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War and the Environment - The Gulf Conflict

· Associated Press - U.S. monitoring troops for Gulf War Syndrome
· Reuters - War and neglect fuel Iraq water crisis

Other Environment-related News

· ENS - SARS Recedes, Toronto Travel Advisory Lifted

· REUTERS - SARS virus hits China trade in endangered animals
· ENS - Critics Attack Plan To Put Military Above the Law

Environmental News from the UNEP Regions

· ROAP
· ROE
· ROWA

Other UN News

· U.N. Highlights of 1 May 2003
· S.G.'s Spokesman Daily Press Briefing for 1 May 2003
( Highlights and Briefing for 30 April and 1 May)

UNWIRE

ENVIRONMENT DAY: Lebanon To Host Event In June 

Lebanon will host this year's World Environment Day, an annual celebration held in more than 100 countries, the U.N. Environment Program announced today. This year's event, scheduled for June 5, marks the first time in the day's 30-year history that the main celebrations have been held in the Arab world.

Lebanese Prime Minister Rafik Hariri said that in the past decade, his country's "challenge has been to rebuild its infrastructure after the tragedy of the 1975 to 1990 civil war. In doing so, we have tried to rebuild a country that cherishes the environment and respects nature. We are fortunate in having a youthful population that recognizes the importance of environmental issues. I hope that, by hosting this special day, Lebanon can build on this enthusiasm in our quest for a healthier, cleaner and more equitable nation that can act as a beacon in the region and the world."

World Environment Day events this year focus on 2003 as the International Year of Freshwater (UNEP release, April 30).

_________________________________________________________________________________________

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT: U.N. Panel Urged To Provide Water, Energy 

With 1 billion people worldwide lacking access to safe drinking water and 2 billion without electricity, speakers yesterday called on the U.N. Commission on Sustainable Development to assist developing countries in providing water and energy.

U.S. Undersecretary of State for Global Affairs Paula Dobriansky called on the panel to identify priorities in assisting those who lack access to safe drinking water and electricity. She said that in addition to the 2 billion people who have no electricity, another 2 billion are severely undersupplied.

U.N. Undersecretary General Anwarul Chowdhury said the commission should agree on special measures for tackling the impact on developing countries of globalization, trade liberalization and economic and environmental vulnerabilities.

Chowdhury also recalled the emphasis on Africa and on the world's worst-off countries that marked last year's World Summit on Sustainable Development. Small island developing states in particular, Chowdhury said, are increasingly constrained by small size, isolation and vulnerability and need better market access and more official development assistance, debt relief and capacity (U.N. release, April 29).

(Back to Contents)

_________________________________________________________________________________________

National Geographic News

Iraqs Eden: Reviving the Legendary Marshes 

Afshin Molavi
 May 1, 2003

Azzam Alwash, an Iraqi exile living in California, remembers the breathtaking beauty of Iraq's southern marshlands that he visited as a boy. He remembers the smiling hospitality of the Marsh Arab people, the quiet waterways where he floated on wooden boats, the beautiful cathedral-like homes constructed of reeds, and the swarms of colorful birds in the skies above. 

He promised his wife that they would one day visit the lush, biologically diverse, and historically rich region that lies between the lower reaches of the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers. 

Today, there's not much to visit. In 1991, shortly after the first Persian Gulf war ended, Saddam Hussein's government, angered by Marsh Arab participation in the southern uprising against his rule, launched an assault on the southern wetlands and the nearly 300,000 Marsh Arabs, known as Ma'adan, who call the region home. The assault included burning villages, summary executions and "disappearances," and a multi-year, sophisticated campaign of water diversion and marsh drainage that has reduced roughly 93 percent of the marshes to dry, salt-encrusted wasteland. 

Extensive damming by Turkey and Syria beginning in the 1950s in the upper Tigris-Euphrates river basin also negatively impacted the marshlands, but the majority of the destruction of the teeming Iraqi wetlands that are larger than Florida's Everglades began with Saddam Hussein's campaign.

Human Rights Watch called the campaign "a crime against humanity." Baroness Nicholson of Winterbourne, president of an aid organization devoted to helping Iraq's Marsh Arabs, called it "the deliberate extinction of one of the oldest races in the world." 

In response to the horrific evidence of what he calls "the destructive sophistication" wielded by Hussein's engineers, Alwash, a civil engineer who earned his doctorate from the University of Southern California, and his wife Suzie, a geology professor at El Camino College, decided to do something about it. 

They began searching for any data they could find on river flows, previous wetland reclamations, the specifics of Saddam Hussein's drainage methods, even poring over dusty dissertations in the libraries at the University of California, Los Angeles. They also picked the brain of Alwash's father, an Iraqi irrigation engineer, who immigrated to the United States after the first Persian Gulf war. 

In 2002, they formed the Eden Again project, assembling a cast of international scientists, engineers, anthropologists, and hydrologists to develop a plan to restore the marshes. 

The group is "not seeking to do the restoration ourselves," said Suzie Alwash. "This must be done by the people of the region. We hope that our group can provide some scientific support and a forum for stakeholder discussions. It is critical that all stakeholders, especially the Marsh Arabs themselves, are intimately involved." 

The group issued its preliminary report April 29 in Washington, D.C. 

Garden of Eden 

The Mesopotamian Marshlands are an integral part of the Tigris-Euphrates river basin shared by Iran, Iraq, Syria, and Turkey. Some Biblical scholars believe the region to be the site on which ancient stories of the Garden of Eden and the Great Flood are based. Up until a dozen years ago, the Ma'adan led a life characterized by fishing, farming, weaving, hunting, and grazing water buffalo, a life not entirely unrecognizable to their Babylonian and Sumerian ancestors 5,000 years ago. 

A report released by the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) in 2001 alerted the world that only about 7 percent of the once-extensive marshlands remained. Satellite evidence showed the wetland complex UNEP called "a biodiversity center of global importance," that had once covered an area of 5,800 to 7,700 square miles (15,000 to 20,000 square kilometers), had shrunk to a 386-square-mile (1,000-square-kilometer) marsh straddling the Iran-Iraq border. 

UNEP described it as one of the worst environmental disasters in history, ranking it with the desiccation of the Aral Sea and the deforestation of the Amazon rainforests. The marshlands are a breeding ground and stop-over point for migratory birds. The environmental degradation put an estimated 40 species of birds and untold species of fish at risk, and led to the extinction of at least seven species. Two other species—the Sacred Ibis and African Darter—are near extinction. 

Destruction of the wetlands was also devastating to agriculture and water quality, and many of the Marsh Arabs were forced to move to Iran or became internally displaced people in Iraq. In the long term, the drying of the marshes could contribute to climate change in the region. 

Eden Again 

The Eden Again report outlines preliminary plans for "at least partial restoration" of up to 1,500 square miles of marshlands territory. 

The team understands the daunting challenges that lie ahead. 

"If we can restore one-third of the marshlands, I would consider it a miraculous recovery," said Curtis Richardson, director of the Duke University Wetland Center and a veteran of Florida Everglades restoration projects. 

The problems are not simple, he warned, especially if there are high concentrations of salt and sulphate in the soil. 

"Salt-encrusted land simply cannot absorb new water and the mixture of water into high sulfate areas would be toxic," he said. 

The most promising candidate for restoration, scientists say, is the marsh that straddles the Iran-Iraq border east of the Tigris River, known as Hawr Al Hawizeh in Iraq and Al Azim in Iran. The Eden Again scientists call for the reintroduction of water to the Hawizeh marsh as soon as possible. Two other marshes—Al Hammar Marsh, south of the Euphrates River and the Central Marsh located between the Euphrates and Tigris Rivers—will require significant soil testing for salt and sulphate before any reclamation work is attempted. Neither of the two marshes is expected to achieve significant restoration. 

Involving Stakeholders 

Recovery will also require delicate diplomacy involving governments, aid and relief groups, and the people of the marshes. 

UNEP is calling for a holistic river basin approach that involves all stakeholders, including the governments of Turkey, Syria, and Iran. 

The aid group headed by Baroness Nicholson, Assisting Marsh Arabs and Refugees, has been providing care to Ma'adan refugees in Iran and has assembled a team of Iraqi and international scientists and engineers to help with the wetland reclamation. The group is also calling on the United Nations to designate the Mesopotamian marshlands as a world heritage site, which would provide added protection and funding. 

