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The Financial Express

When I Have To Do Something, I Just Do It’  

With another award in his kitty, Dr Bindeshwar Pathak of Sulabh says it’s nice to know you are headed in the right direction 

Prachi Raturi 

 Days before he has to fly to Lebanon, he’s trying to wind up some work because it’s the little things that matter, he says. Dr Bindeshwar Pathak has been recently elected by the United Nations Environmental Programme

(UNEP) to its Global 500 Roll Of Honour “for his outstanding contributions to the protection of the environment”. He is one of the eight individuals and organisations to receive this honour in 2003. 

But the award is not the first won by Dr Pathak, the founder of the Sulabh International Social Service Organisation. 

A Padma Bhushan, the Indira Gandhi Priyadarshni Award and the International 

Saint Francis Prize For Environment are only some of the awards that he has received. So you’d expect him to be matter of fact about the latest one, but that is not really the case. Dr Pathak explains it simply, “Well, it’s nice because then you at least know you are headed in the right direction. Your work is going the way it should.” 

Nevertheless, work wasn’t something that fascinated Dr Pathak all the time, not when he was a child at least. “I was brilliant until class three, after which I got just a little busy with other things. I would just keep playing gilli danda, run around and be with friends. Studies were the last thing on my mind.” 

So life went on at its pace in a little village in Bihar. Dr Pathak’s father, who was a doctor, was obviously disappointed in his son, who was also studying science, probably nurturing his father’s dream of him becoming a doctor. His lackadaisical attitude was finally questioned when Dr Pathak’s father caught him making merry a few days before his final exams and slapped him, asking him what he planned to do if he failed. He was in class 11 then and this, he tells you, was a turning point in his life. Another turning point was when one of his teachers suggested he shift to arts. He says, “I don’t know what happened, but that day when my father spoke to me, I just got around to thinking where I was headed.” Things became different after that. 

Finally, when Dr Pathak got to college, there was more trouble. He was late for admission. Dressed in a dhoti kurta, broken sandals, a little tuft of hair flowing from his bald head (like it normally does for Brahmins), he walked into the Dean’s room. Admissions were closed, but Dr Pathak’s insistence softened the Dean. Dr Pathak smiles as he explains, “I’m shy, but a very strong person. When I think I have to do something, I just do it.” 

In college, he topped in the first year. Then he shifted college and finally dropped out because of a financial crunch in his family. Instead, he took up odd jobs. First he taught in a school, then shifted to the electricity board in Patna and, later, started an Ayurvedic medicine business. But none of these struck a chord in him. 

By this time, the revolutionist in him had taken birth. He explains, “I come from a cultured family and that I think was my inspiration. I knew I wanted to do something for society. What, I was yet to figure out.” 

By that time, marriage had also happened and his father- in-law joined in with his father about being unhappy about Dr Pathak’s future. Finally, Dr Pathak was promised a job in the Bihar Gandhi Centenary Celebration Commitee by some relatives. He began as a translator and then as luck would have it, he got a project to find an alternative to scavenging in 1969. The shock was a big one and he refused immediately. “I told my senior that firstly, I was a Brahmin, and secondly, I had no idea about the subject.” But work is work and he had to do it. The God fearing Brahmin that he was, the inital work he tells you “was difficult.” But better sense prevailed and soon Dr Pathak’s invincible spirit took over. 

“Yes, it was difficult in the beginning, but once I saw it as a challenge, nothing would stop me.” Right from staying with the scavengers for a month to changing their attitudes to changing his own attitudes, everything was a learning process. Soon a report on the Sulabh Shauchalaya (pour-flush water seal toilets with twin pits for on-site disposal of human excreta) was ready. The Bihar government was yet to pass it when luck knocked on the doctor’s door once again. He had gone to Arrah when he happened to meet an old contact, who showed faith in Dr Pathak’s idea and asked him to construct some of these toilets. Soon after, an officer in Buqsar asked him to do the same. 

The technique proved to be a winner. The Bihar government approved it, too. “And the movement soon spread all over India,” explains Dr Pathak. Today, India has some 5,500 Sulabh Shauchalayas. 

Dr Pathak has grown with the movement. From social worker to environmentalist to scientist, he has donned all roles. 

He tells us his son has graduated in Economics, and he doesn’t want him to follow his work. “I want him to struggle and find his own identity,” he says. 

Dr Pathak doesn’t have too many other interests. “I travel a lot because of work, so I don’t like it besides that, but yes, I like reading. Spirituality is what draws me,” he says. 

One thing he does remember is helping people. “Whenever a needy person faces me, I remember the day I was admitted to college. If somebody hadn’t been nice to me then, things would have been different,” Dr Pathak winds up philosophically.

_________________________________________________________________________________________

Townsville Sun (Australia)

      HEADLINE: Sustainability in action
      World Environment Day, celebrated this week and every year on June 5, is the inspiration for this week's

      column on sustainability. Defined as "meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of

      future generations to meet their own needs", sustainable development is a holistic concept, a strategy that

      requires the integration of economic growth, social equity, and environmental management.

      In Townsville we are lucky enough to see sustainability in action through the work of our local Co-operative

      Research Centres (CRCs). These organisations bring together researchers from universities, government

      laboratories, and private industry or public sector agencies, in long-term collaborative arrangements.

      Through a variety of R&D and education activities they are achieving real outcomes of economic,

      environmental or social benefit to Australia. To find out more about the 62 CRCs currently operating, visit

      the CRC website at www.crc.gov.au 

      Sustainable reefs

      www.reef.crc.org.au

      The CRC Reef Research Centre works with industry and environmental managers on the ecologically

      sustainable development and multiple use of the Great Barrier Reef World Heritage Area. An interactive

      feature on their site is the Kidzone "Seagrass Adventure", an area of fun marine activities for kids designed

      by the DPI and the students of Bentley Park College in Cairns.

      Sustainable savannas

      http://savanna.ntu.edu.au

      The CRC for Tropical Savanna Management provides up-to-date and scientifically sound information on the

      sustainable use of our Northern tropical savannas. This website has many wonderful, interactive features.

      Make your own savanna vegetation maps or use the "Savanna Explorer" for an interactive tour of Australia's

      savanna country.

      Sustainable sugar

      www-sugar.jcu.edu.au

      The CRC for Sustainable Sugar Production facilitates R&D on sustainable sugar production and acts as an

      education provider on sustainability issues for the industry and community.

      Sustainable rainforests

      www.rainforest-crc.jcu.edu.au

      The CRC for Tropical Rainforest Ecology undertakes multidisciplinary research to support the sustainable use,

      management and conservation of Australia's tropical rainforests

      And for more information on World Environment Day 2003, visit the UN website at

      www.unep.org/wed/2002/WED2002/

      * Farming the Web is written by JoAnn Resing, rural information specialist for the DPI

      LOAD-DATE: June 1, 2003 

_________________________________________________________________________________________

The Strait Times 

LIFE FLOWS BACK FOR MARSH ARABS
GENEVA - Water is returning to Iraq's southern dried-out Mesopotamian marshlands, the United Nations said in a report on Wednesday on the home of a unique Arab culture almost destroyed by Saddam Hussein in apparent retaliation for an uprising.

The UN Environment Programme (UNEP) said mechanical diggers had broken down barriers and levees built under the previous regime, allowing water to flow into the area - believed by some archaeologists to be the Garden of Eden in the Scriptures.

Satellite images of the area, once home to about 450,000 largely Muslim Shi'ite Marsh Arabs made famous by British traveller and explorer Wilfred Thesiger, 'dramatically reveal streams and waterways... surging back to life', UNEP said in its website report.

The old regime is believed to have diverted rivers in retaliation for what Saddam saw as support by the Marsh Arabs for an uprising against his rule after the 1991 Gulf War.

Tens of thousands of people were forced to leave as the marshes dried up, leaving an estimated population of only about 40,000 on the eve of the United States-led war in March.

The UNEP site (www.grid.unep.ch) carried the images showing the return of water to some of the most desiccated areas of the region, where people have lived on small islands and moved around on thin wooden boats for more than 2,000 years.

