANDA ACEH, Indonesia As people here in Aceh Province try to rebuild their lives, officials are assessing the environmental damage to the coast from the tsunami on Dec. 26.

.

The tsunami, unleashed by a 9.0-magnitude earthquake off the island of Sumatra, has left about 230,000 people missing or dead in the province, according to Indonesian officials.

.

Officials say the earthquake and waves tore up coral reefs and destroyed mangrove forests and seaweed beds along the coast. Government experts and United Nations officials say it could take years and hundreds of million of dollars to restore these backbones of the marine ecosystem. Indonesian officials say it could take as long as five years to restore this environment.

.

The UN Environmental Program said the earthquake and the waves had damaged 25,000 hectares, or 61,000 acres, of mangroves, 29,000 hectares of coral reefs and 120 hectares of seagrass beds.

.

The agency last week sent an expert to Aceh to address the environmental situation. Other teams are investigating the damage in the 10 other affected Indian Ocean countries.

.

Three teams from Indonesia's Ministry of Maritime Affairs and Fisheries are also in the region to determine what can be done to revive the fish farms along the northeastern coast of Aceh, the main source of livelihood for over 10 percent of the region's population.

.

The environmental destruction is being felt hardest in the fish industries of Aceh's northeastern coast that supply prawns, milkfish and other seafood to the rest of the country and the region.

.

Fathuri Sukardi, an official at the Fisheries Ministry, estimates the sector's damage at the equivalent of $76 million. A report by the UN agency released last week put the environmental damage in Indonesia alone at $675 million.

.

Assessment teams will try to determine whether the damaged coast is still fit for fish culture, Sukardi said.

.

"The brackish water is gone, the infrastructure is gone, the irrigation canals," Sukardi was quoted as saying by Agence France-Presse. "We also lost the hatcheries, probably 70 of them." 

.

He added, "It would take five years to rebuild the industry, and that would depend on the availability of funds."

.

Indonesia's environment minister, Rachmat Witoelar, was quoted by the regional newspaper Serambi as saying that it would take four years to restore the coastal environment.

.

A UN environmental agency official, Ben Claesen, who arrived in Banda Aceh last week, told AFP that his team was still drawing up a more in-depth report on the destruction.

.

Muhammad Adli Abdullah, an Indonesian consultant to the UN Development Program, told AFP that the first priority would be replanting mangrove swamps that stretched 1,600 kilometers, or 1,000 miles, along Sumatra's northern coast. "There has to be a mangrove replanting to make the fish sanctuaries recover," Adli said, adding that the effort would take two years. "If we cannot, there will be a big problem for the fishing community."

.

While people can help restore the mangroves, there is little that can be done about the damage to coral reefs, which are slow-growing and important sanctuaries for marine life. On the nearby island of Simeulue, officials said, coral reefs have been pushed above the water off the northern coast, which rose by more than a meter because the earthquake had shifted tectonic plates.

.

In Jakarta, the government reported on Monday that Indonesia's death toll from the tsunami rose by more than 2,100, putting the total at 105,162. The number of missing stands at 127,774, most of them presumed dead.

.

The Health Ministry and the National Disaster Relief Coordinating Board said they had updated the casualty figures. The ministry and the board have been jointly announcing the numbers since Jan. 25.

.

The ministry said 105,034 people were confirmed dead in Aceh Province, which is on the northern tip of Sumatra Island and which was the area hardest hit by the tsunami. An additional 128 people were killed in other parts of the island.

.

A total of 127,749 people are missing in Aceh and 25 are unaccounted for elsewhere on Sumatra, the statement said.
____________________________________________________________________________________________
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HEADLINE: UN CALLS ON UAE TO FURTHER EXPAND TRANSPORTATION INFRASTRUCTURE

BODY:


<!-- Staff Report UN calls on UAE to further expand transportation infrastructure -->The United Nations has called on the UAE to continue improving and expanding its transportation infrastructure.

Leading representatives of the United Nations yesterday praised the country for being environment-friendly, but also warned it must not become complacent.

They were speaking during the opening of the Environment 2005 conference focusing on sustainable transportation in developing countries. The gathering also observed a minute's silence in memory of Shaikh Zayed Bin Sultan Al Nahyan. 

Dr Klaus Toepfer, UN undersecretary general and executive director of the UN Environment Programme, said the conference was "a signal that the environment is high on the agenda of the UAE and Abu Dhabi in particular".

Still, he told the assembly of businessmen, officials and guests, that more could be done.

"The main problem in the mega cities in the developing world is air pollution from traffic. We have to do our utmost to make clean fuel a reality, not a vision," Dr Toepfer said.

A total of 338 exhibitors from 41 countries are attending the event, which runs until Wednesday. The aim of those attending is to discuss and plan ways in which nations can reduce pollution while also expanding their transport infrastructure.

Anwarul Chowdhury, UN undersecretary general and high representative for the least developed countries, said there was "no simple model or formula" for governments to follow.

"The theme of this international conference is particularly important and timely. As we all know, trade is the engine of economic growth. Export competitiveness of developing countries is largely determined by their productivity, as well as their ability to deliver their goods to foreign markets effectively and at a competitive price," he said.

Chowdhury said developing countries must be prepared to address key problems caused by their rapid growth, including air pollution, road accidents and HIV. "Every day thousands of people are killed, maimed or injured while using a mode of transportation," he said.

Mohammad Al Bowardi, managing director of the Environment Research and Wildlife Development Agency, said the UAE had managed to grow while also keeping down air pollution levels.

"In a few years, the state was able to strike a balance between development requirements and environmental considerations.

"The success of the United Arab Emirates in attaining sustainable development has not come out of a vacuum, but is, in fact, the result of prudent and industrious politics," he said.
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BBC
Science sceptics meet on climate 

	By Duncan Bain 
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Sceptics say the weather is not changing dramatically


A conference to question whether global warming will have a catastrophic effect is being held in London on 27 January. 
It is being organised by the Scientific Alliance, which says its purpose is to bring together scientists and others to discuss environmental challenges. 
One speaker is Richard Lindzen, who is professor of atmospheric science at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. 
Most climate scientists insist, despite the Alliance, that human activity and climate change are directly linked. 
	[image: image21.png]



	[image: image22.png]


The greenhouse warming from increased gas emissions is, as far as we can tell, insignificant 

Professor Fred Singer 


The meeting takes place shortly before the Hadley Centre, part of the UK Met Office, hosts a conference on the science of climate change, from 1 to 3 February. 
The Scientific Alliance hopes to address issues it fears will not be addressed by the Hadley Centre participants. 
Dr Benny Peiser, one of the speakers at the London meeting, told the BBC: "We are concerned the Hadley Centre conference will ignore key questions, particularly regarding the alarmist nature of future predictions. 
"It's important for people to know there are eminent scientists who don't share this viewpoint." 
'Inflated' threat 
Results from one of the largest climate prediction projects ever run, which were published on Thursday in the journal Nature, suggest temperatures around the world could rise by as much as 11C. 
Previous predictions by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change suggested that global average temperatures would increase this century by 1.5-5.5C, with sea levels rising by anywhere from 9 to 88 cm. 
Another speaker at the London conference is Professor Fred Singer, a former director of the US Weather Satellite Service. 
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Drought is not linked to greenhouse gas emissions, speakers say


Asked whether global warming posed a threat, he told the BBC: "It's certainly not a cause for alarm. The greenhouse warming from increased gas emissions is, as far as we can tell, insignificant. 
"It's unlikely to be appreciable even a century from now, and we can easily adapt to it. 
"The IPCC's predictions are based entirely on models, not observations. You must either improve the models or prove the observations are wrong." 
The International Climate Change Taskforce said in a report this week the world might have little more than 10 years to avert catastrophic climate change. 
One of its co-chairs, the British MP Stephen Byers, said: "Our planet is at risk. With climate change, there is an ecological time-bomb ticking away, and people are becoming increasingly concerned by the changes and extreme weather events they are already seeing." 
Most climate scientists, inside the IPCC and outside it, are ready to acknowledge that they still do not know nearly enough about some key aspects of climate change. 
But most would say their data is improving, and is already robust enough to show human activities are causing dangerous interference with natural systems. 
_____________________________________________________________________
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UN or UNEP in the news

Ecological cost of the tsunami
Malaysia Star, Malaysia. 1 February 2005 - Beyond the horrific loss of human life, the Dec 26 devastating earthquake and resulting tsunami incurred US$675mil (RM2.56bil) in environmental damage in Indonesia.  
Wrecked mangroves, coral reefs and sea grass beds crippled important ecosystem functions, according to a preliminary assessment conducted by Indonesia, international donors and the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). 
http://thestar.com.my/lifestyle/story.asp?file=/2005/2/1/features/10002364&sec=features 

Indonesia plans to repair environmental damage to its tsunami coast
Channel News Asia, Singapore, 31 January 2005 - BANDA ACEH, Indonesia : As the people of Indonesia's Aceh province try to rebuild lives shattered by the tsunami disaster, officials are also assessing the environmental damage to the coast which bore the brunt of the giant waves.
…A UNEP report released last week put the environmental damage in Indonesia alone at 675 million dollars. 
Indonesian officials say it could take up to five years to restore the marine ecosystem.
http://www.channelnewsasia.com/stories/afp_asiapacific/view/130008/1/.html 

Climate change Real or unreal?
The Statesman, India, 1 February 2005 - Even though there is enough evidence of global warming and climate change tampering with ecosystems around the world, the political will to rectify the situation is waning, write Clifford Polycarp and Ritu Gupta 
Is global warming real, natural or caused by mankind? Who will benefit from it and who will suffer? The debate on the climate change goes on. The path-breaking report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, the premier organisation on climate change set up in 1998 by the World Meteorological Organisation and the United Nations Environment Programme, states that average surface temperatures has increased over the 20th century by about 0.6°C and most of it is “human caused” (increasing emissions of greenhouse gases). It says that the 1990s was the warmest decade and 1998 the warmest year since 1861, the year temperatures began to be recorded. 
http://www.thestatesman.net/page.news.php?clid=24&theme=&usrsess=1&id=67392 
____________________________________________________________________________
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UAE

Best Practices Awards presented

Shaikh Hamdan bin Rashid Al Maktoum, Deputy Ruler of Dubai, UAE Minister of Finance and Industry and Chairman of Dubai Municipality, last night presented the Dubai International Award for Best Practices to Improve the Living Environment (DIABP) to 10 winners representing most regions of the globe.The award ceremony, culminating the fifth cycle of the biennial award, was marked by the presence of senior United Nations officials, senior government officials, international partners of the award, dignitaries and representatives of the winning initiatives. 