"Our generation will be responsible for the deliberate extinction of one of the oldest people on Earth if we don't act fast," Nicholson said. "We certainly cannot allow this to happen." 

Azzam Alwash is doing his part. He plans to travel to Iraq with a team of scientists in two weeks. While the technical problems of wetlands reclamation and the political problems of dealing with a transitional government rising from the ashes of years of oppression and a war are high on his agenda, they are not the key. 

"This cannot work unless the process is led by the Marsh Arabs themselves," he said. "Eden Again will soon be a majority Iraqi Marsh Arab organization. They need to be the key stakeholders in this process."

_________________________________________________________________________________________

Business Week

MAY 1, 2003 

SPECIAL REPORT: ENVIROTECH 

Healing Iraq's Wounded Earth
After wars and years of neglect, the country is an environmental nightmare.  New technology is helping to repair the damage 

As of Apr. 15, the U.S. had dropped an estimated 27,250  bombs on Iraq, a country the size of Texas. That's only about one-tenth the number in the first Gulf War of 1991, and in fact comes to only about one bomb for every 10 square miles. TV footage of the invasion has focused on destroyed tanks and buildings and children prowling barefoot through the debris. Relatively speaking, however, "it has been quite a 'clean war,'" says Kent Udell, director of the Berkeley Environmental Restoration Center at the University of California, Berkeley. 

U.S. missile strikes were reasonably precise as such things go -- though not enough so to avoid killing several thousand innocent civilians, according to various estimates. And the dozens of companies and agencies from the U.S., Britain, and Ukraine, among other countries, that were poised to extinguish oil fires and combat chemical or nuclear contamination have had little to do but wait and bake under the Iraqi sun. In the 1991 war,                 more than 700 oil wells burned relentlessly for months in Kuwait. This time, Iraq's nine oil-well fires were extinguished within days.

As hopeful as all that sounds, though, Iraq today is still "an environmental disaster," declares Pekka Haaeisto, the chairman of the U.N. Environment Program Iraq task force. In its initial damage assessment, published on Apr. 24, the UNEP detailed widespread water and soil contamination, lingering air pollution, and unexploded ordinance. The  effect is compounded by leftover damage from Iraq's war with Iran in the 1980s and the                 detritus of Gulf War I -- as well as Saddam Hussein's gross mismanagement of everything except his private fortune. "There's an immediate need for environmental assistance," Haaeisto says.

RELIEVING THE THIRST.  To businesses around the world, that need spells opportunity. The U.S. Office of Management & Budget estimates that $3.6 billion in funding from Washington is available for the cleanup effort. The environmental evaluations could take two more months to complete, but already, in Poland alone, more than 500 companies are lining up to participate in the effort to restore Iraq's environment. Indeed, many companies and research centers hope to use the country to test their latest cleanup products and gear -- including new land-mine detectors and chemicals that  purify water tainted with everything from depleted uranium used in U.S. shells to human  remains.

Providing clean drinking water to Iraq's 23.3 million citizens is the first priority. U.N.  sanctions imposed in 1990 meant that Iraq, which derived 95% of its foreign currency  from oil, could sell only that commodity in exchange for food. Thus, it could no longer get enough spare parts to keep all of its water-treatment plants working, according to the UNEP.

In 1990, some 800 garbage trucks served Baghdad. By 2000, that number dropped to 80 because of a lack of spare tires, the U.N. says. Sewers were channeled directly into streams in some parts of the country, causing periodic outbreaks of cholera and typhoid fever.

BUCKET BRIGADE.  In Nasariya, which is located on the Euphrates River in southeastern Iraq, the U.N. estimates that about 20% of the city's 500,000 residents are in peril because they can't get enough safe drinking water. Humanitarian organizations distribute about a gallon of clean water a day to each resident who requests it. That's still short of the 1.5 gallons or so that's considered adequate for good health, notes Frank Broadhurst, senior technical adviser for environmental health at the New York-based International Rescue Committee, which provides aid to refugees. As a result, many people are drinking water from Iraq's contaminated rivers.

That's where Procter & Gamble (PG ) comes in. The Cincinnati-based maker of household products has developed a powder, soon to be tested in Iraq, that comes in ketchup-like mini-packets. When dissolved in a 10-gallon bucket of river water, it attaches itself to impurities so they fall to the bottom of the bucket. The clean water can them be poured out, and the sediment thrown away.

The 350,000 packets the IRC has bought for 3.5 cents each should enable the agency to provide 3.5 million gallons of clean water, says Broadhurst. P&G hasn't made the product commercially available yet, says Greg Allgood, associate director of its Health Sciences Institute.

LISTENING FOR LAND MINES.  Unexploded bombs and mines are another concern.  U.S. Army officials estimate that about 3% to 5% of the bombs dropped didn't explode, though this number could reach 15% because Iraq's sands soften the impact, according  to industry experts. The UNEP estimates that unexploded weapons number 10,000 to 40,000 pieces, including weapons left over from Gulf War I. Ordinary retrieval methods -- such as a person walking around with a metal detector -- are risky and often unreliable. So the military is switching to robots and so-called combination detectors.

Privately held CyTerra in Waltham, Mass., recently released the first handheld land-mine detector that combines a metal detector with ground-penetrating radar, which uses radio waves to "listen" for buried nonmetallic objects. The product, which resembles a regular  treasure-hunting device, offers nearly 100% detection of metal and plastic anti-tank and anti-personnel mines.

That's a big step up from the 60% or so success rate for the old technology, says Dan O'Donnell, CyTerra's vice-president for business development. It also has a much lower false-alarm rate, he adds, though he won't say how much lower. CyTerra manufactured the first batch of 210 devices for the Army in December (some are likely already being used in Iraq) and plans to go into full production in 2004, but it declines to say how large its output will be.

_________________________________________________________________________________________

Sarasota Herald-Tribune (Florida)

April 30, 2003 Wednesday All Editions

Saving a marsh and a culture;

      Effort to restore Iraq's ancient wetlands may help shape a better future

      Thomas L. Crisman hopes he'll be on the way to Iraq in the next few weeks to assist in restoring a huge

      expanse of marsh and, with it, a culture stretching back 5,000 years.

      Crisman is director of the University of Florida's Howard T. Odum Center for Wetlands. He's also one of about

      a dozen scientists solicited to advise a recently formed group called Eden Again, which has the ambitious

      goal of bringing back the now-dry marshes of Mesopotamia. 

      The scientists said in a report released yesterday they think it can be done.

      Whether they even get a chance to try will depend on whether the United States and other nations fund

      the effort, and whether Iraqis want the help. The State Department's provision of $200,000 for the Eden

      Again study is an encouraging sign.

      Restoring Iraq's environment, including wetlands, should be an integral part of what unfolds now because

      clean water, land and air are essential for human health. As the U.N. Environment Programme said last

      week in a separate report, "The environment must be fully integrated into all reconstruction plans, if the

      country is to achieve a strong and sustainable recovery."

      War has left Iraq with severe environmental problems, including water shortages, inadequate treatment of

      human wastes and the presence of uranium used in U.S. munitions. Those problems must be identified and

      remedied.

      The effort by Crisman and other scientists to restore the Mesopotamian marshes could be part of the

      answer.

      The marshes, at the confluence of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, are the natural equivalent of the ancient

      objects and works of art recently looted from Baghdad museums. The Madan people, or "Marsh Arabs," who

      were part of that wetland enviornment for 5,000 years helped give rise to Western civilization. They caught

      fish, hunted water buffalo and developed a trade network, while living so lightly on the land that they

      caused little harm to waters that flowed down to the Persian Gulf.

      Problems began in the mid-20th century when Turkey, and to a lesser extent Syria, built huge dams that

      reduced the normal flow that reached the marshes. Then, in the 1990s, the marshes were all but destroyed

      when Saddam Hussein's government drained them with canals and ditches. It's believed that Hussein did so

      to hurt Shiite Muslims who opposed his regime.

      Crisman sees people as part of any environmental equation. "The exciting thing is the scale of what we are

      trying to do," Crisman said yesterday in a telephone interview. "We're trying to restore a culture as well as

      the marshes. "

      Crisman said the marshes must be put back in a decade or so or else people will not pass along the fishing

      and other skills inherent in the functioning culture of the marshes. If the restoration effort fails, the culture

      likely will die.