Parts of the marshes, UNEP said, had been inundated as floodgates had been opened upstream on the Tigris and Euphrates rivers that flowed into the area before their waters were diverted. -- Reuters

_________________________________________________________________________________________

UNWIRE

May 30, 2003 


IRAQ: NGOs Call For Investigation Of Use Of Depleted Uranium In War 

By Jim Wurst, UN Wire
UNITED NATIONS -- The United States and United Kingdom, as the occupying powers in Iraq, "must take action immediately to prevent further civilian exposure" to depleted uranium left over from the invasion of Iraq this year, Charles Sheehan-Miles of the nongovernmental Nuclear Policy Research Institute said yesterday.

The institute is calling on the occupying forces to cordon off tanks damaged by so-called DU munitions, begin a cleanup of contaminated equipment, establish long-term monitoring of "migration of DU into the environment" and allow independent research "to address the health problems" in Iraq, Sheehan-Miles said at a news conference.

DU is used primarily in shells for Abram tanks and for cannons mounted on anti-tank aircraft, said Sheehan-Miles, who served on the crew of an Abrams tank in the 1991 Gulf War. He said that in that war, the anti-Iraq forces fired approximately 320 tons of DU munitions, and that smaller amounts were used in the Balkan conflicts in the 1990s. It is not known how widely DU was used in this year's war in Iraq, he added.

DU is pyrophoric, he said, "meaning that when it impacts a hard target, it ignites spontaneously, burning through the armor of a tank, causing catastrophic damage." When it burns, DU turns into particles small enough to be inhaled. 

"The greatest risk is when DU enters the body, either through ingestion, inhalation, wound contamination or in the form of shrapnel,” said Sheehan-Miles. Children are at particular risk since they often play in and around the burned-out tanks, he added. 

A key difference between the 1991 and 2003 wars in Iraq is that this year, "DU was heavily used in highly populated urban areas," while in the first war, the fighting took place mostly in the desert, he said. 

Yesterday was also the second international day of protest against the use of DU weapons. According to the organizer, the U.K.-based Campaign Against Depleted Uranium, demonstrations took place in Yugoslavia, Greece, Ireland, Germany and Finland, as well as 15 events planned in the United Kingdom and 10 in the United States. 

"Despite Pentagon protests that depleted uranium is perfectly safe to use, the science says otherwise," said Sheehan-Miles. "We regard the repeated statements by Pentagon spokesmen that there is no need and no plans to clean up depleted uranium as irresponsible given the risks involved."

"There is significant evidence" that risks exist, he said, including research by the U.S. Armed Forces Radiobiology Research Institute and by Iraqi physicians who have "reported in detail increases in malignancies, leukemia and birth defects in the years since the 1991 Gulf War."

The use of DU became controversial after the 1991 war and the Balkans conflicts. While studies conducted by international agencies have found health risks associated with the remnants of DU and called for further study, most have not gone as far as NGOs in saying DU causes cancers and other diseases.

In March, the U.N. Environment Program released a report indicating that DU from weapons used in Bosnia and Herzegovina in 1994-95 has contaminated drinking water and air. In April, UNEP Executive Director Klaus Toepfer said the agency was ready to conduct initial environmental field studies in Iraq as soon as conditions allow, calling for particular attention to assessing sites targeted with weapons containing DU. 

The World Health Organization in April published Depleted Uranium: Sources, Exposure and Health Effects, a report containing a number of recommendations regarding DU and human health. Those recommendations included monitoring children who might have been exposed to DU and cleaning up "impact zones … in the same way as if any other heavy metal waste had contaminated the soil. Such sites should be cordoned off until cleanup takes place."

_________________________________________________________________________________________

Associated Press

5/30/2003 10:31:00 
Contamination a fear for villagers who looted Iraqi nuclear 

 BC-ME-GEN--Iraq-Dangerous Looting

 Contamination a fear for villagers who looted Iraqi nuclear facility

    TUWAITHA, Iraq (AP) _ Ibtisam Hadi was sure the yellow substance

she found in her backyard was dangerous, so she asked her neighbors to cover it with cement and fence off the yard. 

She hadn't seen anyone dump the material, but dozens of people living in her village had just looted barrels filled with radioactive substances from a nearby storage complex at Iraq's largest nuclear facility. 

Six weeks later, American and Iraqi nuclear experts wearing white protective suits, masks and gloves descended on the village of Wardiya, scanning every home, including Hadi's, for traces of radiation. They seemed unconcerned about the cement pile, but they promised to come back. 

So far, they haven't. Now the Iraqi Health Ministry is investigating exactly what's going on, and an International Atomic Energy Agency team is planning a two-week visit starting June 6 to investigate Tuwaitha. 

``The Americans are responsible. They know this site contains nuclear material, and they should have protected it,'' said Dr. Mohammed al-Hamadani, a researcher at the Iraqi Nuclear Authority. 

Tuwaitha, Iraq's largest nuclear site and long an object of U.S. and international scrutiny, sits on 23,000 acres (9,300 hectares) south of Baghdad. For years, it was locked up tight _ a cornerstone of Saddam Hussein's nuclear ambitions. Then the United States invaded and Saddam's government fell. 

Within hours, residents of surrounding villages stormed the Tuwaitha compound, looting barrels and jugs filled with radioactive and hazardous material and using them to store drinking water. 

Villagers quickly began complaining of health problems. Mohannad Karam, 26, who has lived his entire life in the village of Mansia, near the Tuwaitha plant, was suffering earlier this month from exhaustion and a skin irritation he developed after grabbing several barrels that had been under international observation and logged by the United Nations. 

``I removed tags and threw them away. There were hundreds of barrels inside,'' he said. 

These days, Karam's symptoms are gone and he has returned to work. His father, Karam Youssef, says his son is in good health. 

But others reported similar symptoms that are now being investigated by Iraqi health workers. The U.S.-led Office of Reconstruction and Humanitarian Assistance did not answer questions about Tuwaitha sent via e-mail, though it responded to other queries in the same message. 

Jassim Jallab, a 33-year-old construction worker, developed a skin rash, though he said he didn't do any looting. His wife is pregnant, and he is concerned about the health of their child. 

Standing in the tiny garden where he keeps pigeons, chicken and turkeys, he attributes the recent death of several village pets to exposure from Tuwaitha. 

``My 6-month-old dog suddenly became weak and died 10 days after the agency was looted,'' Jallab said. ``Two other dogs in the neighborhood died since.'' 

Bisaad Oweid worked at Tuwaitha for 16 years and said she coughed continuously for the past five. Looking tired and weak as she sat on a bed in her single-story house, she told a visitor she often had trouble breathing and suspected radiation. 

``I am sure my whole house is contaminated,'' she said. Iraqi health workers have surveyed Wardiya and four other villages surrounding Tuwaitha. 

``We are following this case,'' said Bushra Ali al-Jbouri, a senior official with the health ministry. ``We took the names of villagers in the area in order to follow up.'' 

But outside help isn't coming fast enough, residents say. In the village of Riyadh, Shiite Muslim clerics called on their flocks to turn in looted items. 

Many residents appear to have complied, and have dropped off everything from broken furniture, trucks and containers of radioactive material in the yard of the Mother of the Prophet School. ``Chemical pollution _ Keep away,'' warns a plaster sign on one of the containers. 

To clear neighboring villages from contaminated material, ORHA officials and Iraqi nuclear experts paid US$3 for every barrel returned by villagers. 

``Recovering any missing radioactive material is an urgent priority before it can be used by terrorists or others hostile to the United States,'' said David Albright, an American nuclear expert who served on U.N.-led inspection teams during the 1990s. 

Albright said the major health concern was any temporary exposure to highly radioactive sources ``that penetrate the body and pose a life-threatening risk if a person is exposed to the source too long.'' 

Most of the site's dangerous materials were stored at an area in Tuwaitha known as Location C, which has been under the supervision of the IAEA since the 1991 Gulf War. 

Now IAEA representatives are returning, and villagers _ living with the unknown consequences of their theft _ say assessments can't come fast enough. 

In Wardiya, Hadi's odd backyard remains paved over and unattended. The people of Mansia _ Arabic for ``the forgotten'' _ live without a sewage system, running water or paved roads. They have little access to outside information, and the overwhelming majority of the population is uneducated. 

``The problem of this village is that it is poor and most of its people suffer from poverty and illiteracy,'' said Taha Youssef, a 52-year-old street vendor who spoke outside his crumbling mud home. 