Addressing the gathering, Qassim Sultan, Director-General of Dubai Municipality who chairs the DIABP Board of Trustees, said the award attracted participants from all over the world as usual, during its fifth cycle. But what distinguishes the cycle is that the winning entries were from various continents — North and South America, Central Asia, East Asia, Africa, Europe and the Middle East.

“Our aim is to make the award a window which is open to the world, benefiting every state and allowing the exchange of expertise,” he said. 

The prize is aimed at encouraging and honouring outstanding human achievements and experiments, enhancing people’s awareness of them and spreading them so as to benefit every community. Participation is open to all government and private establishments, local authorities and NGOs. In its four previous cycles, starting in 1996, it attracted 2,340 entries from more than 140 states. There were 36 winners from various parts of the world, in addition to the 10 winners who were presented with the award last night. 

He said during this cycle, there were 650 best practices. The Technical Advisory Committee chose 108 of them and the international jury chose the best 10, during its meeting in Dubai in July 2004.

UN support

Anna Tibaijuka, Executive Director of UN Habitat, said the award winning initiatives have made a tangible and significant difference in the lives of thousands of urban and rural dwellers. “It is an interesting coincidence that this award ceremony is happening so soon after the release of a report of the UN Millennium Project on progress made towards achieving the Millennium Development Goals. The report outlines some notable achievements as well as volumes of work that remains to be done. However, the conclusion is that the Millennium Development Goals, or MDGs as they are commonly known, are still attainable but much progress still has to be made. It is also clear that attaining the MDG requires the concerted effort of a wide and diverse range of stakeholders,” she said. 

She noted that the winners of the fifth cycle of the award prove that the MDG, and the principles of the Habitat Agenda are being implemented daily by committed governments, local authorities and communities. 

She noted that as a direct result of the Dubai International Award, several countries, notably Brazil, China and Spain, has their own national competitive best practices processes

http://www.khaleejtimes.com/Displayarticle.asp?section=theuae&xfile=data/theuae/2005/february/theuae_february25.xml
Project to manage Adnoc waste will be launched soon

Abu Dhabi-based refining company Takreer has announced to undertake a project for Adnoc and its group of companies involving effective disposal of waste. 

The project named Beaat was announced yesterday at Environment 2005, the 3rd international exhibition and conference being held in Abu Dhabi from January 30 to February 2, 2005. 

The project aims to manage all the dangerous waste products produced by Adnoc and its group of companies by utilising the latest technologies for treatment of hazardous waste in accordance with international standards.

The new project consists of establishing a complete hazardous waste treatment facility, which complies with the IFA and the US Environment Protection Agency standards. A specialised warehouse for all waste treatment is also under consideration.

The new operation will rely heavily on stabilising and neutralising the negative effects of solid waste through chemical treatment by combining such wastes with cement to produce concrete blocks that can be buried in a safe manner at varied depths. The second method consists of segregation of water from hazardous residues through a high technology process. The third method is built around burning solid waste in a high temperature furnace in order to destroy all hazardous organic material present in the waste. This method helps to dispose of hazardous material such as mercury that is in light bulbs.

Environment 2005 is organised by the General Exhibitions Corporation (Gec) and Environmental Research and Wildlife Development Agency (Erwda). The international organising partner for Environment 2005 is Messe IMAG.

http://www.khaleejtimes.com/Displayarticle.asp?section=theuae&xfile=data/theuae/2005/february/theuae_february20.xml
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In the headlines:

• 
As Annan stresses inclusiveness after Iraqi elections, top UN envoy meets leaders

• 
Success of Iraqi election augurs well for transition, Annan says, pledging UN support

• 
Security Council congratulates brave Iraqis for voting in elections

• 
2005 should be year of renewal for UN and hope for Africa, Annan tells Abuja Summit

• 
In Africa, Annan stresses that peacekeepers must adhere to conduct standards

• 
Reports of violence still coming out of Sudan's Darfur region – UN

• 
Hundreds flee attack, gather near UN peacekeepers in eastern DR of Congo

• 
Indonesia welcomes more permanent UN presence in Aceh for tsunami relief

• 
UN plans interim tsunami warning system that could be running almost at once

• 
UN peacekeeping chief cautions against deploying too many missions

• 
Palestinian girl shot dead in UN-run school in Gaza Strip

• 
UN tribunal sentences former Yugoslav general to eight years for war crimes

As Annan stresses inclusiveness after Iraqi elections, top UN envoy meets leaders 

31 January - With United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan declaring that the success of Sunday’s elections augurs well for Iraq’s transition, his top representative in the country today met with leading politicians to stress the need to bring all Iraqis together in shaping the future of their nation. 

Noting reports that, despite significant attempts at violent disruption, Iraqis turned out in large numbers to exercise their right to vote, Mr. Annan praised the courage of the Iraqi people, lauded the Independent Election Commission of Iraq (IECI) for running the poll “so effectively in such a limited timeframe and such daunting circumstances,” and congratulated UN officials who helped organize the elections. 

Mr. Annan, who is travelling in West Africa, spoke by phone with United States President George W. Bush and Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice today after conferring with Iraqi Prime Minister Ayad Allawi and British Prime Minister Tony Blair. 

“It is important to ensure that all individuals, groups and parties who, for whatever reason, were unable or unwilling to take part in the election are now brought into the constitution-making process,” Mr. Annan said in a message issued shortly after the polls closed Sunday. 

“This is a time for reconciliation on all sides. In this respect I am encouraged by the recent statements of a number of Iraqi political leaders, indicating their willingness to play a part in this process or to allow others to do so,” he added. 

This was just the message that his Special Representative Ashraf Qazi delivered in person on the ground Monday, visiting the electoral commission’s headquarters in Baghdad and meeting with various officials including the Vice President, and President of the Al Da’wa Party, Ibrahim Jaa’fary, Deputy Prime Minister Barham Saleh and the Head of Supreme Council for Islamic Revolution Abdul Aziz al Hakim. 

He also held talks with the President of the Association of Muslim Scholars Hareth al Dhari and President of the Iraqi Islamist Party Muhsen Abdul Hamid. 

Mr. Qazi stressed that the elections represented an important step in the political process that must bring all Iraqis together in shaping the future of their country. 

He emphasized the importance of encouraging a broad based dialogue among all Iraqi political forces as the best way to address difference in points of view. He stressed that all Iraqis must be represented in the political process, especially in the constitution making process, to ensure that it realizes its objective of building a safe, stable and democratic Iraq. 

Mr. Qazi added that the UN stands ready to support Iraqis in the post-elections period and is willing to avail its expertise to the Iraqis in the constitution making process if the Iraqi authorities seek its help. The National Assembly elected yesterday will appoint a new provisional government, write a constitution and organize definitive elections by the end of the year. 

The UN acted in an advisory and technical role to help the IECI deliver credible and inclusive elections, disbursing more than $100 million from a UN Elections Trust Fund to help organize the vote and coordinate the assistance of the international community. 

Success of Iraqi election augurs well for transition, Annan says, pledging UN support 

30 January - Reacting to early indications following today's polling in Iraq, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan hailed the election's success, urged national reconciliation and pledged the world body's help in facilitating the country's ongoing political transition. 

Mr. Annan lauded the bravery of the large numbers of Iraqis who exercised their right to vote despite significant attempts at violent disruption, as well as those who supported the process. 

“I wish to pay tribute to the courage of the Iraqi people, and to congratulate the Independent Election Commission of Iraq, as well as the thousands of Iraqi election workers and monitors, on having organized and carried out elections so effectively in such a limited timeframe and such daunting circumstances,” said the Secretary-General, who is currently in Abuja, Nigeria, where he attended an African summit earlier today. 

He also congratulated the UN Assistance Mission in Iraq (UNAMI) staff who, with other international electoral experts, worked to support the election. “Security forces, both Iraqi and international, also made a notable contribution to ensuring a relatively safe and secure environment,” he observed. 

“The success of the election augurs well for the transition process,” Mr. Annan declared. 

Today's balloting paves the way for Iraq's Transitional National Assembly to draft a permanent constitution which is expected to be put to a referendum in October. 

The Secretary-General said that process should be inclusive. “It is important to ensure that all individuals, groups and parties who, for whatever reason, were unable or unwilling to take part in the election are now brought into the constitution-making process,” he said. 

“This is a time for reconciliation on all sides,” he added, welcoming recent statements by a number of Iraqi political leaders indicating their willingness to support this process. 

For its part, the UN “stands ready to continue its electoral assistance, to facilitate vital outreach efforts, and, if invited, to assist the elected TNA in its work of drafting the constitution.” 

Security Council congratulates brave Iraqis for voting in elections 

31 January - Congratulating the people of Iraq on Sunday's election, Security Council members today offered their continued support for the country's political transition. 

"They commend the bravery of millions of Iraqis, who facing adverse conditions, exercised their right to vote," said Ambassador Cesár Mayoral of Argentina, the President of the 15-member body for January. 

The members welcomed yesterday's balloting, calling it a "positive step in the political development of Iraq," he added in a press statement. 

"As the Secretary-General [Kofi Annan] has said, the success of the elections augurs well for the transitional process," Ambassador Mayoral said, noting that the next phase will see the just-elected Transitional National Assembly draft a permanent constitution, which is expected to be put to a referendum in October. 

He added that members welcomed recent statements from Iraqi leaders stressing the importance of reconciliation and national unity. 