      The goal is not to create a living history museum, but, instead, a place that sustains people along with

      animals and plants.

      That's a worthy goal everywhere, including Florida.

_________________________________________________________________________________________

European Report

April 30, 2003

 ENVIRONMENT: Maritime safety and climate steal limelight at G8 Ministerial
Discussions between Environment Ministers from the G8 (the world's seven most industrialised countries plus

      Russia and the European Commission, represented by Environment Commissioner Margot Wallstr'm) at their  meeting in Paris on April 26 and 27, were initially to have focused on Africa and access to water, sustainable consumption and production and international governance. However, two "surprise" dossiers finally took  centre stage, maritime safety and climate change, with Ministers also unable to avoid a discussion initiated

      by the Executive Director of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) Klaus Toepfer on the

      environmental situation in Iraq following the recent war. In their final communique, the Ministers call for an enhancement of maritime security and greater consideration of environmental issues by the International Maritime Organisation (IMO) in its work. By contrast, Ministers touch only in very general terms on climate  change and the Kyoto Protocol, thus giving the United States and easy ride.

      BODY:

      Ministers opened the session by receiving delegates from non-governmental ecological and humanitarian

      organisations, representatives of industry, consumer organisations and local authorities, and   anti-globalisation activists for an exchange of views on the key items on the official session agenda.

      Following talks with French President Jacques Chirac, trade unions called on G8 representatives to

      re-establish multilateral co-operation, reform international institutions and restore their legitimacy". The

      unions also took the opportunity, in anticipation of the G8 Summit in Evian in June, to outline key priorities to representatives of the world's richest countries: promoting employment to offer decent jobs to all,  sustainable development and trade in a democratic framework and reducing the divide between developing nations, countries in transition and the industrialised world.

      Safety at sea.

      A "surprise" addition on the initiative of Germany (supported by France), maritime safety emerged as one of  the major issues at this session. In their final communique, G8 Ministers thus call on the International Maritime Organisation to "work towards the phasing out of single-hull tankers". Ministers also emphasise the need for the Organisation to take greater account of environmental considerations in its policies and recall the need to ensure the correct application to shipping of the principle that environmental damage must be prevented, reduced and controlled, as well as the polluter-pays principle". The subject is set to return on  the agenda for the G8 Summit in Evian (June 1-3). 

      Climate change.

      The issue of climate change, and more specifically the Kyoto Protocol on reducing greenhouse gas emissions,  which has become a traditional sticking point between the United States and other G8 members, also put in  an appearance, though the US delegation led by American Environment Agency Director Christine Todd  Whitman for one and indeed for the first time in a long while, won a "minor victory". The final communique this time makes no reference to the Kyoto Protocol, Ministers merely specifying that "new cleaner and more efficient technologies can contribute to reducing greenhouse gas emissions and will play an important role in achieving the ultimate objective of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change", the only  text to which the United States has subscribed. A blessing for the American delegation which thus avoided

      its traditional position in the stocks on this dossier.

      The Russian delegation meanwhile took the opportunity to reaffirm its commitment to rapidly ratifying the

      Protocol, whilst drawing attention to financial difficulties justifying its delay. Moscow is dissatisfied with the  price set for future exchanges on the emission permits market, one of the flexible mechanisms created by the Protocol. Moscow thus confirmed its intention to sell very dearly the tonnes of "hot air" at its disposal  following the collapse of the country's industrial fabric.

      Africa and sustainable development.

      Ministers then debated sustainable development in Africa and changes to Western behaviour detrimental to

      the ecological survival of the planet. On the subject of Africa, Ministers received their Senegalese colleague Modou Diagne Fada who presented the environmental facet of NEPAD (New partnership for the development  of Africa), an African plan designed to encourage private investment in black Africa. Emphasis was placed in  this context on the close relationship between poverty and the environment. Regarding sustainable consumption and production methods, Ministers highlighted the need to introduce manufacturing processes   more sparing of water, energy and raw materials. The final communique underlines the need in this respect  for "greater investment in research and new technologies". Ministers also raised public information and the  importance of "promoting more environmentally-friendly behaviour". The issue of water, though billed as a priority subject on the eve of the meeting, was finally raised only in passing.

      International governance.

      After Africa and modes of production and consumption, Ministers held a final discussion on the subject that divides them the most - "international environmental governance". The opportunity was seized by Belgium's  Secretary of State for Energy and Sustainable Development Olivier Deleuze, and some fifty French  personalities to issue a call on G8 Environment Ministers in advance of the meeting in Paris for the creation  of a World Environment Organisation. Besides the Belgian Minister, who has responsibility for the environment  in the Federal Government, three former French Environment Ministers, Yves Cochet, Dominique Voynet and Corinne Lepage, signed this call. Based on the UNEP, a WEO would undertake the reorganisation of  environmental responsibilities currently dispersed between a dozen international organisations and numerous secretariats of multilateral agreements on the environment.

      The notion of a WEO was originally floated by the former French Socialist Prime Minister Lionel Jospin in April  2000. Taken up by President Jacques Chirac at the Johannesburg Summit in September, it came up against  the hostility of the international Community, France securing the backing only of Sweden. France, which  currently holds the Presidency of the group of eight most industrialised countries (G8), included "enhancing environmental governance" on the G8 environment agenda but is only calling at present for "the role of the UNEP to be enhanced".

      UNEP calls for emergency mission in Iraq.

      The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) referred the issue of the situation in Iraq following the war before G8 Environment Ministers. Roselyne Bachelot, French Environment Minister and Chair of the session, indicated that Ministers received a report from the UNEP's Executive Director Klaus Toepfer on "the environmental consequences of the war in Iraq". She added that she had only received the report on the morning of the meeting and that in view of its size it merits several days' study.

      UNEP's report highlights the urgent need to send experts to the country in the context of a UN

      humanitarian mission. It emphasises that "environmental protection must be one of the priorities for the

      reconstruction of Iraq". According to UN experts, priority tasks should include the restoration of water,

      sanitation and drainage infrastructure in "hot points" in order to reduce the risks of epidemics due to an

      accumulation of waste, as well as scientific assessment of sites targeted using depleted uranium shells.

      These number among the immediate actions needed to resolve prevailing humanitarian problems. The war in Iraq has unquestionably exacerbated the ecological crisis in a county already hard hit by the Iran-Iraq war, Operation Desert Storm and poor environmental management under the former Iraqi regime and the sanctions imposed by the UN. UNEP experts also note that intensive use of depleted uranium shells appears to have caused pollution of a magnitude the effects of which cannot be gauged without military authorities revealing the precise co-ordinates of sites targeted.

      This situation necessitates the dispatch of a United Nations Environment Programme mission on the ground  "as soon as possible", Klaus Toepfer declared at the G8 Environment meeting in Paris, adding "we are ready to leave at a moment's notice". The ground mission would be charged with assessing damage to drinking water resources and drainage networks, as well as the possible impact of certain weapons, notably depleted uranium shells. Mr Toepfer insisted "we would of course be totally impartial". 

_________________________________________________________________________________________

BBC

April 30, 2003, Wednesday

Kazakhstan continuing plans to develop biosafety
      SOURCE: Kazakhstan Today news agency web site, Almaty, in Russian 0708 gmt 30 Apr 03

      BODY:

      Text of report by Kazakhstan Today news agency web site

      The first session of the National Coordination Committee on Biosafety (NCCB) has been held in Kazakh capital  Astana, the Greenwomen Ecological News Agency has told Kazakhstan Today.

      The NCCB was set up as part of the national project which is being carried out by the UN Environment

      Programme (UNEP) and Global Environment Facility on developing a framework document on biosafety in  Kazakhstan. The first deputy chairman of the Kazakh Agriculture Ministry's committee for forestry and  hunting industry, Igor Koval, heads the NCCB. The committee includes MPs, representatives of a number of  ministries, government agencies and scientific and research institutions. 

      The NCCB will embark on developing a framework document on biosafety for Kazakhstan. The document will be focused on the development of the legislative framework, administrative mechanisms, a norm for decision-making on genetically mutated organisms, as well as attracting the public's attention to the issue.

      According to Greewomen, the NCCB intends to present the Kazakh government with recommendations in six  months on how Kazakhstan should prepare for the ratification of the Cartagena Protocol. For this purpose,  the NCCB will process information on biosafety in Kazakhstan as well as gather full data on various aspects  of biosafety, including the monitoring of legislation in different countries on genetically modified organisms and biosafety.