``We have the second largest oil reserves in the world,'' he said. ``Can you believe that these are our houses?'' 

(bm-dl-ta) (PROFILE (COUNTRY:Iraq; ISOCOUNTRY3:IRQ; UNTOP:142; UN2ND:145; APGROUP:MiddleEast; APGROUP:Asia;) (COUNTRY:United States; ISOCOUNTRY3:USA; UNTOP:021; APGROUP:NorthAmerica;) (CAT:Medical;) (CAT:Environment;) (CAT:Energy;) (CAT:Business;) (CAT:Municipal;) (CAT:Defense;) (CAT:Media;) (CAT:Terrorism;) (CAT:Iraq;) 

(SRC:AP; ST:IT;)
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Reuters

Australia says no plans to sign Kyoto Treaty
  CANBERRA - Australia, the world's largest coal exporter, reaffirmed its opposition to ratifying the Kyoto treaty on combating climate change, saying it was not in the national interest. 

  Prime Minister John Howard said Australia was in an almost unique situation in being a developed country that was a net exporter of  energy. 

  "If we sign Kyoto under present conditions we would run the risk of losing investment that would otherwise be in Australia to countries like China and Russia," Howard told Melbourne radio station 3AW. 

  "They don't have the same obligations because they are regarded as developing countries." 

  Australia has sided with its ally, the United States, in rejecting the 1997 pact on cutting greenhouse gas emissions blamed for rising global temperatures. 

  Howard argues the treaty is unviable without the United States, the world's biggest polluter, and if the same reduction targets faced by industrialised nations were not also imposed on developing countries. 

  Under the pact industrialised nations must cut emissions by an average five percent by 2012 from 1990 levels. 

  Australia's conservative government says it remains committed to its Kyoto target of an eight percent increase in greenhouse gas  emissions by 2012. But environmentalists say that target is all but unattainable under current government policy. 

________________________________________________________________________________________

Reuters

Natural disasters biggest financial threat to insurers

  LONDON - A major earthquake in California could cost insurers twice the $35-40 billion of the September 11 attacks, making natural disasters the single largest risk to sector finances, a leading industry executive said. 

  "Natural catastrophes remain the biggest threat to the insurance industry," Werner Schaad, chief underwriting officer for Swiss Re's (RUKZn.VX) Property & Casualty Business Group, told a seminar in London. 

  Recent catastrophes - such as last year's floods that left central Europe under water and the 1999 Lothar and Martin hurricanes that battered France and northern Europe - surprised insurers by costing so much, Schaad said. 

  The bill from the September 11 attacks in the United States could be eclipsed by a severe earthquake in California or Japan, which could cost up to $75 billion, Schaad said. A major European storm has the potential to inflict a $35 billion hit to the industry's already-precarious  finances, Schaad said. 

  Though insurers have emerged from the past year unscathed by major catastrophes, helping them to rebuild balance sheets battered by heavy claims and the plunging value of equity investments, analysts warn the industry is unlikely to be so lucky in future. 

  The cost of catastrophes has continued to rise, as the insured value of property in catastrophe-prone areas, such as Florida or California, has skyrocketed in the past decade. 

  Global warming is also becoming an increasing problem, with the 2002 European floods being the most costly of their kind in history,  Schaad said. 

  "We've already seen the impact of climate change on our loss figures," said Schaad, though he added: "there's no reason to panic just yet". 

  "Climate change is gradual and we are in a position to adapt. The social and economic effects of it are likely to be much bigger." 

  Some businesses are already suffering - some in surprising ways - from changing weather patterns associated with global warming. Lower snowfalls because of climate change have hurt income at several Swiss ski resorts, Schaad said. 

  Swiss Re is calling for improved risk data to help the insurance industry assess and price the risks of major natural disasters better. 

  Better information could lead to higher insurance premiums, Schaad said, if they show the industry had underestimated the cost of  catastrophes. 

  But they could also come down, he added, if firms discovered they had overestimated their risks. 

  He said the world's second largest reinsurer was not threatened by the trend of bigger catastrophes. "Swiss Re with its financial strength and global know-how is in a good position to deal with these threats," he said. 

  Story by Simon Challis, European Insurance Correspondent 

_________________________________________________________________________________________

REGIONAL OFFICE FOR AFRICA  (ROA) - NEWS UPDATE

02 June 2003
General Environmental news

G-8 Summit to Highlight Water for Africa 

Evian, France (PANA) - Access to safe drinking water for the people of Africa is expected to be a central theme at the summit of the most industrialized countries of the world (G8), which kicked off here Sunday, French officials have disclosed. French president Jacques Chirac, who had asked former director general of the International Monetary Fund (IMF), Michel Camdessus, to compile a report on water funding, would plead for increased support for the water sector in Africa, according to the officials. The Camdessus report indicates that at least 45 billion dollars was needed annually to reduce by half the number of people who have no access to drinking water and purification facilities by 2015. This reduction is a priority of the Millennium Objectives set by the international community, which has admitted that the absence of safe drinking water and purification facilities in Africa was a major cause of mortality on the continent. In Evian, the G8 is expected to address the controversial problem of the private and public sector roles in the distribution and management of water resources. Ahead of the summit, G-8 Environment ministers' debate on the water problem notably opted for a solution to the continent's water scarcity on a case-by-case basis. Civil society organizations, which organized a G-8 counter-summit in Annemasse, Southeast of France, are demanding an immediate recognition that "water is not a commercial commodity, but an entitlement nobody can appropriate."

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng002833&dte=01/06/2003
Ghanaian Vice president concerned about pollution from mining 

Accra, Ghana (PANA) - Vice-President Aliu Mahama expressed concern Friday about environmental pollution by mining companies in Ghana, notwithstanding their substantial contribution to the national economy. Mahama cited the emission of toxic gasses and liquids that animal life in communities where mining companies were actively operating. He said government was following with keen interest recent debates about proposed mining activities in some selected productive forests. While commending the Chamber for the project, which he said would boost the image of the mining sector seen by the general public "as enemy of the environment," the vice-president urged the miners to commence the land-swapping programme they envisage in a move to reclaim degraded forest reserves.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng002733&dte=30/05/2003
No Cyanide Spillage into Streams - Gold Fields Ghana

Accra Mail (Accra): Gold Fields Ghana Limited, Ghana's largest gold producer denied recent reports alleging that the Company had spilled cyanide into streams in Tarkwa. "The publication that there had been cyanide spillage is false since the situation was within the legal confines", Mr. Richard Graeme, Managing Director of GFGL briefed journalists in Accra. "The Company's operations are according to strict regulations from the Environmental Protection Agency and we operate within the best environmental conditions in countries we work." He said there should have been a thorough investigation to ascertain the truth in the information given by the Wassa Association of Communities affected by Mining (WACAM) before the publication. "We will not do here what we would not be allowed to do in California. Notwithstanding, we live in the same communities with the people and if they are sick we would be infected as well." Mr. Graeme expressed confidence in the Environmental Protection Agency and said it was ready to work in concert with it to achieve optimum conditions in all our concessions. He said the accusation, even though, was directed at the Company's activities, had the potential of harming mining interest in Ghana, which could then be seen as an unattractive place for mining investment.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200306010048.html
Bouteflika calls for international aid to face earthquake 

Algiers, Algeria (PANA) - Algerian president Abdelaziz Bouteflika on Sunday appealed for international assistance to help his country cope with the consequences of the earthquake that struck Algiers and its suburbs on 21 May, leaving 2,268 people dead and 10,000 injured. "I would be highly indebted to each of your Excellencies for any form of assistance or suggestion that you deem appropriate to help me meet the challenge and soothe the injuries of an Algeria that is bruised once again," Bouteflika said in a speech at the opening of the G8 summit Sunday at Evian, France. Commending international community for the solidarity it shown since the earthquake struck, the Algerian president conceded that the extent of the damage and deaths revealed the fragility of the Algerian society and the lack of preparedness of administrative and economic structures to deal with such disasters.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng002883&dte=01/06/2003
_________________________________________________________________________________________