The statement also expressed the Council members' appreciation for the efforts of the Independent Electoral Commission for Iraq (IECI), the thousands of Iraqi poll workers and election observers, as well as the advice and support given to the Iraqis by UN officials and international observers. 

2005 should be year of renewal for UN and hope for Africa, Annan tells Abuja Summit 

30 January - United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today called on Africa's leaders to work for the twin goals of renewing the world body and providing hope to the continent. 

“Africa has an indispensable contribution to make in ensuring that 2005 becomes a turning point for the continent, the United Nations and the world,” Mr. Annan said in an address that focused on the importance of two major recent reports – one by a high-level panel on threats, challenges and change and the other on progress towards reaching the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), a set of global anti-poverty targets. 

Speaking to the fourth African Union Summit in Abuja, Nigeria, the Secretary-General looked towards a planned September meeting marking the sixtieth anniversary of the UN, where national leaders from across the world will face crucial questions on poverty and security. “The answers to all these questions will be of decisive importance for the future of this continent,” he said. 

Acknowledging the need for “far-reaching steps to adapt both our policies and our machinery,” he said African countries “make up an important voice” in the discussions on the UN's future. 

He emphasized that Africa, more than any other region, would benefit from action on recommendations put forward in the high-level panel's report, which argues that security and development are inextricably linked. “It is our job as Africans to make this point more widely known and understood, and to act on it,” the Ghanaian-born Secretary-General said. 

A true partnership between developed and developing countries could help Africa to achieve the millennium targets, he emphasized. “No new promises are needed and we don't ask for new ones to make this happen – just follow-through on existing ones.” 

The MDG report offers recommendations for action, including some that will be discussed at the September UN summit. But others, Mr. Annan noted, can be implemented immediately, such as its calls for the free mass distribution of malaria bed nets, the expansion of school meal programmes using locally produced foods, and an end to user fees for primary schools and essential health services. 

In Africa, Annan stresses that peacekeepers must adhere to conduct standards 

30 January - Meeting African leaders at a summit today in Abuja, Nigeria, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan sounded the alarm about peacekeepers who abuse civilians and reiterated his call for swift punishment of such egregious behaviour. 

During a press briefing following the meeting, Mr. Annan said that he has been emphasizing “to Africa's leaders and people that I expect the very highest standards of professionalism and conduct from the tens of thousands of UN peacekeepers deployed in different parts of the continent.” 

He said he was “proud” of the contributions they have made to the promotion of stability in several countries in Africa, and paid tribute to those blue helmets who have lost their lives in the service of peace. 

“I am deeply saddened to say, however, that an ugly stain is left on these heroic efforts by the appalling misconduct of a minority of peacekeepers,” he said, repeating his outrage over revelations that UN personnel in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) have sexually abused and exploited Congolese children. 

“This cannot stand. We cannot tolerate even one UN peacekeeper victimizing the most vulnerable among us.” 

The allegations are being investigated thoroughly. One former civilian staff member of the UN Organization Mission in the DRC (MONUC) is now in detention in his home country facing charges. Another is no longer in the UN's employ. 

The Secretary-General has appealed to the 20 top troop-contributing countries to ensure that swift disciplinary action and, where warranted, prosecutions are initiated whenever their military or police are found to have committed abuses. 

“The time has come to overhaul our entire training, disciplinary, and investigative regimes to ensure that we do not again experience this abomination in any of our missions,” he said. “I will be counting on the support of Member States in the coming months to help bring this about, and to treat this issue with utmost seriousness, as I myself most certainly do.” 

Mr. Annan also said he is studying the report of an independent commission probing whether genocide has been committed in the strife-torn Darfur region of Sudan. 

While not revealing its contents, he said he would transmit the report to the Security Council and voiced confidence that the 15-member body “will give most serious consideration to its recommendations.” 

He noted that it is already clear that “serious violations of international humanitarian law and gross violations of human rights have taken place and this cannot be allowed to stand.” 

Sanctions against Sudan, he added, “should still be on the table.” 

The Secretary-General set up the five-member panel of experts in response to a Security Council resolution. The independent commission is mandated to "investigate reports of violations of international humanitarian law and human rights law in Darfur by all parties, to determine also whether or not acts of genocide have occurred, and to identify the perpetrators of such violations with a view to ensuring that those responsible are held accountable." 

The African Union currently has more than 1,000 troops monitoring the situation in Darfur. Mr. Annan today said that number is expected to rise to up to 3,500 by February. 

“We at the UN intend to work with them very closely and give the assistance and support that we can,” he said. 

Reports of violence still coming out of Sudan's Darfur region – UN 

31 January - Reports of violence continue to come out of Sudan's western Darfur region and several routes in South Darfur state are currently closed for United Nations movement because of ongoing insecurity, the UN Advance Mission in Sudan (UNAMIS) said today. 

The reported attacks are the latest in Darfur which the UN has called the world's worst humanitarian crisis. Tens of thousands of people have been killed and at least 1.8 million others forced from their homes since rebels took up arms against the Government in early 2003, partly in protest at the distribution of economic resources. 

In South Darfur on 27 and 28 January, armed tribesmen reportedly attacked internally displaced persons (IDPs) gathering at Djedja, killing six and displacing over 4,000 more. Only three routes are clear for UN movement, UNAMIS said. 

In West Darfur, the situation appears to have calmed down since heavy fighting north of Sirba on 20 January, but the area remains tense. 

In North Darfur on 26 and 27 January, unidentified persons burnt several huts, including one belonging to a local non-governmental organization (NGO). On 28 January, a group of IDPs in Abu Shouk camp, who claimed not to have received ration cards and not to have received food since their arrival, looted food items, leading to a riot and halting food distribution. 

Humanitarian agencies are planning to meet to discuss and identify alternative sites to relocate some 25,000 IDPs who have arrived in Abu Shouk camp over the past two months due to insecurity. 

Hundreds flee attack, gather near UN peacekeepers in eastern DR of Congo 

31 January - About 2,500 people have fled a village they said came under attack by militias in the Ituri district in northeastern Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) and have gathered near United Nations peacekeepers nearby, the UN mission in the country said today. 

The peacekeepers flew in by helicopter over the weekend after hearing that the village of Che, 60 kilometres from Bunia in Ituri's Djugu territory, had been set on fire and that the villagers were fleeing to safety. They reinforced their position when the number of refugees jumped to 2,500 from 120, the UN Organization Mission in the DRC (MONUC) said. 

Many of the villagers had been wounded with knives, machetes and arrows, so MONUC had sent in a team of doctors and provided safe water, it said. Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) were distributing food, blankets and clothing. 

The Mission said it would ask the national transitional government and the armed militias in Ituri to find a solution together for whatever the problem was in Che. 

Indonesia welcomes more permanent UN presence in Aceh for tsunami relief 

31 January - The Indonesian military has welcomed a more permanent United Nations presence to reinforce aid coordination in the city of Calang in Aceh province, the area most devastated by last month’s tsunami, and infrastructure for a UN office is on the way there while several agencies already have staff on the ground. 

Returning from a visit to Calang as well as the towns of Meulaboh and Banda Aceh, the UN Humanitarian Coordinator in Indonesia, Bo Asplund reported that Government priorities currently included the provision of materials related to education, along with logistical assistance and a more diversified supply of food relief. 

The region was the closest to the undersea earthquake that spawned the tsunami on 26 December and accounts for more than two-thirds of the death toll of over 200,000. 

An assessment of 50 settlements of people who have lost their homes in the Banda Aceh area revealed no immediate health issues, although access to clean water, sanitation and food remains a problem. 

The UN World Food Programme (WFP) reported today that 417,000 displaced people are in camps in Aceh and neighbouring Sumatra province while 260,000 are staying with host families, according to latest government figures. While many of the camps are well organized and managed by non-governmental organizations (NGOs), others are ad hoc collections of makeshift tents or clusters of people living in mosques and schools. 

With the arrival of sufficient food aid by ship to Indonesia, WFP has wound down its airlifts of emergency food aid from the humanitarian air hub at the Subang Air Base in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, which played a central role in moving aid to Indonesia with 82 flights, primarily by giant C-130s of the Malaysian and Danish air forces. The agency will now use the base to move essential equipment for other UN agencies as well as vehicles for its own use. 

In Sri Lanka, the second-most ravaged of the dozen Indian Ocean nations hit by the tsunami, WFP reported that based on a food assessment it carried out with the UN International Labour Organization (ILO), many families – especially those who earn a living in tourism and the retail trade – are expected to begin to be able to support themselves again by the end of February. Others will be able to support themselves if provided with public work, micro-credit and food-for-work schemes. 

Meanwhile, the UN World Tourism Organization (WTO) is holding a two-day emergency meeting in Phuket, Thailand, to discuss how to lure visitors back to tsunami-hit areas. WTO Secretary-General Francesco Frangialli, on a four-country mission to Asia, noted that although Indonesia was severely affected by the disaster, its tourism industry has been virtually untouched except for the small island of Nias, a popular surfing destination. The main issues are perception and communication, he said. 

Hotel cancellations in Indonesia were totally irrational when destinations like Bali, Java and Lombok were several thousand kilometres away from the quake’s epicentre off the western end of Sumatra, he said. 

As for the Maldives, UN Development Programme (UNDP) Resident Representative Moez Doraid noted that the islands that play host to the archipelago’s tourism industry, which makes up 33 per cent of the gross domestic product, were spared serious damage and the majority are functioning as well as they have always done. 

“We want to tell the world that the country is open for tourism business. This is the best time of year to come, and the outside world can help by visiting as tourists,” he said. 

On another note, Yusuf Islam, the artist formerly known as Cat Stevens, joined a team from the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) over the weekend to visit displaced children in Aceh’s Lamno region, where 26 of 40 villages were destroyed and More than half of the population perished. 

Only minutes before Yusuf’s arrival, a small tremor was felt, one of the many aftershocks occurring daily in Aceh. “All the children stiffened and wanted to run out there and then,” said UNHCR’s adviser on women and children’s issues, Karuna Anbarasan, of the school-turned-centre for displaced persons. “But the local imam told them to stay calm, to sit and to pray. He said they survived for a reason and purpose and it calmed them down.” 