      Coordinator of the project on biosafety in Kazakhstan Yerlan Zhumabayev says that Kazakhstan's joining the   Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety and the Convention on Biological Diversity (adopted in Nairobi, Kenya, 2000)  will make it possible to enhance the responsibility of the countries for carrying out activities in Kazakhstan  connected with the crossborder movement of living mutated organisms (LMO). After joining the Cartagena  Protocol, Kazakhstan will take on a number of obligations, in particular on processing, packaging and  transporting LMOs, which are objects of deliberate crossborder movement in line with the observance of  biosafety conditions and informing the public.

      The project on developing the framework document on biosafety is worth 247,700 dollars, 162,700 of which is being allocated by UNEP and GEF; the rest of the money will be allocated by the Kazakh government in   the form of various resources. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________

THE ELECTRICITY DAILY

May 2, 2003, Friday

UNEP Plans Aggressive African Geothermal Move

      The United Nations Environment Program has unveiled a new plan that it hopes will dramatically increase

      geothermal power generation in eastern Africa. Meeting in Nairobi, delegates from the Comoros Islands,

      Djibouti, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Kenya, Malawi, Rwanda, Tanzania, Uganda, and Zambia pledged to share

      expertise, bundle national geothermal initiatives to reduce development costs, promote public-private

      partnerships to accelerate geothermal development in the region, and lobby donor governments and

      agencies for increased financing. 

      According to the Kenya Electricity Generating Company, "Geothermal power has proven reliable. We have

      used geothermal energy for power generation for 22 years at greater than 97 percent availability. Kenya,

      the pioneer of geothermal energy in the region, generates 45 MW of electricity from hot rocks."

      In total, Africa has a potential of up to 7,000 MW of untapped geothermal energy resources, UNEP says,

      adding, "But to date the geothermal energy potential in the Eastern African Rift Valley region has remained

      largely untapped." The delegates set what they call a "challenging yet achievable target" to develop 1,000

      MW of geothermal power across eastern Africa by 2020.

      "A factor inhibiting geothermal energy is that African nations are perceived as high risk by the international

      finance community," says John Garrison of the Business Council for Sustainable Energy that helped

      organize the conference. One of the resolutions of the conference was to set up a risk guarantee fund for

      exploratory and appraisal drilling projects. According to local sources, three American organizations the U.S.

      Department of State, the U.S. Trade and Development Agency, and the Overseas Private

      Investment Corporation have pledged to help finance the countries in exploring and expanding their

      geothermal resources. [DW]

_________________________________________________________________________________________

Associated Press

U.S. monitoring troops for Gulf War Syndrome

By SUZANNE GAMBOA, Associated Press

WASHINGTON (April 30, 2003 3:31 p.m. EDT) - The Defense Department, following a law meant to detect Gulf War Syndrome in returning troops, said Wednesday it will collect blood from soldiers leaving Iraq and then conduct more comprehensive health evaluations. Blood samples will be taken within 30 days of the soldiers' departure from countries where troops went as part of the war effort, the Pentagon said. The department also said it has improved its process for assessing soldiers' health after they were sent to the Gulf region. Soldiers will complete a 21-question health survey and then answer six questions in an interview with a trained health provider. Questions include whether they developed medical problems during deployment or have concerns about possible "exposures or events" during the war. A soldier will be further evaluated if needed, the department said. Veterans groups, though happy about the blood samples, said the Pentagon still is not complying with a 1997 law intended to prevent some of the problems experienced by first Gulf War veterans. Several veterans who returned with strange illnesses, such as chronic fatigue and memory problems, blamed exposures to pesticides, oil fires, depleted uranium and other substances or believed vaccines were at fault. But lack of information on their health and on their exposures has made linking their illnesses difficult. "They never collected any data," said Paul Hayden, Veterans of Foreign Wars deputy director of legislation. An exam before deployment can provide a snapshot of the soldiers' health, said Steve Robinson, executive director of the National Gulf War Resource Center. "Let's complete the picture and do the predeployment survey," he said. The Pentagon said little is learned about abnormalities from a cursory exam, particularly when so many soldiers who are relatively healthy. Because soldiers are routinely examined every five years, more is learned through health records and health surveys, said Dr. Michael Kilpatrick, deputy director of the department's Deployment Health Support office. But Rick Weidman, president of Vietnam Veterans of America, said active duty soldiers, such as Gulf War veterans, will not be forthcoming about physical or medical problems because that could end their military careers. Kirkpatrick said the blood samples will provide limited information because there is no diagnostic test to show whether a person was exposed to something harmful. The blood can be examined for antibodies to determine if a soldier has an infectious disease, he said. The 1997 law says that a health tracking system created by the defense secretary "shall include the use" of medical exams, including blood samples and a mental health assessment, before and after deployment. The exams are meant "to accurately record" soldiers' medical condition before deployment and any changes during that assignment. At a House hearing in March, Rep. Chris Shays, R-Conn., said the Defense Department was not following the law because soldiers were not getting physical exams before deployment. As the Iraq war was getting under way, Veterans Affairs Secretary Anthony Principi asked Defense Secretary Donald H. Rumsfeld to track oldiers' exposure to toxins and environmental hazards and share the data with his agency. Principi said much of the controversy over health problems experienced by Gulf War veterans would have been avoided if similar steps had been taken then. 

Shays said in a statement Wednesday the usefulness of the exams will be determined by how well the Pentagon kept medical information on soldiers, monitored the environment and charted troop location data during the war. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________

Reuters

War and neglect fuel Iraq water crisis
  BAGHDAD - As U.S. and British soldiers advanced through Iraq, the plea from civilians in every town and city was the same. "Mister,

  mister! Water, water!" was the desperate refrain of a war which left millions of Iraqis short of life's most precious commodity. 

  Damage to Iraq's water infrastructure from air strikes, ground assaults, sabotage and looting may still take weeks to repair. Even then, the

  neglected and ageing network is in need of urgent upgrading. 

  U.S. officials estimate that about 20 percent of the population is at risk from unsafe water, raising fears of epidemics as summer

  temperatures soar. 

  In Baghdad, a city of five million people, several water treatment stations stopped functioning due to bombing or the loss of power

  supplies. 

  U.S. Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld was briefed on the severity of the problem in the capital by Brigadier General Steven Hawkins,

  tasked with fixing Baghdad's power, water and sewage, when he visited the city this week. 

  Hawkins said that a team of about 2,500 military engineers were working alongside Iraqis to get the power, sewage and water plants back

  in order. Rumsfeld was told that raw sewage was being pumped into the Tigris river because many treatment plants had no power. 

  Baghdad's main waste water plant was still not functioning this week after days of looting which left workers too afraid to go to work. 

  CHAOS 

  In the mayhem that followed the fall of Baghdad on April 9, looters either stole or destroyed anything of value. 

  Even emergency tanks supplied by the Red Cross were looted. 

  "The aftermath was very chaotic, but now we estimate that 60 percent of the water needs of the population of Baghdad are covered," said

  Nada Dounani of the International Committee of the Red Cross. 

  Most of the city's decrepit water treatment plants have been patched up, including the bombed Qanat station which supplied water to the

  impoverished and densely populated northern district of Sadr City, formerly Saddam City. 

  But many of them are running below full capacity on generators, leaving thousands of households without access to clean water. 

  In a rundown area of southern Baghdad close to the city's main airport, Raeed Hussein said his family's water supply was cut on March 20,

  the first day of the war. 

  "How can we take care of the children without water?" asked the father of four. "We boil it but we are scared to drink it. We think the

  children will get sick." 

  A spokesman for the U.N. children's agency UNICEF said that cases of diarrhoea among children appeared to be on the increase, a

  warning sign of water-borne diseases such as cholera. 

  "The impression we are getting from our health teams is that diarrhoea cases are increasing and are more chronic," said UNICEF

  spokesman Hatim George Hatim. "Up to now there is no evidence that an epidemic has started but it is a concern." 

  DESPERATION 

  In Iraq's second city of Basra, most water supplies have been restored after the capture of the city by British forces triggered a desperate

  shortage, said the head of ICRC's Basra office Andres Kruesi. 

  The Wafa-al-Qaed station, which treats water for a wide swathe of the south, was damaged during the battle for Basra and looted after

  British forces advanced. 