ROAP Media Update – 02 June 2003

UN or UNEP in the news

‘When I Have To Do Something, I Just Do It’
With another award in his kitty, Dr Bindeshwar Pathak of Sulabh says it’s nice to know you are headed in the right direction
Financial Express, June 01, 2003 (Prachi Raturi)  - Days before he has to fly to Lebanon, he’s trying to wind up some work because it’s the little things that matter, he says. Dr Bindeshwar Pathak has been recently elected by the United Nations Environmental Programme ( UNEP) to its Global 500 Roll Of Honour “for his outstanding contributions to the protection of the environment”. He is one of the eight individuals and organisations to receive this honour in 2003.

http://www.financialexpress.com/fe_full_story.php?content_id=35324
Consume till you're doomed
Bangkok Post, May 30, 2003 (Wasant Techawongtham) - I used to wonder what would happen if the average Chinese consumed as much as the average American? The thought was horrifying. Americans constitute 5% of the world's population but consume 20% of its resources. One American is equal to 13 Chinese, 31 Indians, 128 Bangladeshis, 307 Tanzanians, or 370 Ethiopians in terms of energy consumption, according to Paul Ehrlich in his book Population Bomb. 
…The United Nations Environment Programme said in preparing for a regional meeting last week that there are now more ``middle to high income'' consumers in Asia and the Pacific than in western Europe and North America combined. They are people earning more than $7,000 a year, or roughly 23,400 baht a month.
``It is clear that the Earth's natural ecosystems will not cope with the style of industrialisation and over-consumption seen in Europe or North America,'' said its deputy executive director, Shafqat Kakakhel.
http://www.bangkokpost.com/News/30May2003_news24.html 

Iraq's parched marshlands returning to life
The Age (Australia), May 31 2003 - Local communities, starved of water, are reclaiming this precious resource. Charles Clover reports.
The Mesopotamian marshlands are returning to life as locals tear down earthworks and open floodgates allowing spring waters to surge on to land drained by Saddam Hussein. 
Satellite pictures published by the United Nations Environment Program on its website - www.grid.unep.ch - show that considerably more water has reached the wetlands this May than last and places that have been dry for five years are under water.
http://www.theage.com.au/articles/2003/05/30/1054177726752.html 


Nuclear arms watchdog cites cancer-causes of depleted uranium 

New York, May 31, IRNA -- A Washington-based nuclear arms watchdog said that depleted uranium the US and Britain used against Iraq may  cause cancer and urged the United States and Britain to clean up      

remnants of the weapons used in the war.                              

    "The United States and Britain must take the necessary steps to protect the Iraqi people from the detrimental effects of depleted  uranium," Executive Director of the Nuclear Policy Research Institute 

Charles Sheehan-Miles said in a news conference at UN headquarters.   

    He said that depleted uranium is used to harden the tips of armor-piercing shells. It is 40 percent less radioactive than natural uranium but nonetheless toxic, and studies have suggested the substance may cause cancer if inhaled or attack the kidneys if  ingested via soil or the water supply.                                

    He said depleted uranium releases fine particles into the air, which can settle on the ground and later be inhaled by anyone in the area.                                                                 

    Iraqi scientists say the numbers of Iraqi children suffering from childhood cancers soared within a few years of the 1991 Persian Gulf War, and the World Health Organization and the UN Environment Program have called for further research.                                     
http://www.irna.ir/en/head/030531192120.ehe.shtml 

Observatory - DANGER AHEAD FOR SEA COWS
The Straits Times (Singapore), May 31, 2003 
MIAMI - Even as an endangered species, with protection afforded to only a handful of other creatures on earth, the Florida manatee loses up to 10 per cent of its number every year, many crushed or slashed by boats. 
.. LIFE FLOWS BACK FOR MARSH ARABS
GENEVA - Water is returning to Iraq's southern dried-out Mesopotamian marshlands, the United Nations said in a report on Wednesday on the home of a unique Arab culture almost destroyed by Saddam Hussein in apparent retaliation for an uprising.
The UN Environment Programme (UNEP) said mechanical diggers had broken down barriers and levees built under the previous regime, allowing water to flow into the area - believed by some archaeologists to be the Garden of Eden in the Scriptures.
http://straitstimes.asia1.com.sg/techscience/story/0,4386,192138,00.html? 

New treaty on GMO trade set to come into force
UK: May 29, 2003 - LONDON - A treaty regulating trade in genetically modified organisms (GMOs) is expected to come into force later this year, giving importers greater powers to reject shipments of such crops.
"Most probably in the next weeks we will come to the point when 50 or more countries have ratified. Ninety days later it enters into force," United Nations Environment Programme chief Klaus Toepfer told reporters this week.
http://www.planetark.org/dailynewsstory.cfm/newsid/20971/story.htm 


General Environment News

Australia says no plans to sign Kyoto Treaty
AUSTRALIA: June 2, 2003 -  CANBERRA - Australia, the world's largest coal exporter, reaffirmed its opposition to ratifying the Kyoto treaty on combating climate change, saying it was not in the national interest.

Prime Minister John Howard said Australia was in an almost unique situation in being a developed country that was a net exporter of energy. 
"If we sign Kyoto under present conditions we would run the risk of losing investment that would otherwise be in Australia to countries like China and Russia," Howard told Melbourne radio station 3AW. 
"They don't have the same obligations because they are regarded as developing countries."
http://www.planetark.org/dailynewsstory.cfm/newsid/21002/story.htm 

China Steps up Efforts to Protect Three Gorges Environment
People Daily, May 30, 2003 - The Chinese government has enhanced efforts to protect ecological environment in the Three Gorges dam area where the construction of a gigantic hydro-electric power project is well under way.
The Three Gorges Water Control Project, the largest of its kind in the world, will begin storing water on June 1 and is scheduled to be completed in 2009. Upon completion, a reservoir with a water surface area of more than 1,000 sq km and over 660 km in length, will be shaped gradually between the area of Sandouping in central Hubei province and Chongqing municipality on the upper reaches of the Yangtze. 
Environmental protection in the reservoir area has been prioritized by local governments ever since the massive water control project was launched in 1993.
http://english.peopledaily.com.cn/200305/29/eng20030529_117381.shtml 
Govt extends reef protection zones
Australia Broadcasting Corporation, June 02, 2003 - The Federal Environment Minister, David Kemp will today release a draft proposal which aims to further protect the Great Barrier Reef.
Under the plan, the Government wants to expand the zones of high protection from 5 per cent to 30 per cent.
Dr Kemp says the plan will benefit both the tourism and fishing industries by protecting the reef and enhancing fishing stocks.
"The Great Barrier Reef is the largest world heritage area in the world and this new zoning system will establish a new international standard for the protection of reefs," he said.
http://www.abc.net.au/news/newsitems/s869452.htm 

_________________________________________________________________________________________

ROLAC  MEDIA UPDATE –Firts June  2003 

www.ips.org
ENVIRONMENT-GUATEMALA:
Largest Wetland in Distress 

Jorge A. Grochembake 


GUATEMALA CITY, May 30 (Tierramérica) - Mangroves, swamps, rivers and lakes, as well as black-sand beaches created from volcanic lava -- all of which are part of the varied ecosystems of the Manchón Guamuchal wetlands -- are being degraded by human activities, particularly contamination from the dumping of chemicals and garbage. 

A major fire last month threatened to wipe out an area of mangroves, a near-disaster that focused public attention on the marshland. The Manchón Guamuchal is a protected area covering 13,500 hectares on a Guatemalan island off the Pacific coast of the southwestern municipality of Tilapia in San Marcos department. 

The Manchón Guamuchal serves as a migratory bird refuge and, due to its vast biological wealth of such wetlands, is among the most complex and productive ecosystems. 

These intermediate habitats -- between land and aquatic ecosystems -- provide vital environmental functions and natural wealth, point out ecologists. 

The Manchón Guamuchal is included in the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands, adopted in the Iranian city of that name in 1971 and signed by more than 100 countries. 

The Convention includes a list of globally important sites, particularly those that provide habitat for aquatic birds. Guatemala ratified the convention in June 1990 and in 1998 the Manchón Guamuchal was added to the list of internationally important marshes. 

The mission of the Ramsar Convention is ”the conservation and wise use of all wetlands through local, regional and national actions and international cooperation, as a contribution towards achieving sustainable development throughout the world.” 