The children treated Yusuf, whose NGO has just set up a base in Aceh to help orphans and teachers who lost their schools, to a performance of song and intricate Acehnese dance using only their upper bodies. 

UN plans interim tsunami warning system that could be running almost at once 

31 January - In a first step to prevent a repeat of the horrendous toll reaped a month ago by the devastating Indian Ocean tsunami, the United Nations is developing an interim early warning system for the region that could be operational almost immediately until a longer-term fully-fledged mechanism is put in place. 

The move by the UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization and its Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission (IOC) was announced at the weekend in Phuket, Thailand, at the Ministerial Meeting on Regional Cooperation on Tsunami Early Warning Arrangements. 

Had such a system existed on 26 December, experts believe, scores of thousands of lives might have been saved from the giant waves that killed more than 200,000 people in a dozen Indian Ocean countries, since they would have been given up to several hours to flee to higher ground before the tsunami struck. 

One proposal under consideration that could be operational almost immediately would involve the Japanese Meteorological Agency (JMA) and the IOC Pacific Tsunami Warning Centre (PTWC) providing national authorities in the Indian Ocean region with information and warnings arising from their monitoring activities. 

UNESCO is also working with the Asian Disaster Preparedness Centre in Thailand and the Asian Disaster Reduction Centre in Japan to accelerate the adaptation of public awareness materials developed for and widely used in the volcano- and earthquake-prone Pacific Rim, the only region in the world that now has such a system. 

At the same time, efforts are continuing to establish a “longer-term fully-fledged system,” UNESCO Director-General Koïchiro Matsuura said in a speech delivered by IOC Executive-Secretary Patricio Bernal. 

“Through a joint project with the UN-ISDR (UN International Strategy for Disaster Reduction), which has received financial support from Japan, the European Union and Sweden, we are planning the installation of six tsunami enabled sea-level stations in the eastern Indian Ocean and the upgrading of 15 more in the whole basin,” he added. 

Early warning systems are based on earthquake and tidal sensors, speedy communications, alarm networks and disaster preparedness training in vulnerable regions and Mr. Matsuura stressed the vital importance of preparing civil populations according to local conditions. “For example, in Aceh, Indonesia (the worst-hit region), the rapid delivery of warning messages could well exploit the wide distribution of Islamic mosques with established loud-speaker systems,” he noted. 

“In other countries and local environments, alternative approaches may need to be employed, including local radio and traditional village communication structures,” he added. 

Mr. Matsuura also reiterated the need to establish by 2007 a tsunami-specific early warning system for other regions at risk, such as the Caribbean, the Mediterranean and the southwest Pacific. 

The next steps toward this will be taken on 3 March, when the IOC convenes a technical meeting of experts from interested Member States and relevant regional and international organizations to harmonize the different early warning initiatives emerging for the Indian Ocean and to define the scope and characteristics of the global system. 

UN peacekeeping chief cautions against deploying too many missions 

31 January - Although many peacekeeping missions have achieved much more than expected, the United Nations should be careful not to field too many missions over the next decade, the chief of peacekeeping told the special committee that oversees the operations. 

Addressing the 34-member Special Committee on Peacekeeping Operations, Under-Secretary-General Jean-Marie Guéhenno said last year was a good year for the Department of Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO) because situations improved beyond expectations in several countries – Timor-Leste, Sierra Leone, Afghanistan, Liberia and Burundi – seen as likely to be impossible to repair. 

“In total, 120,000 military and civilian police personnel, drawn from over 100 countries, rotated through our missions in 2004. We generated resources, deployed and sustained them, this time around, in a manner that no other organization in the world could replicate as efficiently or as cost-effectively,” he said. 

He noted that the United Nations chartered 319 aircraft and 52 ships, and currently operates an aircraft fleet comprising 57 fixed-wing and 114 rotary-wing aircraft – a 50 per cent increase in 2004. It also transported 580,000 passengers and 470,000 tons of cargo – in over 90,000 flight hours – and runs 14 military hospitals and 120 clinics, as well as more than 4,000 generators with a total capacity of 300 megawatts, enough to supply power to 200,000 homes. 

In addition, more than 100 UN peacekeepers died in the service of peace. 

Mr. Guéhenno said he wanted to stress that reforms, especially those taken from the Brahimi Report of 2000, and successes should now be consolidated, “instead of growing too fast, or spreading ourselves too thin.” 

Despite a recommendation from the Special Committee that only one mission should be launched per year, DPKO had had to field three – in Burundi, Haiti and Côte d’Ivoire – in the first half of last year, just after deploying their largest operation, that in Liberia, at the end of 2003. 

Besides, the restructuring and expansion of the UN Organization Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (MONUC) was as taxing as establishing a new operation, he said. 

In addition, DPKO was not only managing its own operations but was being called on to provide services and support to those mounted by others, notably the UN Department of Political Affairs (DPA), including the UN Assistance Mission in Iraq (UNAMI), and now for an operation in Darfur, Sudan, run by the African Union (AU). 

“Is this a trend you expect to continue?” he asked the Special Committee. 

On the problem of allegations of sexual exploitation by peacekeepers in the DRC, who sometimes paid young teenagers scraps of food, he said that that was a substantive problem, not a public relations problem to be “spun.” 

That the exploitation continued even after the UN had conducted an investigation showed that that “some peacekeepers still have not gotten the message,” Mr Guéhenno said. 

DPKO needed help from the Committee in sending peacekeepers the right message by taking quick action when allegations were made and in making significant improvements in prevention policies. 

Palestinian girl shot dead in UN-run school in Gaza Strip 

31 January - A 10-year-old Palestinian girl was shot and killed today while lining up for afternoon assembly in the yard of a United Nations-run school in the occupied Gaza Strip at a time when firing was heard from the direction of the Israeli-controlled border area, the fifth such fatal incident in the territory in the past two years. 

“Despite the hopeful signs of improvement in the situation we have again been reminded of the continuing danger to which innocent children are exposed by the realities of the occupation and the irresponsible use of arms,” said Peter Hansen, Commissioner-General of the UN Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA), which runs the school. 

UNRWA has repeatedly protested against the Israeli military’s indiscriminate firing into civilian areas in the occupied Palestinian territory. Rafah Elementary Co-Ed “B” School, which is 800 metres from the border, has been hit on numerous occasions since the start of the conflict but this is the first time shots have had tragic consequences. 

Noran Iyad Deeb was killed and a second girl, Aysha Isam El-Khatib, was injured in the hand by a second bullet. The school’s teaching staff was attempting to clear the children from the school yard when a bullet hit Noran in the face. 

UN tribunal sentences former Yugoslav general to eight years for war crimes 

31 January - The United Nations war crimes tribunal for the former Yugoslavia today sentenced retired Lt. Gen. Pavle Strugar to eight years in jail in connection with the bombardment of historic and religious sites in the Old Town of Dubrovnik in Croatia in 1991. 

The International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) gave General Strugar credit for the 457 days he has already been in custody. 

For not stopping the shelling of Dubrovnik or punishing the subordinates who ordered and carried it out , General Strugar, who formerly served with the Yugoslav Peoples' Army (JNA), was found guilty of two counts of war crimes against the civilian population and destruction of cultural and historical monuments. He was acquitted of four other charges, including the killing of two civilians. 

The shelling of one of the UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization's (UNESCO) World Heritage Sites took place after Croatia declared itself independent of Serb-dominated Yugoslavia in 1991. 

General Strugar's crimes against persons "would have been punishable in the former Yugoslavia by sentences ranging from 5 to 20 years of imprisonment, and the crimes against property by sentences ranging from 1 to 15 years of imprisonment," the court said. 

Among the mitigating circumstances were the former general's voluntary surrender to the authorities in 2001, his advanced age of 71 and that of his Serbo-Croatian wife of 47 years, Katica Strugar, as well as their ill health. General Strugar was suffering from bouts of dementia and Mrs. Strugar had become dependent on their two sons, who were both unemployed, it noted. 

In addition, "Mrs. Strugar, a woman of Serbian and Croatian background, stated that their different ethnic backgrounds were never an obstacle to their life together. She portrayed her husband as a good husband and father who always tried hard to keep the family together although they were forced to move frequently due to his service with the JNA," it said. 

The Court said it had examined a large amount of evidence, "characterized by contradiction and inconsistency," to determine relatively few issues. The task of weighing the evidence on some issues was made more difficult because "witnesses who played a material role have not been called to give evidence, and because some relevant records and documents have not been located." 

UN's top counter-narcotics official calls for international arrest warrants against Afghan drug traffickers 

30 January - The senior United Nations counter-narcotics official has completed a visit to Afghanistan with a call for international arrest warrants against drug traffickers there. 

During his trip, Antonio Maria Costa, the Executive Director of the UN Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), met with President Hamid Karzai and proposed measures that would pave the way for warrants to be issued on the basis of global treaties, such as the 1988 Convention Against Illicit Trafficking in Narcotic Drug and Psychotropic Substances. 

Mr. Costa complimented President Karzai for his political accomplishments during 2004, especially the appointment of a new Cabinet committed to fighting opium cultivation and trafficking. 

“As Afghanistan is taking the right measures on eradication of poppy fields,” Mr. Costa said, “it is encouraging to see that the magnitude and gravity of the drug problem, which threatens stability and development in the country and beyond, is recognized by all of Afghanistan's partners.” 

While it is too early to project production levels for the forthcoming harvest, anecdotal evidence points to some reduction in the cultivation compared to 2004, according to UNODC. 

“We have to win the farmers on our side for the years to come, and not only in 2005,” said Mr. Costa, calling for development assistance to farmers in order to off-set their income losses. 

UNODC encourages joint efforts by the Government of Afghanistan and its partners to provide mutual legal assistance and create conditions for extradition of major traffickers. 

In a separate development, the chief UN envoy for Afghanistan, Jean Arnault, on Saturday called on the international community and the Government to act on recommendations by the Afghan Independent Human Rights Commission (AIHRC) on the sensitive subject of how to address past abuses. 