  "The whole water supply broke down for an entire week after the British entered the city," said Kruesi. 

  In desperation, the city's residents broke water pipes, and even sewage pipes in a hunt for drinking water. The pipeline supplying the

  hospital was broken and repaired seven times. 

  "The water plant is operating again but at lower capacity, and the water quality is not as good as it was," Kruesi said. "The network was

  already neglected and low pressure is sucking sewage into the pipes." 

  Poor maintenance and lack of investment in Iraq's water network means a complete overhaul is urgently needed. In the rural areas, USAID

  estimates that less than half of the population has access to potable water. 

  At the 1930s-built al-Wathba water treatment plant in Baghdad, engineer Qassim Hussein said the system needed everything from new

  circuits to control systems to filters. 

  "Everything needs rehabilitating and replacing," he shouted over the rattle of a noisy generator. 

  "We planned in 1990 to close this place down but because of (U.N.) sanctions we've had to keep it going. It's the same all over the

  country. Water quality is too poor and it's the people who suffer." 

  Story by Rosalind Russell 

_________________________________________________________________________________________

ENS

SARS Recedes, Toronto Travel Advisory Lifted
GENEVA, Switzerland, April 30, 2003 (ENS) - Effective today, the World  Health Organization is lifting the travel advisory for Toronto, Canada. The  advisory recommended considering postponing non-essential travel toToronto, and was issued as a precautionary measure one week ago in order to minimize the international spread of Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS). The UN health agency is lifting this advisory as the situation in Toronto has now improved. 

                      Travel advisories are issued following consideration of several factors, including the magnitude of probable SARS cases, the last dates of cases of community transmission, and the last dates of export of cases. 

                      Travellers can now visit Toronto safely, says the World Health Organization. (Photo courtesy Canada Customs)

                      Dr. Gro Harlem Brundtland, director-general of the World Health Organization (WHO), said that although the travel advisory has been lifted, Toronto is still affected by SARS.  “Due to continued recent transmission in the hospital setting, Toronto still has an outbreak of SARS, and the lifting of this                      travel advice does not change Toronto’s status as an affected area, Brundtland said. 

         In Toronto, the magnitude of probable SARS cases has decreased, and 20 days have now passed since the last cases of community transmission, and  no new confirmed exportation of cases has occurred. 

Across Canada, 346 probable or suspect cases of SARS have been reported, and 21 people have died from the respiratory disease. 

                      “To minimize the risk of the export of SARS, we ask that all affected areas implement the recommended pro-active screening measures – by interviewing  passengers at the airport check-in,” said Brundtland. 

                      The travel advisories for areas of China, including Beijing, Guangdong province, Shanxi province and Hong Kong Special Administrative Region  remain in place, after a review by WHO officials. 

                      On Monday, WHO removed Vietnam from the list of countries with local transmission of SARS, making Vietnam the first country to be removed from the list of countries with local transmission of SARS. The status change for Vietnam is especially significant because it was one of four countries the list of countries initially identified by the WHO on March 15 as having local transmission of SARS. 

                      “Vietnam has stopped the outbreak within its borders,” says Dr. Pascale Brudon, WHO representative to Vietnam. 

                                      Director-general of the World Health Organization physician Gro Harlem Brundtland (Photo courtesy WHO)

Vietnam reported a total of 63 SARS cases and five deaths prior to April 8, but there have been no new  reported cases of SARS since that date and no cases of the disease spreading from Vietnam to other                                      countries. 

                                      On Tuesday, the heads of government of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) – Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, The Philippines,  Thailand, Myanmar, Brunei Darussalam, Cambodia, Lao PDR and Vietnam –  plus the Peoples Republic of China, including Hong Kong, met in Bangkok,

                      Thailand, and endorsed a set of procedures to jointly combat SARS. 

                      The procedures were drawn out by the ASEAN countries’ health ministers, who had met in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, on April 26. Countries agreed to standardize screening of all travellers, isolate and treat identified SARS cases, and share accurate information in a timely manner. 

                      “Meetings of this level and magnitude, to form a common strategy against a specific disease, show how serious countries are to become free of SARS,”  said Dr. David Heymann, executive director of the WHO’s Communicable Diseases Cluster. 

                      At the Bangkok meeting, Dr. Heymann a gave an address in which he reminded the ASEAN heads of states that there are two simple strategies that can contain and eventually stop SARS – detecting all cases and protecting those at risk of infection from these cases. He said that countries need to detect and treat SARS cases early while taking effective measures to protect the rest of the population. 

                      In the United States the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention in Atlanta, Georgia reports that as of Monday there were 274 cases of SARS in 38 states. 

                      Worldwide, 5663 cases of SARS have been reported, and 372 people have died of the new disease. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________

REUTERS

SARS virus hits China trade in endangered animals
  HONG KONG - The global SARS virus may yet be good news for the world's endangered animals, victims of an illegal Chinese habit of  eating rare species, but also prime suspects as incubators of deadly, new human pandemics. 

  China is regularly criticised by world animal protection groups, which they say turn a blind eye to trade in endangered species, because it is a lucrative business. 

  But now, faced with a SARS epidemic at home that has dented its global image, created panic in its capital, and threatened its economy and security, China has been pushed into action. 

  A Chinese public security official in Shenzhen, in the southern province of Guangdong, said yesterday China had raided tens of  thousands of markets, restaurants and kitchens to crack down on the trade and consumption of protected animal species. 

  "In Guangdong, we have a law which says consumers must also be punished," said the official, who declined to be named. "This law has  been around for a while, although we have never punished anyone for consuming. But we will punish them from now on, if we find them  guilty." 

  The operation, codenamed "Spring Thunder", is part of China's belated battle to stop the spread of the global SARS virus, which some medical experts believe may have originated from the wild game that Chinese are so fond of consuming. 

  China's official Xinhua news agency reported that 170,000 forestry police took part, raiding 14,900 animal fairs and 67,800 hotels and  restaurants across the country. Officials confiscated 838,500 endangered animals and arrested 1,428 suspects. 

  Neighbouring Hong Kong is also criticised as a conduit for the trade in endangered animals into China. 

  China's failure to adequately inform the World Health Organisation when SARS broke out in Guangdong in November last year has made mainland China and Hong Kong global epicentres of the deadly and infectious new disease, with almost five thousand cases, and nearly 300 dead. 

  HUMAN AND ANIMAL VIRAL SOUP 

  Several Chinese doctors have blamed the appearance of SARS on the business. They say some of the first SARS cases were in people who slaughtered and cooked game birds for restaurants. 

  This link is not proven, but southern China's towns and farms, where humans live cheek by jowl with their own stock, and pack markets  with endangered species in cruel and unhygienic conditions, have historically been the place where some of the world's most deadly  plagues have begun. 

  When a virus manages to leap the barrier between species, chances are it will be virulent and have no known cure. 

  The public security official said hundreds of markets, kitchens and restaurants were raided between April 10 and 20 in Shenzhen, just  across the border from Hong Kong. 

  Protected snakes, pangolins, anteaters, cranes and turtles were confiscated. 

  "The operation is aimed at stopping the trade and consumption of protected species. In Shenzhen, we raided at least a few hundred  restaurants, kitchens and markets and arrested traders there," he said. 

  Traders of protected species face jail terms of up to 15 years in China. Those found smuggling China's top protected species, the panda,  face death, the Shenzhen official said. 

  Scientists in Hong Kong have identified the SARS virus, which is from the same family of viruses that causes the common cold, as an animal strain that is new, or which they have never seen before. 

  Scientist Dennis Lo, who was among a group of experts at the Chinese University that cracked the genomic sequence of the SARS virus, said it may have come from wild animals. 

  "The virus is close to viruses found in rats and bovines. It's likely that the virus may have come from an animal that's not been studied before, such as wild game," Lo said. 

  The consumption of wild game is not as rampant in Hong Kong as it is in Guangdong, although residents here consume reptiles such as snakes and lizards during the winter months. 