”Manchón Guamuchal was declared a Ramsar site, but the authorities still don't pay any attention to it,” says conservationist Ligia de León, who has spent more than 20 years working to protect the area with the local 'Amigos del Bosque' (Friends of the Forest). 

De León said in comments to Tierramérica it is also a shame that the local press does not better disseminate the studies about the wetland, like the one published in March by Brazilian oceanographer Yara Schaeffer-Novelli, who visited Guatemala last year. 

The Manchón Guamuchal, the most important coastal protected area (270 km west of the Guatemalan capital), is perhaps the only site that remains in the region as a resting area for migratory birds, which use the western corridor that begins in Canada and the United States, says Schaeffer-Novelli's report. 

Fourteen duck species, 12 of which are migratory, and 20 species of egrets, like the 'jorojora' or tiger-heron, as well as many other bird species utilize the wetland, says the Brazilian study. 

De León notes that the birds arrive from October to November, and leave in March, after wintering in the Tilapia lagoons. There are aquatic birds and even birds of prey, sparrow hawks, buzzards and falcons. 

The activist questions the local officials' failure to enforce the ban on shrimp operations near these habitats or against the owners of banana plantations, the principal source of contamination in the form of fertiliser and pesticide run-off. 

”Everything flows to the wetlands via the rivers. Furthermore, the advance of human settlements is another factor endangering the area,” she said. 

According to Schaeffer-Novelli's study, contamination from chemicals and plastic waste dumped upriver affect the entire Manchón Guamuchal wetland, as do the activities of nearby residents, who cut down the white mangrove (Laguncularia racemosa) to use in woodworking and the red mangrove (Rhizophora mangle) to use as firewood. 

”Unfortunately we haven't been able to establish the foundations for saving these vital ecosystems from contamination,” Yadira Pereira, assistant for the wildlife department at the National Council for Protected Areas (CONAP), told Tierramérica. 

Nevertheless, said Pereira, the Guatemalan government is working hard to comply with the Ramsar Convention guidelines. 

She underlined the launch of training programmes and efforts to limit the number of people entering the protected areas. 

* Originally published May 24 in Spanish by Latin American newspapers that are part of the Tierramérica network. Tierramérica is a specialised news service produced by IPS with the backing of the United Nations Development Programme and the United Nations Environment Programme: www.tierramerica.net 

(Jorge A. Grochembake is a Tierramérica contributor.)
Latin News / Inglaterra  

ARGENTINA: Provincial govt may face charges for   

negligence   

Federal prosecutors have begun investigating the possibility of   

pressing charges against the provincial government of Santa Fe for 

  endangering the lives of  thousands of people during recent floods 

  in which at least 23 people have died  and over 100,000 have lost  

 their homes.    

Dr Anna Petra Roge, legal advisor to the NGO Amigos de la Tierra, 

  told Latin News that data has been provided revealing that it was   

'impossible for the  provincial government not to have known about   

the imminent flooding' and that  'for a long time the drainage system 

  had been in disrepair.'    

Investigations were launched following revelations in the local press 

  that the governor of the province, Carlos Reutemann, had been   

forewarned of the possibility of serious flooding in the region but   

failed to take the necessary precautionary action.    

Despite repeated warnings from meteorologists, the provincial   

government did  not install hydraulic devices that could have   

reduced the impact of the flooding nor did it inform local residents   

of the approaching catastrophe. The investigations are based on   

evidence filed by 20 NGOs.    

The failure of caretaker President Eduardo Duhalde to provide   

emergency  funding, as well as the federal interior ministry's   

mishandling of emergency aid,  are also being investigated.   

28/05/2003  © Latin American Newsletters
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F R I D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
*
Security Council authorizes deployment of emergency force for DR of Congo

*
DR of Congo: UN human rights chief applauds deployment of emergency force

*
Security Council seeks to bring peace and development to Africa

*
UN mission in Western Sahara extended by two months

*
Annan welcomes agreement between government and opposition in Venezuela

*
Iraq: UN to host reconstruction meeting at New York Headquarters in June  

*
On Staff Day, Fréchette praises ‘unsung heroes’ who died working for the UN

*
UN Children’s Fund challenges G-8 to step up to plate on AIDS crisis

*
WHO to remove Singapore from list of areas with recent local transmission of SARS

*
Pan American Health Organization set to vaccinate 15 million children

*
Former Yugoslav security agent transferred to UN war crimes tribunal

*
UN refugee agency ‘extremely concerned’ over fate of 18 Tibetans in Nepal

*
UN agency distributes seeds to drought-affected farmers in Eritrea

* * * *

DR of Congo

30 May – Signalling its “utmost concern” at the fighting and atrocities in the Ituri province of the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), the United Nations Security Council today authorized the deployment of an international emergency force to help stabilize the situation in the country’s volatile north-east, where ethnic fighting has killed more than 400 people.

By the unanimous adoption of a new resolution, the Council authorized the deployment of an Interim Emergency Multinational Force in the town of Bunia – where an inter-ethnic power struggle has been raging for weeks – until 1 September, and empowers it to take all necessary measures to fulfil its mandate.

Determining that the situation in Ituri, and particularly in Bunia, constituted a threat to the peace process in the DRC and to peace and security in the wider Great Lakes region, the resolution stipulated that the Interim Force is to contribute to the stabilization of the security and grave humanitarian situation in Bunia.

The Force would also ensure the protection of the local airport, the internally displaced persons (IDPs) in the camps in Bunia and, if the situation requires it, to participate in the protection of the population, UN personnel and the humanitarian presence in town.

The Council stressed that the Force is to be deployed on a strictly temporary basis to reinforce the UN Organization Mission in the DRC (MONUC). In that regard, the text authorized Secretary-General Kofi Annan to deploy, within the overall authorized MONUC ceiling, a reinforced UN presence to Bunia, and requests him to do so by mid-August.

The resolution called on UN Member States to contribute personnel, equipment and other necessary financial and logistic resources to the multinational force, and called specifically on countries in Great Lakes region to provide all necessary support to facilitate its swift deployment in Bunia.

Strongly condemning the deliberate killing of unarmed MONUC personnel and the staff of other humanitarian organizations, the Council demanded that all parties to the conflict in Ituri cease hostilities immediately. It also insisted that all Congolese parties and all States in the Great Lakes region cooperate with the Force and with MONUC, and required that they refrain from any activity that could further destabilize the situation in Bunia, chiefly providing weapons and other support to armed groups or militias.

* * *

DR of Congo

30 May – The top United Nations human rights official today applauded the unanimous decision by the Security Council to authorize the deployment of an international emergency force to the Ituri district of in the northeastern Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC).

“This is the Security Council at its best,” Sergio Vieira de Mello, the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, said in a statement. “And a demonstration that the Secretary General and the Security Council can act swiftly, hand-in-hand, to protect the lives of the civilian population in conflict areas, a paramount human rights and humanitarian concern.”

The Council unanimously adopted a resolution authorizing the deployment of an international emergency force to help stabilize the situation in the DRC’s volatile northeast, where ethnic fighting has killed more than 400 people. The French-led force will be in Bunia until 1 September to contribute to the stabilization of the security and grave humanitarian situation there, as well ensure the protection of the airport, the internally displaced persons (IDPs) in the camps and, if the situation requires it, to participate in the protection of the population, UN personnel and the humanitarian presence in town.

Earlier Friday, the High Commissioner voiced his concern over the plight of the civilian population in Bunia and the level and extent of the atrocities committed there, especially against women and children.

He also strongly deplored the use of the mass media to incite hatred against particular groups and called on all parties to stop the killings of civilians and do their utmost to prevent further violations of humanitarian law and of the most fundamental human rights. “For those who are engaged in such crimes,” he stressed, “there can be no impunity.”

Meanwhile, on the ground in Bunia, no fighting was reported today, according to a UN spokesperson in New York. The number of dead bodies collected so far by the local Red Cross, working together with the UN Organization Mission in the DRC (MONUC), now stood at 415.

MONUC was also continuing its efforts to re-start negotiations between the militia groups. “In the meantime, general humanitarian activity continues,” Hua Jiang said at a press briefing. “War-wounded patients at the UN clinic in Bunia town have been transferred to the medical facility at the airport. There have been no new war-wounded patients since Tuesday.”