“The clamor for justice and change that transpires through these pages does not surprise us,” he said. “For three years, UNAMA has been a close witness to these sentiments, which are pervasive throughout the country. They are consonant with the enthusiastic participation in the presidential election last year, the massive popular support for disarmament and reintegration, and the urgent plea for an end to corruption and violence.” 

The Government and the international community should take account of the recommendations in the AIHRC's report, entitled “A Call for Justice,” in order to foster security and national unity, he said. 

The report urges ending all abuses and corruption, ascertaining the truth about Afghanistan's suffering over the past 30 years, compensating the victims, and prosecuting those guilty of the most egregious crimes. 

The UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA), “for its part, is ready to work with the Government, the AIHRC and other partners to make what can become an important contribution to the consolidation of a just and trusted state in Afghanistan,” Mr. Arnault said. 

UNESCO denounces yet one more journalist’s murder, this time in Haiti 

31 January - In yet another denunciation of the murder of a journalist, this time in Haiti and reportedly by police, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) has condemned this “intolerable attack on democracy and rule of law.” 

Haitian radio reporter Abdias Jean was allegedly killed by police in the Village de Dieu sector of the capital Port-au-Prince on 14 January. Police are reported to have beaten and shot him after he identified himself as a journalist while covering a police raid on the shanty town and their killing of several people there. 

“I strongly condemn the killing of Abdias Jean who appears to have been shot dead for carrying out his professional duty to inform the public,” UNESCO Director-General Koïchiro Matsuura said. “If reports that Mr. Jean was killed by the police are confirmed, it would be particularly shocking to think that such crimes are perpetrated by the very forces responsible for law and order.” 

He voiced his concern about the situation in Haiti, and persistent reports of violence against the media, which he said “have an essential role to play if normalcy and good governance are to be established in the country.” 

It was the latest of many condemnations Mr. Matsuura has issued over the past year in connection with attacks on journalists around the world. UNESCO's mandate inckudes the defence of freedom of expression and press freedom. 

Delegates continue negotiations at UN on the rights of the disabled 

31 January - After agreeing on various draft articles of a convention on the rights of people with disabilities, the United Nations panel negotiating the treaty turned their attention this week to freedom of expression and opinion, access to information, safeguarding privacy and living independently without being excluded from community affairs. 

Representatives, coordinated by Ambassador Don McKay of New Zealand, were to hold informal consultations on these clauses and to review other articles more formally under the chairmanship of Ambassador Luis Gallegos Chiriboga of Ecuador by the time the fifth session of the Assembly's Ad Hoc Committee ends on Friday. 

"We had quite a long and hard week, but we have covered quite a bit of material," Mr. Mackay said Friday. "The issues we covered were especially difficult – more difficult than other parts of the text. The articles that follow deal with action by States parties to put these issues into practice and are more mechanical." 

The Ad Hoc Committee agreed last week on wording for the rights of persons with disabilities to life, equal recognition before the law, liberty and security of the person, freedom from torture or cruel, inhuman and degrading treatment or punishment and freedom from violence, abuse and exploitation. 

Mr. McKay reminded drafters that their role was not to work out the final text but to develop the draft they had received so that the GA delegations could have an improved text for review. 

UN calls for huge investments in water use for agriculture to slash hunger 

31 January - With more than 850 million people worldwide suffering from chronic hunger and undernourishment, the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) today called for huge investments in water, agriculture and ecosystems to meet the goal of halving the number of hungry people by 2015. 

“Water, food and ecosystems are three aspects of our global well-being that are so tightly bound that they have become critical for livelihoods, sustainable development and for political stability,” the agency’s Deputy Director-General, David Harcharik, told the FAO/Netherlands International Conference on Water for Food and Ecosystems in The Hague. 

“These aspects deserve more attention than we currently devote to their description and understanding,” he added in a keynote speech delivered on behalf of FAO Director-General Jacques Diouf. Halving the number of the world’s hungry by 2015 is just one of eight Millennium Development Goals (MDG) set by the UN Millennium Summit of 2000. 

Huge investments in rain-fed and irrigated agriculture are urgently needed to produce more “crop per drop” in countries suffering from hunger and malnutrition, Mr Harcharik said. Investments in raising water productivity for staple foods or high value market crops should not irreparably degrade precious water resources and related ecosystems, he said. 

More than 30 ministers and around 500 delegates from 140 countries are attending the five-day meeting. 

Investments in agriculture need to be directed to “higher, value-added diversification that is well adapted to local resource limits,” Mr. Harcharik said. “In Africa, for instance, more emphasis needs to be given to diversifying strategies towards rain-fed mixed crop and farming systems and water harvesting, alongside irrigated agriculture. In Asia, the strong tradition of landscape moulding and hydraulic control can be diversified with improved aquaculture and biodiversity,” he added. 

He called for strategic and sustainable plans to achieve a balance between natural ecosystems and agricultural production functions in river basins. “Reconciling these competing claims on our natural resource heritage and achieving a balance between natural ecosystem and agricultural production within our river basins will be critical,” he declared. 

Housing ministers meet at UN-sponsored conference on reducing slums in Africa 

31 January - Senior African officials started a five-day United Nations meeting in South Africa today to find ways of improving urban slums in which four-fifths of the dwellers have no access to running water and more than 90 per cent lack access to a sewerage system. 

The UN Human Settlements Programme (UN-HABITAT) said the theme of the conference, “Urbanization, Shelter and Development: Towards an Enhanced Framework for Sustainable Cities and Towns in Africa,” reflected its aim to develop a continent-wide framework of action to guide national policies on urban management. 

Migration to poor towns from even poorer rural areas has created a process known as “the urbanization of poverty,” with slums housing 72 per cent of urban Africans, or 187 million people, and two out of five slum-dwellers in Africa living in “circumstances deemed to be life-threatening,” UN-HABITAT said. 

“Africa’s urbanization is not accompanied by sustained growth precisely because the continent has been perceived as primarily rural and the issues related to the development of sustainable human settlements and the need to provide an integrated approach to the problems of urban poverty and infrastructure, have not been prioritized,” especially within the New Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD) Agenda, the first African Ministerial Conference on Housing and Urban Development (AMCHUD) said. 

The delegates will discuss such topics as governance and urban development, expanding access to shelter delivery and other basic services for all, as well as financing housing and urban development and the draft of a framework for creating sustainable cities and towns in Africa. 

The towns have a major disadvantage in not being able to appropriate funds, UN-HABITAT said. “The region is handicapped by weak local governance capacity. Despite the measures taken to decentralize functions in many countries, a corresponding transfer of resources has not taken place,” it said. 

The statistics show that African towns and cities are sharply divided along those who have access to services and those who have not, UN-HABITAT said, with slum dwellers having few services, such as water and sanitation, electricity, or telephones, compared to their wealthier compatriots. 

With UN help, three Balkan states pledge to solve refugee problem by 2006 

31 January - Three Balkan countries agreed today to bring a genuine and successful close to the refugee chapter in southeastern Europe by the end of 2006, through either voluntary return or local integration in a process that the United Nations refugee agency will actively assist. 

In a bid to write the final epilogue to the worst violence in Europe since World War II, which displaced well over a million people, the ministers responsible for refugees in Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH), Croatia, and Serbia and Montenegro attended the “3x3 Initiative” conference in Sarajevo with three key international organizations – the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) and the European Union (EU). 

“Significant progress has been achieved by the concerned governments in their respective countries,” UNHCR Assistant High Commissioner Kamel Morjane told the conference, held a decade after the signing of the Dayton Peace Accord in 1995 that ended hostilities in the former Yugoslavia. 

He recalled that in November 1995, when the three countries met in Dayton, Ohio, nearly half the estimated population in Bosnia and Herzegovina had been forcibly displaced as refugees or internally displaced persons. Since then, more than 1 million refugees and internally displaced persons have exercised their right to return. 

Significant progress has also been achieved in returns to the neighbouring countries, with a third of all refugees originating from Croatia returning over the years. This leaves an estimated 300,000 or more refugees remaining in the three countries, he noted. 

Ongoing efforts to re-register the remaining refugee population in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia and Montenegro, fully supported by UNHCR, indicate at this stage that the refugee population still in need of a durable solution may be much smaller than assumed, perhaps half of current estimates. 

Mr. Morjane stressed that it would be an illusion to believe that all refugees from the region will eventually return home, since many by now have acquired citizenship elsewhere and become productive members of their new countries. 

UN refugee chief calls on Europe to develop comprehensive strategy on asylum 

31 January - European Union (EU) countries can improve the management of refugee problems by focusing on reinforcing protection in the regions of origin, building greater capacity in transit countries and improving the quality of the EU’s own asylum systems, according to the head of the United Nations refugee agency. 

“By reinforcing protection in regions of origin, and ensuring that refugees can find solutions there, we can reduce the pressure for onward movement,” UN High Commissioner for Refugees Ruud Lubbers told an informal meeting of European Interior Ministers over the weekend in Luxembourg. 

He said that for this to happen, there needed to be more resources and closer coordination between interior, foreign and development ministries as well as with the European Commission. 

Although refugee numbers worldwide are going down – currently just under 10 million, or about half what they were a decade ago – there are still too many long-lasting refugee problems, he noted. 

He cited the case of Afghanistan – the largest group of asylum seekers arriving in Europe in 2001 – as an example of how a concerted effort in the region of origin can provide a clear dividend in terms of reduced flows to Europe. “There is certainly a link between the sharp decline in the number of Afghan asylum seekers in Europe and the massive return to Afghanistan,” he said. 

Turning to the issue of transit countries, through which refugees and economic migrants pass through on their way to Europe, Mr. Lubbers suggested that improving asylum conditions there would also help reduce onward movement. “But this will take time,” he warned. “Therefore, I strongly counsel against any precipitous initiative to declare such countries ‘safe,’ in the absence of acceptable protection safeguards.” 

UN and partners open the world’s first biodiversity park of its kind in Pakistan 

31 January - With last month’s devastating Indian Ocean tsunami giving added urgency to environmental protection, the United Nations and its partners today officially opened the first biodiversity park of its kind in the world in Morgah, Pakistan. 