  Smugglers often use this former British colony, which returned to Chinese rule in 1997, as a transit point to spirit exotic and protected species such as monitor lizards, pangolins, rare snakes and turtles into the mainland, where they end up on dinner tables. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________

ENS

Critics Attack Plan To Put Military Above the Law 

                      By J.R. Pegg

WASHINGTON, DC, May 1, 2003 (ENS) - Congressional Democrats held a  press briefing on Capitol Hill today to rally opposition against the Bush administration's proposal to exempt the U.S. military from five major  environmental laws. The administration says the laws are compromising the  military's training and readiness, but a growing coalition of Democrats,  environmentalists, state officials and public health groups believe the proposal is unnecessary and ill conceived. 

The Bush administration has "failed miserably to provide any basis for these exemptions," Representative Nick Rahall, a West Virginia Democrat, told reporters at today's briefing. 

"This proposal is a classic example of a solution in search of a problem," Rahall said. 

The Bush administration is seeking exemptions from federal laws governing hazardous waste, clean air, marine mammal protection and endangered species. 

These laws are: the Resource Conservation and Recovery Act (RCRA), which  regulates hazardous waste; the Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation, and Liability Act, often referred to as the Superfund statute;  the Clean Air Act; the Endangered Species Act; and the Marine Mammal                    Protection Act. 

More organizations, representing a  wide range of voices, are coming out  in opposition of the Bush                                   administration's proposal.)

The proposal, which was defeated last year by the Democratically controlled Senate, is again drawing sharp                                                      criticism from state officials throughout the country, who worry such exemptions would                      shift undue burdens onto state governments and private industry. 

Associations representing state attorney generals, state environmental agencies, state pollution control officials as well as the National League of Cities and municipal water organizations, have all issued statements strongly  opposing the proposed exemptions. 

There is further evidence that the American public opposes exempting the military from environmental laws - a recent poll by Zogby International finds more than four out of five likely voters say that government agencies should have to follow the same environmental and public health laws as everyone                      else. 

The poll finds that two out of three Republicans and "self-described conservatives" oppose exempting the military from environmental laws. 

The administration is using the war in Iraq and the war on terrorism as "an excuse and an opportunity to ram these exemptions through Congress," said Representative John Dingell, a Michigan Democrat. 

"Never has a proposal had more audacity or less merit," Dingell told reporters.

The administration and its allies are trying to "sneak" the bill through Congress, Dingell said, because there is ample documentation that the military does not need the proposed exemptions. 

Democrats say the war in Iraq  proves that the military has no trouble preparing its

                      forces

A report from the General Accounting  Office released in June  2002 that found the Pentagon had failed to

show any evidence that environmental laws had compromised military readiness. The report detailed that although there were additional costs from compliance, some of this is because the four branches of the                      military seldom collaborate on training exercises. 

In addition, there are some incidents when specific training exercises have been curtailed due to environmental laws, but the report finds readiness has not been affected. 

And EPA Administrator Christie Whitman, in testimony before the Senate Environment and Public Works Committee in February, said she was unaware of "a training mission anywhere in the country" that had been delayed or cancelled because of environmental regulations. 

"The Department of Defense has decided that the environmental laws that protect all of us are just too inconvenient," said Senator Jim Jeffords, a Vermont Independent. "They want Congress to let them off the hook. We will not let that happen." 

Each of the laws in question already has a provision to allow exemptions on a case by case basis in the interest of national security, but Pentagon officials have testified that the current exemption provisions in each statute take too long to enact and can be subjected to lawsuits. 

Rahall, who just returned from visiting American troops and military leaders in Qatar, said that after a "two hour discussion with General Tommy Franks," the top U.S. commander in Iraq, "I see no reason for these exemptions." 

"Laws should not be compromised when the military can clearly protect out country while following them," added Representative Tom Allen, a Maine Democrat. 

Army munitions from training exercises are a major source of pollution. 

Dingell cited a March 7 memo by Undersecretary Paul Wolfowitz that  offers additional evidence that the

current system is indeed working. 

In the memo Wolfowitz wrote, "in the vast majority of cases, we have demonstrated that we are able both to comply with environmental requirements and to conduct necessary military training and testing." 

The growing concern over the proposed exemptions reflects the potential impact they could have on the nation's environment and public health, Dingell said. 

The U.S. military is a leading producer of hazardous waste and is the nation's  biggest polluter. Its clean up program includes some 28,000 currently or  formerly contaminated sites in the United States and abroad, with 3,912 contaminated sites in California alone. 

 State officials have voiced concerns that broad exemption from RCRA and the Superfund statute would shift clean up and disposal costs to state  governments, who are currently in their worst fiscal crisis in U.S. history. 

       The military has shown little evidence that environmental laws are compromising its  training or readiness. "Ten million American children live within a bicycle ride of a  Superfund site and now

                      the President wants to exempt the nation's biggest polluter," said

                      California Representative Hilda Solis, a Democrat. "The administration and its                      puppets need to withdraw this proposal." 

                      Proposed exemptions from the Clean Air Act would require states to obtain increased emissions cuts from other sources within their borders to meet clean air standards. 

The exemption would remove the military from complying with clean air standards by broadening the definition of training to include activities such as driving vehicles on military bases and spraying pesticides. It lifts the requirement that military activities do not worsen air quality. 

Removing the military's obligation to meet the standards of the Endangered Species Act and Marine Mammal Protection Act would undermine three  decades of critical conservation work, added Rahall, and the military has not  "made a compelling case for these exemptions." 

Rahall said a new bill has been introduced that would grant the military exemptions from these two laws that are beyond even those asked for by the Bush administration. 

The bill - the "National Security Readiness Act" - authored by California Representative Elton Gallegly, a Republican, will be debated by the House Resources Committee next Tuesday. 

The Bush administration's proposal, which has been tucked into the 2004  military budget, is expected to be discussed by the Senate Armed Services, House Armed Services and House Resources Committees next week. 

Although he is confident momentum is growing against the proposal, Dingell says that the administration and its allies are determined to see these  exemptions pass. 

"They will attempt to ram this through in the most sneaky and dishonest fashion," Dingell said. "Just wait and see."

_________________________________________________________________________________________

ROAP Media Update –  01 May 2003

UN or UNEP in the news

Parley on minimising danger to South Asia's marine and coastal environment 
Daily News (Sri Lanka(, May 1, 2003 (by Sarath Malalasekera and Bharatha Malawaraarachchi) - A conference focusing to minimise the risks and dangers to South Asia's marine and coastal environment is currently in progress at the Hotel Galadarai, Colombo. The conference which commenced on Monday ended yesterday (30). 
Participants included senior Government officials, NGO and private sector officials from the South Asia region, under the flagship of United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). 
One of the major threats to health, productivity and biodiversity of the world's oceans result from human activities on land in coastal areas and further inland which accounts for some 80 per cent of the population in the ocean. 
In response to these problems, 108 Governments and the European Commission have come forward to address the issue of protecting and preserving the marine environment from adverse enviornmental impacts through the Global Programm of Action for the protection of the Marine Environment from Land-based Activities(GPA) which works in collaboration with the UNEP. 
Addressing a press conference on the first day of the conference, Coordinator UNEP-GPA Dr. Veerle Vandeweerd said under the 2002 -2006 work programme, the GPA Coordination Office focuses on moving from planning to action. 
Amongst the activities based for action will be to focus on action building on the achievement of national level programmes, facilitating the mobilisation of financial resources, building partnership with the private sector and civil society. Dr. Vandeweerd also noted that they would pay attention in linking marine and costal issues with concerns of the fresh water management community and cooperation and coordination with other international organisations. 
The GPA also addresses issues such as coastal legislation in South Asia, urban pollution including sewerage, water discharge from shrimp farms, problems arising from irrigated agriculture such as the use of chemical pesticides and fertilisers, ship breaking and oil spills from shore facilities.
http://www.dailynews.lk/2003/05/01/new22.html 

______________________________________________________________________________________

ROAP Media Update –  02 May 2003

SARS News

CHINA: SARS virus hits China trade in endangered animals
HONG KONG - The global SARS virus may yet be good news for the world's endangered animals, victims of an illegal Chinese habit of eating rare species, but also prime suspects as incubators of deadly, new human pandemics.
China is regularly criticised by world animal protection groups, which they say turn a blind eye to trade in endangered species, because it is a lucrative business. 
But now, faced with a SARS epidemic at home that has dented its global image, created panic in its capital, and threatened its economy and security, China has been pushed into action. 
A Chinese public security official in Shenzhen, in the southern province of Guangdong, said yesterday China had raided tens of thousands of markets, restaurants and kitchens to crack down on the trade and consumption of protected animal species. 
http://www.planetark.org/dailynewsstory.cfm/newsid/20633/story.htm 
________________________________________________________________________________________