In related news, the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) said the refugee influx from the DRC into western Uganda has subsided, with no significant new arrivals reported in the last week.

The last major group of refugees – estimated at 1,500 – arrived in Uganda on 20 May, when they followed that country’s troops returning from the DRC’s Ituri district.

UNHCR said the majority of the refugees, mainly ethnic Alur who are found on both sides of the border, were opting to stay with friends and relatives rather than being moved to the government-designated refugee settlement. The agency immediately arranged for the transfer of some 17 refugees who were willing to go to the settlement.

On Monday, the Ugandan Government and UNHCR plan to assess the numbers of refugees willing to relocate to settlements, and to make logistical arrangements for their transfer.

* *  *

Security Council: Africa

30 May – Faced with the conflicts and complex crises plaguing Africa, the United Nations Security Council today discussed ways to refine prevention and containment strategies by involving regional and global organizations and exploring the links between peace and security on the one hand and social and economic development on the other.

“Greater and more creative efforts by the international community in a concerted and comprehensive manner involving not only the UN, but also the Bretton Woods institutions and donor countries, are essential for successful peace-building,” Ibrahim A. Gambari, Under-Secretary-General and Special Adviser on Africa, said.

Addressing the 15-member body at a public meeting called to consider “Conflicts in Africa: Security Council Missions and United Nations mechanisms to promote peace and security,” on the eve of Council missions to Central and West Africa, Mr. Gambari said it was important to learn from previous experiences.

He also advocated the need to design and implement preventive measures that had the prospects of success. In general, conflicts in Africa could not be resolved without taking their regional and global dimensions fully into account.

“The recognition that the international community has not yet been particularly successful in post-conflict peace-building in Africa and, perhaps, elsewhere, [indicates] that more concerted efforts need to be made in these areas,” he said.

Highlighting pressing issues demanding urgent attention, Mr. Gambari urged the Council to evaluate the current mandate and resources of the various UN operations in Central Africa for “much needed adjustment,” especially in Burundi and the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC). He urged members to revisit the possibility of holding an international conference on the Great Lakes region to discuss the region’s future.

On West Africa, the Council should assess the capacity of regional organizations to participate in operations. It should also seek ways to implement resolution 1366 calling for the enhancement of the capacity for conflict prevention of regional organizations by extending international assistance.

“When the missions return, the Council may also wish to consider measures to foster a greater coordination and coherence in the United Nations’ response at the intergovernmental level to the interrelated issue of peace, security and development in Africa,” he said. “To advance that process, the Security Council and the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) may wish to consider holding joint meetings periodically, as a means of mobilizing international support for Africa in areas of conflict prevention and resolution, for which the Security Council has the mandate, and of post-conflict economic rehabilitation, for which the Economic and Social Council has a unique responsibility.”

Opening the session, the Council President for May, Ambassador Munir Akram of Pakistan, said the missions to Central and West Africa would take a powerful message that the Council remained focused on the issues in the subregions and remained actively engaged.

Ambassador Jean-Marc de La Sablière of France, who will lead the Council mission to Central Africa from 9 to 16 June, said specific measures were necessary to neutralize the engines to the conflict in DRC, such as the plundering of mineral richness. There was also a need for strengthening the framework of the peace process and that was the specific goal of the Council mission.

United Kingdom Ambassador, Sir Jeremy Greenstock, who will lead the Council mission to West Africa, said it was now clear that lasting stability there depended on sustainable peace in every country of the region.

For his part, Ambassador Jagdish Koonjul of Mauritius, current Chairman of the African Regional Group, said the Group regretted that the mission to West Africa had been abruptly postponed earlier this month because of other urgent matters – the debate on Iraq. Urgency and importance were matters of perception, he added.

Speaking on behalf of the Ad-hoc working Group on Conflict Prevention and Solution in Africa, Ambassador Ismael Abraão Gaspar Martins of Angola welcomed Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s efforts to establish a bureau within the UN Secretariat to deal especially with African issues. He also welcomed UN readiness to assist in implementation of the African Union (AU) Protocol creating the African Council of Peace and Security.

* * *

Western Sahara

30 May – In order to further consider the best way forward on a new plan proposed by Secretary-General Kofi Annan to resolve the situation in Western Sahara, the Security Council today extended by two months the mandate of the United Nations mission responsible for organizing a referendum in the territory.

The Council’s unanimous adoption of a resolution to extend, until 31 July, the mandate of the UN Mission for the Referendum in Western Sahara (MINURSO) follows its consideration earlier this week of Mr. Annan’s latest report on the work of the Mission in which he proposes a new settlement option. He recommended the Council approve the peace plan, which was developed by his Personal Envoy, James Baker.

The text adopted by the Council today commends Mr. Baker’s work in the Western Sahara, including his efforts to resolve the pending humanitarian issues related to the conflict and to implement confidence-building measures in the region led by the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR).

In his report, Mr. Annan said that after many years of exemplary efforts by his Personal Envoy, the proposed peace plan – which combines elements of the draft framework agreement and agreed elements of the settlement plan – offers what could be an “optimum political solution” to the conflict. It would also provide the bona fide residents of Western Sahara, following an appropriate transitional period, the opportunity to determine their own future, which, in turn, would promote peace and stability in the region and would open the way to enhanced exchanges and cooperation between the countries of the Arab Maghreb Union.

The draft framework favoured by Morocco, the territory’s administering power, would confer on the population of Western Sahara the right to elect their own executive and legislative bodies and have exclusive competence over local governmental administration. Within five years, a referendum on the final status of the territory would be held. The long-proposed settlement plan, favoured by Algeria and the Frente Popular para la Liberación de Saguía el-Hamra y del Río de Oro (POLISARIO Front), calls for a referendum to allow the people of the Territory to choose between independence or integration with Morocco.

The new peace plan – representing something of a “compromise,” Mr. Annan said – provides each side some, but not all, of what it wants. It envisages a period of transition during which there would be a division of responsibilities between the parties before the holding of a referendum for self-determination. “And unlike the settlement plan,” he added, “the peace plan does not require the consent of both parties at each and every step of its implementation.”

* * *

Venezuela

30 May – Secretary-General Kofi Annan today welcomed the agreement signed between the Government of Venezuela and the opposition Coordinadora Democrática, and pledged continued United Nations support in helping the country to find peaceful solutions to its problems.

A statement issued by a UN spokesperson said the Secretary-General “urges all Venezuelans to take advantage of the opportunity that [Thursday’s] agreement provides to advance in the search for a peaceful, constitutional and electoral solution to the problems of their country.”

The statement also commended the international facilitators, particularly César Gaviria, Secretary General of the Organization of American States.

“The Secretary-General emphasizes that the United Nations will continue to be engaged in supporting Venezuelans as they seek peaceful solutions to resolving their differences,” the statement said.
* * *

Iraq: reconstruction


30 May – The United Nations is to host a meeting next month in New York next month of UN agencies, international financial institutions and Iraqi technical experts to boost the reconstruction and recovery of Iraq.

The meeting, on 24 June, will focus on information sharing about reconstruction efforts, needs assessment and resources.

Meanwhile, on the sports field, the UN Development Programme (UNDP) is joining forces with the International Olympic Committee (IOC) to ensure that Iraqi athletes participate in the 2004 Athens Olympic Games.

In Baghdad today, an IOC delegation met with more than 200 athletes, coaches and sports administrator and told them that the IOC was committed to having Iraq participate in the Games.

With the active support of UNDP, the IOC said it would work with local sports federations on training programmes to prepare athletes for the games.

The IOC and UNDP encouraged the members of the Iraqi sports community to organize elections for a national Olympic committee. They also stressed the need for women to participate at all levels of sports.   
* * *

UN Staff Day

30 May – Commemorating the annual United Nations Staff Day, Deputy Secretary-General Louise Fréchette paid tribute today to the courage and contributions of the many “unsung heroes” who lost their lives while working for the world body.

“Here at the Headquarters, we do not have to worry about a perilous working environment, stepping on a landmine or being ambushed on a lonely road where no laws prevails. Some of our colleagues do,” Ms. Fréchette said at the memorial ceremony held at the UN Headquarters in New York, and organized by the UN Staff Union, for the 37 civilian and military personnel who lost their lives since October last year.