“In Asia and Pacific, conservation of biodiversity has assumed renewed importance after the recent tsunami which destroyed considerable parts of the region’s reserves of biodiversity such as forests, fish stocks, coral reefs and mangrove swamps,” the Executive Secretary of the Bangkok-based UN Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP), Kim Hak-Su, told the gathering. 

“Efforts like the one in Morgah can serve as models for restoring the biodiversity of devastated countries and help prevent further loss of the sustainable livelihoods of the people,” he added. 

The Morgah Biodiversity Park Project, the brainchild of ESCAP, brings together participants from the private sector, national and local governments, and the local community and aims to conserve endangered and important flora and fauna of the Pothwar region of Pakistan by ex-situ methods, creation of awareness and dissemination of information on biodiversity conservation. 

A part of ESCAP's Pro-Poor Public Private Partnership for poverty reduction, it follows the 2002 UN World Summit on Sustainable Development, held in Johannesburg, South Africa. 

Mr. Kim commended the Government of Pakistan and Attock Refinery Limited for the bold steps they had taken in pioneering this first public-private partnership in providing the poor with access to biodiversity. 

Also participating in the launch were Pakistani Minister of State for Economic Affairs Hina Rabbani Khar and the Chief Executive Officer of Attock Refinery Limited, M. Raziuddin. 
____________________________________________________________________________________________
DAILY PRESS BRIEFING BY THE OFFICE OF THE SPOKESMAN FOR THE SECRETARY-GENERAL AND THE SPOKESMAN FOR THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY PRESIDENT
Following is a near-verbatim transcript of today’s noon briefing by Fred Eckhard, Spokesman for the Secretary-General, and Djibril Diallo, Spokesman for the General Assembly President.

Spokesman for Secretary-General
Good afternoon,

**SG on Iraq
Last night the Secretary-General issued a statement on the Iraqi elections saying that current indications are that the elections have been successfully carried out. 

He paid tribute to the courage of the Iraqi people.  He especially congratulated all those Iraqis who were involved in either planning or monitoring the elections, and who worked in such a limited timeframe and under such daunting circumstances. 

He also noted the contributions of the security forces, both Iraqi and international, in ensuring a relatively safe and secure environment. 

The success of the election augurs well for the transition process, he said, with the next phase being one in which the Transitional National Assembly drafts a permanent constitution for Iraq, which is expected to be put to a referendum in October 2005. 

The Secretary-General called for reconciliation on all sides.  It is important, he went on to say, to ensure that all those who, for whatever reason, were unable or unwilling to take part in the election are now brought into the constitution-making process. 

The United Nations, he said from Abuja, stands ready to continue its electoral assistance, to facilitate vital outreach efforts, and, if invited, to assist the elected Transitional National Assembly in its work of drafting the constitution.  We have the full text upstairs.

**Iraq Phone Calls
While travelling in West Africa, the Secretary-General kept himself abreast of the latest developments in Iraq. 

In addition to regular contacts with his own staff in Baghdad, he spoke by phone to Iraqi Prime Minister Ayad Allawi, US Ambassador in Iraq John Negroponte and UK Prime Minister Tony Blair.  

This morning, the Secretary-General also spoke to US President George W. Bush and Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice.

**Qazi
From Baghdad, on this day after the elections, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Iraq, Ashraf Qazi, held talks with a broad range of Iraqi political personalities. 

Qazi stressed that the elections represented an important step in the political process that must bring all Iraqis together in shaping the future of their country.

He emphasized the importance of encouraging a broad-based dialogue among all Iraqi political forces as the best way to address differences in points of view.  He also stressed that all Iraqis must be represented in the political process, especially in the constitution-making process, to ensure that it realizes its objective of building a safe, stable and democratic Iraq.

Qazi said the UN stands ready to support Iraqis in the post-election period and is willing to provide its expertise to the Iraqis in the constitution making process if the Iraqi authorities seek its help.

**SG Travels
The Secretary-General has arrived in Yaoundé, Cameroon, where he is scheduled today to meet with President Paul Biya and to attend an early dinner, before leaving for New York.  In fact that meeting with President Biya is probably just about over by now.

Yesterday, the Secretary-General addressed the African Union Summit in Abuja, Nigeria, telling the assembled leaders that “Africa has an indispensable contribution to make in ensuring that 2005 becomes a turning point for the continent, the United Nations and the world.”

He said he attaches the highest importance to nurturing the ties between the United Nations and the African Union.  And we have copies of his statement upstairs.

The Secretary-General then gave a press conference at the summit site, in which he said, because of the “ugly stain” left by the appalling misconduct of a minority of peacekeepers in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, “The time has come to overhaul our entire training, disciplinary, and investigative regimes to ensure that we do not again experience this abomination in any of our missions.”  He argued, “We cannot tolerate even one UN peacekeeper victimizing the most vulnerable among us.”

On Darfur, he said that he had just received the report of the International Commission of Inquiry, adding, “We are in the process of analyzing it and I shall release it to the Security Council very shortly.”  He said that, regardless of how the events in Darfur are described, “serious violations of international humanitarian law and gross violations of human rights have taken place and this cannot be allowed to stand.”  He added, “I believe that sanctions should still be on the table.”

**Security Council - Sudan
At 3:00 this afternoon, the Security Council has scheduled consultations on Sudan, to receive a briefing from the Secretariat on recent developments there. 

Haile Menkerios, a Director in the Department of Political Affairs, is expected to brief Council members.

**Sudan
The UN Mission in Sudan has received reports that Sudanese police opened fire on Biga tribesmen who were demonstrating over the weekend in Port Sudan, in the country’s east.  There are conflicting reports about the number of casualties in that incident.

There are also continuing reports of violence in Darfur, in the west.  In south Darfur, several routes are currently closed for UN movement because of continued insecurity.  Meanwhile, in west Darfur, the security situation appears to have calmed down since heavy fighting took place north of Sirba on 20 January, but the situation there remains tense.

**Security Council - Other
Earlier today, the Security Council decided once more to postpone a formal meeting, which had been scheduled to take place this morning, to vote on a resolution on sanctions in Côte d’Ivoire.  That formal meeting is postponed until further notice.

Today marks the last day of Argentina’s Presidency of the Security Council.  Tomorrow, Benin will take over as Council President for the month of February.

**MONUC
The UN Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (MONUC) says that around 2,500 people have sought refuge near UN peacekeepers after fleeing the village of Che, in the Ituri district in the country’s north-east.

The villagers are now located around the peacekeepers' posting, and they claim to be fleeing from attacks by ethnic tribal militias around Che.

Today, the peacekeepers reinforced their positions since the number of people who are seeking their protection has increased to 2,500 from an initial 120. 

The UN Mission is providing the refugees with water, and has sent a team of doctors -- the main injuries suffered were caused by traditional weapons including knives, machetes and arrows. 

**Tsunami Update
An update on the tsunami:  The UN assessment in Banda Aceh -- of 50 settlements of people who lost their homes -- revealed no immediate health concerns, though access to clean water, sanitation and food remains a problem.

According to the UN’s Humanitarian Coordinator in Indonesia, the Indonesian military has welcomed a more permanent UN presence to reinforce the coordination of the assistance in the city of Calang.  Infrastructure for a UN office there is under way, and several UN agencies already have staff on the ground.

Meanwhile, the UN’s World Tourism Organization is holding a two-day emergency meeting in Phuket, Thailand, to discuss how to lure visitors back to tsunami-hit areas. 

In other news, Yusuf Islam, the singer formerly known as Cat Stevens, joined a team from the UN refugee agency over the weekend, to visit children displaced by the tsunami.  And our own Hiro Ueki is the new contact point for public information and media relations in Banda Aceh.  And we have more information on all of this upstairs.

**UNRWA
The UN Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East, better known as UNRWA, confirmed that a 10-year old elementary school girl was shot and killed today while lining up in the yard of the UN-run school in Rafah. 

A second girl was injured in the hand by a second bullet fired at the same time.

At the time of the incident, firing had been heard from the direction of the Israeli-controlled border area.  

This is the fifth incident in the last two years in which children have been killed or seriously injured inside UNRWA school premises in the Gaza Strip.  We have a press release on that.

**Afghanistan
Antonio Maria Costa, the Executive Director of the UN Office on Drugs and Crime, has wrapped up a three-day visit to Afghanistan, after calling for international arrest warrants for Afghan drug dealers.  We have a press release on that in my office.

**ICTY
The International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia today handed down an eight-year prison sentence to Pavle Strugar, a retired Lieutenant-General in the then Yugoslav Peoples’ Army (JNA), who was found guilty of war crimes in the Dubrovnik area of Croatia in 1991.  The Tribunal found Strugar guilty of attacks on civilians and the destruction or wilful damage of historic and religious sites.

**Matsuura Condemns Killing of Journalist
The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, better known as UNESCO, has condemned the murder of a journalist in the Haitian capital of Port-au-Prince, calling it an “intolerable attack on democracy and the rule of law”.

According to reports, Abdias Jean, a radio reporter, was shot and beaten by police while covering a police raid on a shantytown district.

We have more on this in a press release upstairs.

**Disabilities
Finally, the General Assembly’s Ad Hoc Committee on the rights of persons with disabilities concluded its first week of work last Friday by drafting articles on equal recognition before the law, liberty and security.  And we have a press release with more details on that.

That’s all I have for you.

Massoud?
**Questions and Answers
Question:   There is this audit report out which says that about $3.8 billion were missing or corrupted by the Coalition Provisional Authority as part of the ...(inaudible) food programme money...(Inaudible) Iraqi money....Will the Volcker commission be taking that into account?

Spokesman:  You’ll have to ask them that, I don’t know.

Question:   And I just wanted to find out -- UNRWA.  You talked about UNRWA, where this girl was shot dead by the Israelis.  Will there be a new head of UNRWA now appointed?

Spokesman:  Just a correction:  I don’t believe the UNRWA press release said that the Israelis did the shooting.  They said that the shots came from a border area controlled by the Israelis.

Question:   The Reuters report said that, but in any case...