ROE MEDIA UPDATE

UNEP or UN in the news

Russia is ready to sign Kyoto Protocol

Moscow, 29 April.  Russia is ready to sign the Kyoto Protocol this year, said Ms. I. Ossokina, Deputy Minister of Natural Resources, during her stay in Paris for the meeting of G8.  Russia should analyze all financial

implications of this commitment, said the Deputy Minister.

http://www.echo.msk.ru/7news/archive/140987.html - radio "Echo"

http://newsru.com/russia/27Apr2003/kiot.html - news agency

http://www.utro.ru/news/2003/04/27/144454.shtml- newspaper Utro

Financial Times, 1 May, page 2 : UN fights for role as relief work begins

Ramiro Lopes da Silva, the United Nations humanitarian co-ordinator for Iraq, is on Thursday expected to return to Baghdad for the first time since mid-March, as UN and non-government aid organisations work to carve themselves an independent role in postwar Iraq.

http://search.ft.com/search/article.html?id=030430005334&query=UN+fights+for+role&vsc_appId=totalSearch&state=Form
General Environment News

Kazakhstan has reduced its investments in environment protection

Astana, 25 April.  In 2002 Kazakhstan invested 9 % less than in 2001 for environment protection.  The main issues were: rational use of water, land, atmospheric air protection, protection and rehabilitation of fish

resources, rational use and protection of forests, wild animals and birds.

http://www.gazeta.kz/art.asp?aid=28070
Caspian Sea legal status

Almaty, 25 April.  The issue of the legal status of the Caspian Sea was one of the subjects for discussions during the Second Eurasian media forum. The long-lasting dispute between five riparian states concerns

international community.  Mr. Kaluzhny, Special Representative of the Russian President, said that the Caspian Sea means important natural resources for Russia and Russia will increase oil exploitation.  Mr. Kaluzhny stressed that the issue of the legal status can be solved only by diplomatic means on the basis of consensus.

http://www.caspian.ru/cgi/lenta.cgi#13380
_________________________________________________________________________________________

ROWA MEDIA UPDATE

Bahrain
The First Female Saudi Scientist

The Gulf University in Bahrain honored the first female Saudi scientist specialized in Applied Geomorphology and Remote Sensing who delivered a talk in front of group of academic people about the technical use of remote sensing in challenging environmental issues in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia.    

http://www.akhbar-alkhaleej.com/section.asp?Sn=BNEW
Syria
Violation in the Forest Law

Although the Syrian Law urged on the necessity in protecting the Forests, the climate change, the heavy rains, floods and the ravenous of human caused a decrease in the vegetation cover. 

http://www.teshreen.com/daily/local.asp
Saudi Arabia
Prince Salman is Discussing with Governors Water Issue

H.R.H. Prince Salman Bin Abdel Aziz headed the First Annual Meeting for Responsible and Governors in Riyadh. They addressed their concern about water sources for drinking water and for irrigation and trying to protect it.

http://www.alyaum.com/issue/page1.php?fldPageID=1&PHPSESSID=e35cd1b00e5a2e3ecb2599062abb4fa4
http://www.alwatan.com.sa/daily/2003-04-30/local/local02.htm
Water Desalination Contract

H.E. Dr. Ghazi Al-Qusaibi signed a contract of  renovation of the water desalination station in Braidah City with a national company in 30 million Saudi Riyal and the implementation period is 36 months.     

http://www.alwatan.com.sa/daily/2003-04-30/local/local08.htm
UAE
Students' art contest highlights environmental issues

 Around 35 students from four universities are taking part in an art competition at the University of Sharjah to demonstrate their perceptions of environmental challenges facing mankind, Dr Issam Zabalawi, Chancellor of the University of Sharjah, said.

Speaking to Khaleej Times, Dr Zabalawi said that the university would be organising several specialised exhibitions in collaboration with professional artists at a later stage, adding that the college of fine arts which was inaugurated recently would be involved in organising such activities.

Commenting on the works, Dr Zabalawi said that while some expressed negative aspects related to the environment, others highlighted the positive effect of preservation and conservation.

http://66.234.3.46/Displayarticle.asp?section=theuae&xfile=data/theuae/2003/april/theuae_april593.xml
Oman
An Environmental Celebration in Bahla

The General Directorate of the Regional Municipalities, Environment & Water Resources organized a celebration commemorating the Earth Day 22 April, the Environment Day 24 April in Bahla State.  

http://www.omannews.com/wend36.htm 

The Dangers of the Chemical Insecticides

The Ministry of Regional Municipalities, Environment  &Water Resources organized a lecture on the danger of the chemical insecticides in the human being and on the environment. The Environmental Supervisor who delivered the lecture mentioned that there is an  increase in using these insecticides as it become a vital and effective element in developing the society but misusing it will lead to a negative results.   

.

http://www.alwatan.com/
_________________________________________________________________________________________
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T H U R S D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
*
Annan ‘deeply disturbed’ by Israeli raid in Gaza

*
Senior UN relief officials return to Iraq after six-week absence

*
UN team headed to Turkey to coordinate rescue efforts following deadly earthquake

*
Sierra Leone: UN-backed court has information war crimes suspects fled to Liberia

*
Rich, poor countries similar in level of women’s political involvement – UN report

*
UN launches ethics and integrity programme for staff 

*
High-level UN forum devises work plan to boost sustainable development

*
Aided by two UN agencies, Afghanistan to launch tetanus vaccination campaign

*
Canada gives UNICEF $66 million for vital child health programmes

*
US grassroots campaign raises $1 million for UN population agency 

*
Number of new SARS cases in China continues to climb, UN health agency says

*
WHO helps African countries to take precautionary measures against SARS

*
UNESCO to host two conferences on religious tolerance in May

*
UN committee urges adoption of expansion of torture treaty

* * * *

Middle East: Secretary-General

1 May – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan voiced deep concern over Israel’s military incursions today in Gaza, stressing that they violated international humanitarian law and contradicted the international community’s latest efforts to solve the Middle East conflict.

“The Secretary-General is deeply disturbed by Israeli military incursions today in Gaza City and the Rafah refugee camp, in which at least eight Palestinians were killed and many others injured,” a statement issued by a UN spokesman in New York said.

“He stresses that such actions, including the reported house demolitions, are contrary to international humanitarian law. He believes that they contradict the international community’s efforts to restart the Israeli-Palestinian peace process, following yesterday’s presentation of the Road Map to the parties.”

The Road Map is a plan drawn up by the diplomatic Quartet – the UN, United States, Russian Federation and European Union – which aims at settling the conflict through parallel steps over three years by the Israelis and Palestinians, culminating with the establishment of two sovereign states, living side-by-side in peace and security.

“The Secretary-General remains convinced that there is no military solution to this conflict and calls on Israel to work with (new Palestinian) Prime Minister Abu Mazen to establish effective cooperation ensuring security for both Israelis and Palestinians,” the statement added. “He again urges the parties to embrace the Road Map and to work for its early implementation.”

* * *

Iraq: humanitarian

1 May – The United Nations Humanitarian Coordinator for Iraq led a team of senior UN officials across the border from Jordan into Iraq today to re-establish a permanent presence of international personnel in Baghdad for relief operations for the first time since being withdrawn on the eve of hostilities in March.

Coordinator Ramiro Lopes da Silva was accompanied by the country representatives of the World Health Organization (WHO), Dr. Ghulam Popal, the World Food Programme (WFP), Torben Due, the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF), Carel de Rooy, and the UN Development Programme (UNDP), Francis Dubois. They are expected to arrive in the Iraqi capital later today.

Communications, logistics, security and other key staff completed the team of 21 in a convoy of eight vehicles.

Their arrival in Baghdad will bring to more than 60 the number of UN international staff working in Iraq. Additional staff will enter the country in the north, centre and south during May to increase the delivery of humanitarian assistance to those in need.

Mr. Lopes da Silva and heads of the UN humanitarian agencies have been coordinating the delivery of emergency relief into Iraq by the UN since the war began from outside the country, while waiting for conditions in Baghdad to stabilize sufficiently to allow permanent re-entry. He will continue to administer the Oil-for-Food programme, on which 15 million Iraqis depend completely for their daily food requirements, pending any changes to the programme by the Security Council.