Ms. Fréchette stressed that the UN should never slacken its efforts to protect staff wherever they may serve. “Minimum operating security standards are being put in place at all duty stations. We are in the process of developing a unified framework with enhanced coordination among all parts of the Organization and clear lines of accountability,” she said.

“We have made tremendous progress over the past year in making security an integral priority in all operations,” Ms. Fréchette noted. “The number of staff members who lost their lives in the service of the Organization this past year is the lowest since 1992.”

She urged her colleagues not to forget the fallen heroes or lose faith in the overall purpose for which they gave their lives. “But let us also send our thoughts to those staff members who continue to work in the most difficult of conditions, helping those who need it most, and trying to bring peace and hope to troubled regions,” Ms. Fréchette said.

The Deputy Secretary-General also reminded UN Member States of their responsibilities in improving security and fighting impunity by arresting and prosecuting those responsible for violence against peacekeepers and humanitarian workers.

Also speaking at the memorial service were Ambassador Luis Gallegos Chiriboga of Ecuador, Acting President of the General Assembly, and Ambassador Valery P. Kuchinsky of Ukraine, who paid homage to the 62 Spanish troops and 12 Ukrainian crewmembers who died in a plane crash in north-west Turkey on 26 May while returning from service with the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) in Afghanistan.
* * *

G-8 Summit

30 May – The head of the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) today challenged the leaders of the world’s richest nations meeting at the G-8 summit next week to adopt a “tide-turning approach” to the global AIDS crisis or else face the opprobrium of allowing millions more people to needlessly suffer and die.

The heads of government from Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, Russia, the United Kingdom and the United States, along with the European Union, meeting on 1-3 June in Evian, France, must summon the collective leadership, resources and political will needed to tackle the global HIV/AIDS crisis, which is increasingly affecting children and young people, UNICEF Executive Director Carol Bellamy said.

Ms. Bellamy praised US President George W. Bush’s signing on Tuesday of a $15 billion emergency AIDS bill, saying it raises the ante for other major donor nations.

“The $15 billion could have huge impact for the 14 African and Caribbean nations it is meant to reach,” she said in a statement. “But the overwhelming majority of all people living with HIV or AIDS today – 95 per cent of them – have absolutely no access to treatment or care. For them, HIV is a death sentence.”

Noting that in three countries not covered by the US plan – Lesotho, Swaziland and Zimbabwe – a third of all young women between the ages of 15 and 24 are HIV-positive, she added: “To corner the virus, all countries – rich and poor –must step up to the plate. And the global response must focus on children and young people – because they’re hardest hit, and because their choices will determine the course of the epidemic.”

Schools are the most effective tool for curbing infection, she said. “Education can empower young people – especially girls – with a strong foundation of knowledge, skills and confidence needed to protect themselves and their communities. Education can chip away at the fear, stigma and discrimination that keep young people from seeking voluntary counselling, testing and treatment. And only education can give young people the economic and social capabilities to thrive in a more equal world,” she added.

For its part the World Food Programme (WFP) has put together a white paper on preventing and mitigating food crises in sub-Saharan Africa for G-8 leaders to consider.

Noting that some 196 million Africans are undernourished, and 40 million now suffer from severe food shortages, WFP suggests specific steps that G-8 nations can take to make emergency responses to food crises more effective.
* * *

SARS

30 May – The United Nations World Health Organization is set to remove Singapore from the list of areas with recent local transmission of Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS), the agency said today.

The change in status will be official tomorrow following a 20-day period – twice the incubation period for the disease – in which no new cases have been reported. Singapore has had 206 probable cases of the deadly respiratory illness.

“From the start, Singapore’s handling of its SARS outbreak has been exemplary,” said Dr. David Heymann, Executive Director for Communicable Diseases at WHO. “This is an inspiring victory that should make all of us optimistic that SARS can be contained everywhere.”

As of today, there have been a total of 8,317 cases of SARS, with 754 deaths in 28 countries.

* * *

Vaccinations

30 May – The United Nations World Health Organization’s (WHO) regional office for the Americas is set to launch the region’s first-ever Vaccination Week, with 19 countries mobilizing to immunize more than 15 million children under 5 and 2.7 million women of childbearing age.

The Pan American Health Organization (PAHO) said it organized the Vaccination Week to prevent neonatal tetanus, maintain measles interruption – no cases have been reported in the region for six months – and to give impetus to efforts to end rubella. PAHO also aims to maintain polio eradication, which was officially declared in 1994.

“This is a Pan American initiative aimed at achieving equity in vaccination, so that the most disadvantaged get protection against vaccine-preventable diseases. Thus, they will grow up and have the chance to develop to their full potential and enjoy a better life.” PAHO’s Acting Chief of the Immunization Unit Héctor Izurieta said.

With the overarching goal of vaccinating 95 per cent of the continent’s children, some 200,000 health workers will travel to border areas, isolated communities, and marginal urban populations to reach those who have never been immunized or who have not completed their series of vaccines, according to PAHO.

The workers will focus on vaccinating groups with low immunization rates in areas considered “pockets of susceptibility,” where an imported case of measles could trigger an outbreak, Gina Tambini, PAHO’s Manager of the Family and Community Health Area said.

Activities have been planned in each participating country but also in key border areas. Peru, Bolivia and Brazil have scheduled a joint effort in a remote border area in the Amazon and health authorities from all three countries will visit border villages and see health workers off as they embark on boats to vaccinate children.

PAHO said it is collaborating with the United States Centres for Disease Control and Prevention and the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) to support the countries to make the campaign a success. The organizers hope that the Vaccination Week will become an annual Pan American and Ibero-American event.

* * *

ICTY

30 May – A former senior Yugoslav intelligence agent was transferred from Serbia to the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) in The Hague today to face charges of crimes against humanity for murder and ethnic cleansing of Croats and Muslims in Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina, the court said.

Franko Simatovic, 53, also known as “Frenki,” was indicted on 1 May on four counts of crimes against humanity – including persecutions on political, racial or religious grounds, murder, deportation and forcible transfer – and one count of violations of the laws or customs of war for murder.

The indictment accuses him of participating in a joint criminal enterprise, with among others, former Yugoslav President Slobodan Milosevic, now standing trial before the Tribunal, former Bosnian Serb President Biljana Plavsic, already sentenced to 11 years in prison, and two top fugitives, Bosnian Serb political leader Radovan Karadzic and Bosnian Serb military leader Ratko Mladic.

It alleges that between 1991 and 1995, Mr. Simatovic, “acting alone or in concert with members of the joint criminal enterprise, planned, ordered, committed or otherwise aided and abetted the planning, preparation or execution of persecutions of Croats, Bosnian Muslims and Bosnian Croats and other non-Serbs” in Croatia and Bosnia.

The persecutions were committed on the discriminatory grounds of political affiliation, race or religion and included the murder, forcible transfer and deportation of Croats, Bosnian Muslims, Bosnian Croats and other non-Serbs, it adds.

* * *

UNHCR

30 May – Expressing “extreme concern” over the fate of 18 Tibetans whose return is being demanded by China, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) has called on Nepal to release them instead into the agency’s care until their claims can be ascertained.

“Our mandate is to protect asylum seekers until such time as their claim and their status have been determined,” UNHCR spokesman Ron Redmond said in Geneva. “Returning people before their status is determined would amount to refoulement and would be in clear contravention of international law.”

The Tibetans, detained in Nepal on 17 April, have requested UNHCR’s assistance and “we have strong reason to believe that they would be of concern to us,” Mr. Redmond added. “However, despite several requests, we have not had access to the 18 so that we can assess their claims through individual interviews.

“According to agreed procedures regularly used by Nepal and UNHCR in the past, we would facilitate the onward travel to a third country of any Tibetan new arrivals in Nepal who are found to be of concern to us,” he said.

The 18 were part of a group of 21 who arrived in Nepal. The other three are children who have been released to UNHCR’s care.

Chinese officials in Kathmandu yesterday told UNHCR of their intention to take the group back to China, Mr. Redmond said, and the agency’s office in Nepal sent an urgent letter to the Nepalese Prime Minister requesting that they not be handed over, but instead be released to the care of UNHCR “so we can ascertain their claims.”

* * *

FAO

30 May – The United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) is distributing cereal and legume seeds to Eritrean farmers to help restore their productive capacity after they were hit last cropping season by the worst drought in 10 years.