Spokesman:  The UN didn’t say that.  There will be a forensic investigation.  We will eventually have an announcement to make.  Not today, though.

Mohammad?

Question:   Would you please give us more details about the calls of the SG with the President (Inaudible)? 

Spokesman:  That happened this morning our time.  And I only got a very weak phone message from Marie Okabe of my office, who is travelling with him.  So, I couldn’t get any details.  We’ll see if we can get any more for you later.  But I am sure it concerned the elections in Iraq.  

[He later confirmed that the Secretary-General had discussed the Iraqi elections and the way forward, including the need for reconciliation among all parties and groups, particularly the Sunnis.]

Yes, Mark?

Question:   Can the UN confirm that the report into Darfur did not conclude that there was a genocide but that there were people who acted with genocidal intent?

Spokesman:  No, we cannot say anything about that report until the text is given to the Security Council.  And we’re waiting to see whether that will take place tomorrow, as originally planned, or in light of some of the things that have been said publicly or written publicly about the contents of the report, whether it can go to the Council a bit earlier, maybe this afternoon.  We’re looking into that possibility.

Richard? 

Question:   What’s the UN or the Secretary-General’s response to the weekend report that Kojo Annan was potentially involved in selling 2 million barrels of Iraqi oil in a deal with the son of Sheik Yamani?

Spokesman:  I understand that Kojo Annan has given any information on that to Paul Volcker.  And so, we’ll have to wait to see what Mr. Volcker’s judgement is on that.  But in the meantime, we won’t be saying anything.

Jonathan? 

Question:   Fred, on Friday you said the Secretary-General wasn’t aware of Mr. Volcker’s links to Power Corporation and thus Total and BNP when the Secretary-General appointed him.  Why did the Secretary-General not ask for a full financial disclosure statement from a man he was appointing to such a sensitive position?
Spokesman:  Well, the implication of your question is that there was conflict of interest, and as I indicated to you on Friday, Mr. Volcker’s office has issued a statement.  You said you still see at least the appearance of conflict of interest after reading that statement.  We don’t see conflict of interest.  The Secretary-General made his judgement on Mr. Volcker on the basis of his enormous standing in the United States, his reputation for absolute integrity and the Secretary-General has no reason to change his mind about Mr. Volcker on the basis of the links that you are describing.

Question:   But Fred, I am not saying that it is a conflict of interest right now.  I am asking you very simply:  why did the Secretary-General not ask for a full financial disclosure statement from a man he was appointing to such a sensitive position?  And in the light of staff regulations -- clearly, Mr. Volcker is not a member of staff -- but staff regulations within the UN which say that there should be full financial disclosure statement.  Why would he not apply that to a man he was appointing to such a sensitive position?

Spokesman:  I don’t think -- I just have to repeat what I said -- I don’t think the Secretary-General had any reason, and still today has no reason, to question Mr. Volcker’s integrity. 

Question:   So, he didn’t feel he needed a full financial statement?  He was just gonna take it on trust?

Spokesman:  I think he had every reason to trust in Mr. Volcker and he still does have that trust.  Suzie?

Question:   Once the Darfur report goes to the Security Council, will we get a statement from the UN?  Will there be anybody from the commission of inquiry who can talk to us, or how will we get the UN viewpoint?  And also, on the bombing that took place, I think last Wednesday in northern Darfur -- and there was a lot of discussion about it, how many casualties.  The African Union was supposed to have been there on Friday, do you have any update on the number of casualties and what happened there?

Spokesman:  Okay, on your second question, I don’t have an update, but that may be it’s just because we didn’t ask the right questions this morning.  So, I’ll see if we can get any more for you after the briefing.  On the first, we’ll see whether members of the panel have any intention of talking to the press.  The Secretariat itself would not.  I think we would let the Security Council digest the report.  I think it’s something like 140 pages long -- and then consider it, and if they wish to talk to you about their views on it.

Abdurrahim?
Question:   I have some points on the Middle East.  Just for the record, on Iraq -- the electoral assistance that the Secretary-General talked about in his statement -- are you in a position to outline what that neutral assistance might consist of and is a revisit by Lakhdar Brahim to Iraq, for example, on the cards? 

Spokesman:  Well, the transitional law calls for this new assembly, which is now a -- or, once it is selected as a result of these elections will be -- a sovereign body, to write a constitution, to present that constitution to the Iraqi public in a referendum.  So, that’s one voting exercise, the referendum.  Following adoption of the constitution, there would be elections for a government by the end of the year under the transitional law.  So, we’re offering our services, as we did for the elections yesterday to the Iraqis for both the referendum and the elections by the year is end.

The same as we have done before.  Not monitoring, but helping with the organization.

Question:  Does that include giving advice on how to actually draft the constitution?

Spokesman:  On the constitution, we’ve offered advice to many emerging nations on constitution-writing.  It’s something that the Security Council has authorized us to do should the Iraqi authorities ask us for that help, and that’s why you’ve seen the Secretary-General’s and Mr. Qazi’s wording that we’re prepared to help, if the Iraqis ask us.  But yes, we would advise on all aspects of the constitution -– political rights and human rights.

Question:   Do you know if Lakhdar Brahimi intends to visit Iraq?

Spokesman:  I’m not aware that he intends to visit now that we have a special representative there full time.  That would be really up to the Secretary-General, but I’m not aware of any plans now.

Question:   Some Iraqis are alleging that Iran sent 4 million Iranians to vote in the Iraq election.  How seriously do you take that allegation?

Spokesman:  I would leave that to the Independent Iraqi Commission to judge or any Iraqi, for that matter, who wants to raise an objection or complaint.  There’s a procedure for doing that.  I believe it’s the next seven days –- seven to nine days – that they have -- any Iraqi may raise a question or an objection.

Question:   Given that the Secretary-General had previously described the United States and British presence in Iraq as illegal occupation, does he think it important that the coalition sets a timetable for the withdrawal of their forces?

Spokesman:  The Secretary-General has consistently said that the decision to go to war in Iraq was not in conformity with the United Nations Charter.  He did not pronounce himself on the occupation.  He does not a have a view -– or I do not have a view of his to share with you now -– regarding the eventual withdrawal of the occupation forces from Iraq.

Laura?

Question:   Just a piggyback on Abdurrahim’s question on the constitution.  Would the 40-something people who are already there who are helping with the electoral assistance, would they be swapped out for constitutional people, or would there be a half and half if the Iraqis wanted it?

Spokesman:  I think the electoral experts who are in Iraq now for the United Nations would continue in order to be prepared to work with the Iraqis if asked on the next set of elections.  The constitutional experts would be separate.  There would be a different set of people.  So again, if asked, we would bring in the necessary people to advise the Iraqis on the constitution.

Question:   So the numbers would go up in terms of the people entering Iraq or would they be handling this from Amman?

Spokesman:  We would have to see how we feel the best way to do that would be, including a security assessment close to the time when we wanted to provide that assistance to Iraq.

Mark?

Question:   Just wondering who would be the help on the constitution.  Do you have a team of constitutional experts on standby?  Do you assemble the team?  Who are they?  Are they ready to go?

Spokesman:  I honestly don’t know if we have a team ready to go.  I’d have to ask the Legal Affairs Department.

Question:   Would it be under legal affairs or political affairs?

Spokesman:  These would have to be, I assume, legal experts.  It would be legal affairs, but most likely also advised by political affairs.

Question:   Do you think maybe because of the detailed nature of the good briefing last week, maybe after the smoke clears, Ms. Perelli and company could return here to assess what happened in looking forward to the next few days –- just a suggestion.  Normally we couldn’t care less, but did Kofi Annan meet with Kojo Annan in Africa on this latest journey?

Spokesman:  I honestly don’t know.  I’d have to check and get back to you.

Question:   I also recall a few weeks ago we were talking about a tsunami special coordinator to be named last week, but I don’t think it happened.  What was the latest with that?

Spokesman:  I think the expectation is it’s going to happen this week.

Question:   Is it a famous person that we’ll know?

Spokesman:  I don’t know -- we’ll have to see.

Question:   And Peter Hansen -- has a replacement been chosen?

Spokesman:  Not yet.

Mark?

Question:   In terms of appointments, does the United Nations intend over the next couple of years, amidst this new kind of wind of change, to be any more transparent about how it chooses people to fill key posts?  What criteria are required for the job, or would it continue to be done through telephone calls between friends which aren’t explained to anybody until the decision is made?

Spokesman:  We’ll have to see.  There is some thinking taking place now about the management side, including how appointments are made and decisions on appointments are arrived at.  Don’t have anything to give you today, but the Secretary-General has asked his new Chief of Staff to give thought to those kinds of issues, and we would expect something of the initial announcement of his ideas in the next couple of weeks I would think.

Question:   Along the same lines, is there much thought being given to the geographic spread of key appointments, for example, trying to get more people from Africa or Asia into Under-Secretary-General posts, or are you looking at more candidates from donor countries?

Spokesman:  We try to have as broad a geographic spread as we can get, just as a matter of principle, not only at the highest levels but in the rank and file.  So that’s one of our guiding principles.

Question:   But is it an area of concern at the moment that you would actively be looking to maybe boost the number of Under-Secretary-Generals from Africa, for example?

Spokesman:  I don’t know specifically how we stand.  I don’t know what the numbers are and what areas, if any, are underrepresented.  But as I said, as a matter of policy, we try to be as balanced as we can among the five regions.

Mark?

Question:   On the same issue, is there any discussion about delinking jobs with nationalities?  It’s the one thing that most people are amazed that certain jobs go to certain nationalities.  As part of his reform would there be any delinking of that so there is actually appointment based on merit rather than nationality?

Spokesman:  The Secretary-General said in 1997 that no government should assume that they own a United Nations job, and there has been considerable turnover in a number of key positions over the past eight years.  So, I think the Secretary-General would continue to support that idea of rotating, and not keeping the same nationality in a given job.

Question:   So, for example, on the UNICEF job, were any candidates who are not American considered for that job?