FAO said today the 2002 drought severely weakened the productive capacity of farmers and affected all regions comprising Eritrea’s breadbasket. Only 11 per cent of the expected annual cereal was harvested, making it impossible to save the seed required for planting this year. 

Still suffering from the impact of the border war with Ethiopia, farmers have little cash left to buy seeds, FAO said, noting that often their limited seed stock becomes the only remaining source of food. 

Under its Technical Cooperation Programme (TCP), FAO recently launched a $400,000 project to distribute, starting this June, 400 tons of cereal and legume seeds to about 30,000 families. The agency said it would also provide technical assistance services and inputs to help rural communities resume farming. 

Though this assistance will go a long way – enabling about 15,000 hectares of land to be cultivated, ultimately yielding about 12,000 tons of food – FAO said that Eritrea needs 16 247 tons of seed to adequately meet its farming requirements.

FAO also warned that the food situation in Eritrea was alarming, as nearly two-thirds of the country’s 3.4 million people face severe food shortages and an estimated 1.4 million need emergency food assistance. Unless urgent assistance is provided, about 100,000 farmers would be unable to resume farming this June when the rains are expected to return.
* *** *

_______________________________________________________________________________________

DAILY PRESS BRIEFING BY THE OFFICE OF THE SPOKESMAN FOR THE SECRETARY-GENERAL

           Following is a near-verbatim transcript of today’s noon briefing by Hua Jiang, Deputy Spokesman for the

     Secretary-General.

           Good Afternoon.

           **DRC

           This morning, the Security Council unanimously adopted resolution 1484, authorizing, under Chapter VII of the

     Charter of the UN, the deployment until 1 September of an Interim Emergency Multinational Force in Bunia, in the

     Democratic Republic of the Congo.  The resolution stresses that this force is to be deployed on a strictly temporary

     basis to allow the Secretary-General time to reinforce the UN Mission’s presence in Bunia.

           The resolution demands that all parties to the conflict in Ituri cease hostilities immediately.  It also calls on all

     Member States and in particular those in the Great Lakes region to provide all necessary support to facilitate the swift

     deployment of the force.

           On the ground, no fighting has been reported today in Bunia.  The UN Mission is continuing its efforts to

     re-start negotiations between the militia groups. 

           In the meantime, general humanitarian activity continues.  War-wounded patients at the UN clinic in Bunia

     town have been transferred to the medical facility at the airport.  There have been no new war-wounded patients since

     Tuesday.

           The number of dead bodies collected so far by the local Red Cross working together with the UN Mission now

     stands at 415.

           **Security Council

           The Security Council this morning also approved a resolution to extend the mandate of the Mission in Western

     Sahara by two months.

           After that, the Council began an open meeting to wrap up the Council Presidency of Pakistan during the

     month of May, in which speakers focused on conflicts in Africa.  Ibrahim Gambari, Special Advisor to the

     Secretary-General on Africa, was among the speakers.

           He noted that upcoming Security Council missions to both Central Africa and West Africa are particularly

     timely, because they would provide the Council an opportunity to learn first-hand and thus make informed judgement

     on a host of issues.  He also said Security Council missions to Africa are a clear demonstration of continuing interest

     in and engagement with, crises and conflicts on the continent.  Beyond that, however, they need to be effective

     instruments for conflict prevention, management and resolution.

           In addition, he flagged that the failure of the international community to engage in serious efforts to consolidate

     peace in the Central African Republic, Liberia and Guinea-Bissau after the end of the earlier peacekeeping operations

     in these countries can largely be attributed to the relapse to conflict there.  Hence, greater and more creative efforts by

     the international community are essential for successful peace-building, he said.

           Russia will take over from Pakistan as Security Council President for June.  Ambassador Sergey Lavrov of

     Russia is expected to brief you on the June programme of work for the Security Council following consultations on

     Tuesday, 3 June.

           **Iraq

           On 24 June, a planning meeting on reconstruction and recovery in Iraq will be held at the United Nations.  For

     those of you who missed it yesterday, the UN Development Programme Administrator Mark Malloch Brown, in his

     capacity as chair of the UN Development Group, mentioned this upcoming meeting.  UN agencies, international

     financial institutions and Iraqi technical experts will participate in the meeting, which will focus on information sharing

     about reconstruction efforts, needs assessment and resources.

           **Iraq

           In Baghdad today, a delegation from the International Olympic Committee (IOC) met with over 200 athletes,

     coaches and sports administrators and told them that the IOC was committed to having Iraqi athletes participate in the

     2004 Athens Olympic Games.

           With the active support of the UN Development Programme (UNDP), the IOC said it would work with local

     sports federations on training programmes to prepare athletes for the games.  The IOC and UNDP encouraged the

     members of the Iraqi sports community to organize elections for a national Olympic committee.  They also stressed

     the need for women to participate at all levels of sports.

           **Statement attributable to the Spokesman

                 The following is a statement attributable to the Spokesman for the Secretary-General:

           “The Secretary-General welcomes the agreement signed yesterday –- that’s 29 May -- between the

     Government of Venezuela and the opposition Coordinadora Democrática.  He urges all Venezuelans to take advantage

     of the opportunity that this agreement provides to advance in the search for a peaceful, constitutional and electoral

     solution to the problems of their country. 

           “He would also like to commend the international facilitators, in particular Mr. César Gaviria, Secretary General

     of the Organization of American States for his untiring efforts in helping to conclude this agreement.

           “The Secretary-General emphasizes that the United Nations will continue to be engaged in supporting

     Venezuelans as they seek peaceful solutions to resolving their differences.”

           **Tibetans in Nepal

           The UN High Commissioner for Refugees is extremely concerned about the fate of 18 Tibetans detained by

     Nepalese authorities since 17 April, amid indications that Chinese authorities are demanding that they be returned to

     China.  You can read more about this in today’s briefing notes from UNHCR.

           **UNICEF

           The Executive Director of the United Nations Children's Fund, Carol Bellamy, today challenged the leaders of

     the Group of Eight, G-8, to turn the tide in the global AIDS crisis or risk being held accountable for the deaths of

     millions of people, increasingly children and young people.  We have a press release with more details.

           **G-8/WFP

           The World Food Programme has also prepared for the Group of Eight summit in Evian, by putting together a

     white paper on preventing and mitigating food crises in sub-Saharan Africa for G-8 leaders to consider.

           The white paper says that some 196 million Africans are undernourished, and 40 million now suffer from severe

     food shortages, and WFP suggests specific steps that G-8 nations can take to make emergency responses to food

     crises more effective.

           **ICTY

           Franko Simatovic, a former official in Yugoslavia’s State Security Service, was transferred today to the

     Detention Unit of the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia, where he has been indicted for war

     crimes and crimes against humanity for participating in the forcible removal of the majority of non-Serbs from large

     areas of Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina.  We have a press release with more details on that.

           **Vaccination week

           The first-ever Vaccination Week in the Americas will be launched this Sunday, with 19 countries mobilizing to

     immunize more than 15 million children under 5 years of age and 2.7 million women of childbearing age.  The ultimate

     goal is to achieve a vaccination rate of 95 per cent throughout the continent.  And we have a press release with more

     details.

           **FAO

           The Food and Agriculture Organization has launched a $400,000 project to help drought-affected farmers in

     Eritrea through the distribution of cereal and legume seeds and through providing technical assistance for the 2003

     cropping season.  Again, we have a press release on that.

           **DSG –- Staff day

           And today is UN Staff Day.  In her remarks at Memorial Ceremony held at the UN Headquarters, the Deputy

     Secretary-General Louis Fréchette paid respect to colleagues who have lost their lives, and the unsung heroes –-

     those who continue to work in the most difficult of conditions.

           She said that tremendous progress had been made over the past year in the area of staff security:  “Most of

     the recommendations made by the Secretary-General to the General Assembly in 2001 to enhance security of staff in

     the field have been implemented, or are in the process of being implemented”, she said.

           And we have the full text of her remarks available upstairs.

           **The Week Ahead at the United Nations

           And we also have the Week Ahead for you to pick up in the Office of the Spokesman.

           That’s all I have for you.  Have a nice weekend.

                                              * *** *
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