Spokesman:  I don’t know the answer to that question.  When it comes to certain specialized agencies, it is true that major contributors -- that the director of the agency tends to be drawn from among the major contributors, and not just for UNICEF.  So that, yes, is a practical aspect of the selection that narrows somewhat the nationality choice.

Question:   I know we’ve been through this before, but the Secretary-General is saying that the sanctions should be on the table –- gross violations have occurred.  I think he’s said this before, and Human Rights Watch and others say it’s taking far too long for any type of action.  Is the Secretary-General comfortable with his “name and shame”, or is he putting it on the Council?

Spokesman:  Well, it is up to the Council to act, and he has made his personal views known.  He has said all along that we shouldn’t wait for a decision on whether genocide has occurred in Sudan or not.  That what is obvious is that gross violations of human rights and humanitarian law have taken place, and we need action.  However, it’s not up to him to provide the action -– the troops.  The African Union did step forward to provide monitors.  The Secretary-General asked the Peacekeeping Department to give them technical advice on organizing their mission logistically, and we’ll see how the Council reacts to this latest report when they get it tomorrow or Tuesday.

Nick?

Question:   Two questions, one on the Secretary-General’s conversation with Secretary of State Rice, their first since she was sworn in in that capacity.  And second, are you afraid that Sudan would be able essentially to claim victory even if the Secretary-General said that there had been gross violations, but the fact that there wasn’t a pronouncement on genocide will give them a chance essentially to proclaim victory and an excuse to keep doing what they’ve been doing.

Spokesman:  I think what we’re looking for is not what Sudan will say, but what the Security Council will now do.

On Condoleezza Rice, he has spoken to her recently.  But whether that was just before or just after her confirmation, I’ll have to check and I can tell you after the briefing.  [He later said the call took place on the day of her confirmation.]

Question:   Would the Secretary-General consider wading into the middle of this debate about whether cases for prosecution in Sudan would be before the ICC or, as the United States appears to be suggesting, some other tribunal, perhaps a Rwanda- or Yugoslavia-type tribunal?

Spokesman:  Well, we still haven’t seen the report officially, and so, I would let the Security Council get the report and debate it.  Ultimately, the decision is for them to take.  And I think the Secretary-General will be monitoring that but I’m not sure he’ll be wading into the middle of that discussion.

Mark?

Question:   Actually he did say that he supported the Court -– but that’s an aside.

Spokesman:  He’s a well-known supported of the ICC, yes.

Question:   On the question of the list of names produced for taking part in whatever it did.  Has the Secretary-General seen that list of names?  I’m just trying to understand who gets to see that list of names, and what the process is surrounding that list of names now.

Spokesman:  My understanding is that the list of names is contained in an annex to the report, which will remain confidential so that even the annex will not go to the Security Council initially.  Sorry?

Question:   Initially?

Spokesman:  Well, my understanding is that the list is to remain confidential.

Question:   Is that also from Kofi or does Kofi read it, the list?

Spokesman:  The list is in his hands.  Now, the Council has to decide how to act.  And depending on what they decide, I guess, would depend where that list would go next.

Richard?

Question:   You mentioned Mark Malloch Brown would look at management of how people are hired.  There had been talk of a big shake-up still to come.  Is that still in the cards?  Is it weeks down the road?  Is it just going to be people picked off one by one through goodbye, attrition, retirement?

Spokesman:  I think the speculation about shake-up was mostly on your side of the aisle.  Circumstance is providing the Secretary-General with a number of rollover opportunities.  People coming to retirement age or at the end of their ten-year limits or what have you.  So he will be in a position to name a number of new faces to key jobs in the coming months.  I don’t think it’s his style to have a Halloween massacre, or whatever.  But he will have the opportunity, through attrition, to name new people in key positions.

Question:   See, it’s a just little confusing the message on this, because on the one hand, you are trying to give an image of management change, but on the other hand, whenever anybody says “is this a shake-up”, you say this is attrition.  So, I actually don’t know what the message is from the United Nations.  Is this a shake-up, or is it not a shake-up?

Spokesman:  The Secretary-General has, through attrition, been able to name a new Chief of Staff.  So, Mark Malloch Brown has come in with his own particular style and energies and ability and we expect that that position, because it’s such a crucial one, that the new face on the Secretary-General’s team will, in itself, make a big difference in how the last two years of the Secretary-General’s term are conducted.  And then, as I say, other changes will come along in time.  But mass firings are not in the cards.

Question:   Any final comment on the departure of Mr. Kabbaj today?  The last day for DPI man.

Spokesman:  Well, he is one of the best known faces in the United Nations to you.  He deals with your accreditation and your media assignments to cover various events.  He’s done a very good job.  He took over from Sonia Lecca a few years ago, who had been here for many many years.  We wish him well.  And I don’t think that the Information Department is ready to name a successor, but I hope that that will come soon.  I hope for your sake it will come soon.

Jonathan?

Question:   What if anything is Mr. Volker paid by the United Nations?

Spokesman:  Nothing at all, unless it’s a dollar a year.  I’ll have to check on you on that, but there’s no salary involved.  [He later said it was a dollar a year.]

Question:   Does he come under the 100, 200 or 300 series of staff rules?

Spokesman:  Now you’re over my head technically there, so I would have to ask our personnel people that.

Question:   Can you do that this afternoon?

Spokesman:  Sure.

Okay.  Djibril, want to come up and talk about the General Assembly?

Spokesman for General Assembly President
Good afternoon.  The eighth informal meeting of the General Assembly to continue an exchange of views on the recommendations contained in the report of the High-Level Panel on Threats, Challenges and Change started this morning at 10 o’clock, and will probably continue this afternoon.  By this afternoon, we would have had six sessions of this informal meeting, and because of your own deadlines, I’m providing you herewith certain trends that will be part of the General Assembly President’s summing up this afternoon.  As I said, they are trends because this meeting has had -- by the time it’s over -- over 100 speakers, which is very important.

The President will, by this afternoon, note that most of the delegations were represented at the ambassadorial level, which is an indication of the importance Member States attach not only to the High-level Panel’s work but also to the preparatory process leading to the high-level meeting of September 2005.  The President will commend the work of the High-Level Panel.  In other words, he will note that several delegations had commended the High-Level Panel for its work and also congratulated the Secretary-General for taking the initiative to appoint the Panel.  

President Jean Ping will summarize the views of delegations on collective security, by mentioning the fact that several delegations have pointed out the relevance of the points made by the high-level group on collective security, notably its interdependent nature, as well as the fact that the international community should take collective action to deal with it.  

On the issue of development, President Ping will note that several delegations deplored the fact that, while the report recognized the central role of development in the collective security system, the report has not amply examined that issue.  Furthermore, several delegations have expressed their concern that the report tended to view development under the narrow angle of security.

On the issue of Security Council reform, President Jean Ping will note the fact that delegations consider this as one of the most important questions that Member States have to deal with; that several speakers have noted that the existence of diverging views on this sensitive issue should not paralyze the preparatory process leading to the high-level plenary of September 2005; that if there is a consensus which seems to be coming up on the need to enlarge the Security Council to make it more representative, more efficient, more transparent, that the views expressed using models A and B suggest that there is still divergence of approach on the issue of the reform of the Security Council.  He will also note that several delegations reminded the meeting that the reform of the Security Council should not focus only on the issue of enlarging the Council but should also focus on important issues, such as the improvement of its work methods and decision-making mechanism.  

On the concept of the right to protect, the President of the General Assembly will note that this concept has been the subject of several comments on the part of delegations, and that for some delegations this is an emerging issue of international law, while others cautioned against the risks this concept might bring about, vis-à-vis principles of sovereignty, territorial integrity and non-interference in the internal affairs of Member States, as contained in the Charter itself.

On the issue of terrorism, the President will note the fact that several delegations have welcomed the recommendations of the report, according to which the issue of terrorism should be treated in a holistic manner, including under a cultural angle.  

On the issue of regional cooperation, President Ping will note the fact that several delegations welcomed the recommendations recommending reinforcement of cooperation with regional and subregional organizations.  

On the issue of the reform of the General Assembly and the Economic and Social Council, the President will note that several delegations deplored the fact that the high-level report did not put forward specific recommendations on the reform of the General Assembly and ECOSOC.  So, these are some of the emerging points that I wanted to share with you, that are likely to form the basis of the summing up by the President of the General Assembly when the meeting ends this afternoon.  

That’s all I have for you.  Any questions?  Yes?

Question:  One of the things that has come up in this General Assembly meeting on the reform panel report is that there is a distinct difference between the positions taken by certain countries -- the G4, who are interested in having a permanent seat in the Security Council and a group of non-aligned countries, which are represented in the so-called Kofi/coffee club.  The Kofi/coffee club supports model B, albeit with some changes and the G4 want more of A.  Is there a way they’re going to come to some sort of a compromise, come to some sort of meeting, which is absolutely essential?  

Spokesman for General Assembly President:  The President noted that there may be a need for further consultations after today’s meeting.  He suggested a new date, 22 February, as a possibility for further consultations.  But just to mention, as you said, delegations did comment on both options, models A and B.  I have here the report that says that model A, as you know, provides for six new permanent seats, with no veto being created, and three new two-year, non-permanent seats divided among the major regional areas, and the report lists those areas.  Whereas model B provides for no new permanent seats but creates a new category of eight four-year, renewable-term seats and one new two-year, non-permanent and 
non-renewable seat, divided among the major regions, again listed.  

So these are the bases on which several delegation are pronouncing themselves and, after this afternoon, consultations will go on, not only around the date I mentioned, but also among the ambassadors I had mentioned earlier who had been named as facilitators to help the President move the process forward.  

Question:  But is there a possibility?  Because if they don’t come to some sort of a compromise, these divisions, which are becoming sharper, might divide the membership and cause irreparable damage to the UN reform process.

Spokesman for General Assembly President:  As you may have heard, several delegations mentioned the fact that there being diverging views on the Security Council should not be a stumbling block to the preparatory process leading to the high-level meeting in September 2005.  Member States are aware of the importance of having a coherent, constructive and efficient preparatory process leading to the high-level segment in September 2005.

Thank you. 

* *** *
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