The team will operate from its headquarters in the Canal Hotel, which was damaged and looted along with other buildings following the collapse of law and order. The Swedish Rescue Service Agency will assist the UN’s re-entry by providing tented accommodation for staff returning to Baghdad.

In view of the return to Baghdad, UN humanitarian agencies held the last of their daily briefings in Amman, Jordan, today. UNICEF spokesman Simon Ingram quoted Mr. de Rooy as saying the first thing he would do on reaching the agency’s office in Baghdad would be to give each of his national staff a big hug of gratitude and comfort. 

The gratitude is well earned, Mr. Ingram said. Throughout the long, dark weeks of the war itself and during the terrifying chaos that ensued, UNICEF’s Baghdad staff had performed heroics, he added. Setting aside the trauma they and their families had endured, they knuckled down to the task of reaching out to the city’s children, beginning the task of restoring countless shattered lives. 

Recapping their accomplishments, he said they had trucked water daily to hospitals and communities in the most deprived areas of Baghdad, had cleared lorry-loads of hazardous garbage from medical facilities and had helped get vital water treatment plants back up and running. They had gone house-to-house to assess the extent of malnutrition among the city’s children under five and had assisted some of the most vulnerable and brutalized children of all, those living in orphanages and shelters for the abandoned.

Mr. Ingram said the remaining tasks were truly enormous. “With more UNICEF staff arriving back in Iraq by the day, our organization is at last acquiring the resources it needs to meet the challenges of the months ahead,” he declared.

Underlining just one of the problems, a spokesman for the Humanitarian Coordinator, Ali Hamati, noted that a survey undertaken in Kirkuk in cooperation with UNICEF found that three to four children are being injured by landmines every day.

For its part, the World Food Programme (WFP) said its humanitarian corridor from Kuwait was picking up momentum, with 29 trucks moving into southern Iraq today with a food shipment of 1,084 tons – enough for nearly 75,000 people for one month.

The World Health Organization (WHO) said three truckloads of medical aid had arrived in Baghdad with meningitis and polio vaccines and surgical kits sufficient to carry out 1,000 thousand surgical operations.

The UN High Commissioner for the Refugees (UNHCR), meanwhile, noted that dozens of Iraqis were still stuck in no-man’s-land on the windswept border with Jordan waiting to enter the refugee camp at Ruwaished. Some of them had been there for a month, spokesman Peter Kessler said, adding that UNHCR called on all governments in the region to keep their borders open to Iraqi refugees seeking temporary protection.

The apparent vacuum, continuing hostilities, and the fact that some groups may well find their human rights threatened was creating at trickle of new asylum seekers, he warned, and for these reasons the right to asylum must be observed by all.

* * * 

Turkey

1 May – The United Nations has deployed a disaster assessment team to help coordinate emergency rescue and recovery efforts in the aftermath of a powerful earthquake which hit southeastern Turkey early this morning, killing nearly 85 people. 

According to a UN spokesman in New York, a UN Disaster Assessment and Coordination (UNDAC) team has been dispatched to support the Turkish Government in the coordination of international response to the emergency, and assist in a rapid assessment of priority needs.

Fred Eckhard also said UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan was “deeply saddened by the loss of life, injuries and destruction” caused by the earthquake in Bingol Province, which measured 6.4 on the Richter scale, and wished to convey his deepest condolences to the families of the deceased and to the Turkish Government.

Meanwhile, details are emerging about the breadth of the destruction as emergency workers on the ground race ahead of nightfall to rescue schoolchildren feared trapped beneath the rubble of a collapsed dormitory. Though the underdeveloped town has few high-rise buildings, the four-story state boarding school residence was one of the hardest hit structures, according to the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA).

There were more that 195 students staying in the dormitory when the quake hit, and although civil defence and rescue workers succeeded in rescuing 69 of the children, it was feared that perhaps 100 remain trapped under the debris. OCHA said the wounded were being treated at Bingol hospital, and those with more serious injuries were being sent to facilities in neighbouring cities.

According to OCHA, perhaps more than 300 people have been injured, and initial reports also said the quake brought down 40 buildings in Bingol alone, with outlying areas also reporting heavy damage. 

It is difficult to get clear information because electricity and telephone lines to the remote region have been cut, but OCHA reported that utilities service providers and local authorities are currently conducted a damage an needs assessment of the infrastructure. As for rescue efforts, the Turkish Red Crescent Society has mobilized 500 tents, 3,000 blankets, mobile kitchens and generators, as well as four tons of food supplies in the affected area.

* * *

Sierra Leone

1 May – The chief investigator at the United Nations-backed Special Court for Sierra Leone appealed today to President Charles Taylor of Liberia to arrest two Sierra Leonean fugitives indicted for war crimes.

Alan White, the tribunal’s Chief of Investigations said that Court investigators have received credible information that two of its indicted suspects – Johnny Paul Koromah and Sam Bockarie – are currently in Liberia.

Mr. White appealed to President Taylor to hand over the two fugitives, who were indicted along with five other suspects implicated in a decade's-worth of atrocities and human rights violations during Sierra Leone’s brutal civil war. All had connections to the Revolutionary United Front (RUF), and the charges involved acts ranging from murder, sexual slavery and rape, to forced conscription of children and attacks on UN peacekeepers.

Mr. White said his office was trying to reach out to West African leaders to obtain their help in securing a handover of the two suspects.

* * *

UNIFEM

1 May – A new United Nations report concludes that there are no systematic differences between rich and poor countries when it pertains to the level of political involvement of women, unlike other indicators of progress, which often strongly link gender inequality to national wealth.

The report compiled by the UN Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM), states that the number of women in key decision-making positions is the only indicator that does not appear to be affected by national poverty. Some of the world’s richest countries such as the United States, France and Japan – where women's share of parliamentary seats range between 10 to 12 per cent – lag behind 13 developing countries in sub-Saharan Africa, a region experiencing the greatest poverty in the world.

“There is much more to be done to ensure that women are accepted as equal partners in key decision-making processes. Especially in post-conflict situations – where new constitutions and legislative structures are being created – it is critical that women are present at the peace table and in post-war policy-making,” UNIFEM Executive Director Noeleen Heyzer said.

The report, “Progress of the World's Women 2002: Volume 2: Gender Equality and the Millennium Development Goals,” attributes the increase in women's share of parliamentary seats to political measures in several countries, where quotas were legislated or adopted on a voluntary basis to meet the 30 per cent representation agreed on at numerous international conferences in the last decade.

“Real progress towards gender equality will be seen when women have more say in the decisions that affect their lives,” Ms. Heyzer stated in support of the need for women's presence in political decision-making positions.

There have been encouraging signs of such improvement in women's legislative representation in the last two years, unlike in education, literacy and employment where progress has been slow, the report says. Women are still, however, largely absent from parliaments, accounting for only about 14 per cent of members in 2002, UNIFEM said.

“Progress 2002” assesses improvements made towards women’s empowerment within the context of the Millennium Development Goals, a set of eight goals created by the international community in 2000 to focus global efforts to end poverty, hunger and inequality. One of the key goals is the promotion of gender equality.

* * *

UN staff

1 May – At a time when major organizations around the world are taking a closer look at corporate governance issues, the United Nations today launched its own initiative to mainstream ethics and integrity throughout its family of agencies and funds.

To match its efforts at the forefront of the battle against fraud and corruption around the world, the United Nations announced its “Organizational Integrity Initiative,” which will allow the world body to apply internally the emerging approaches on corruption control and to build organizational integrity.
Previewing the programme at a press conference at UN Headquarters in New York, Dileep Nair, Under-Secretary-General for Internal Oversight Services (OIOS), said that integrity and ethics were a high priority for the UN and a crucial ingredient in Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s ongoing efforts to reform the Organization and strengthen the culture of high performance, accountability and results.

Mr. Nair, who was joined by Ambassador Ole Peter Kolby of Norway, whose Government is providing financial support for the Initiative, said the plan came at a time when major organizations around the world – public as well as private – were taking a closer look at corporate governance issues.

The new programme had been designed as a step that would show the United Nations was “doing what it preaches” when its development agencies addressed Member States in the field of good governance, Mr. Nair added.  It included diagnostic training, publicity, enforcement and early detection measures, as well as perception surveys.

A major component of the Initiative is the Executive Programme on Corruption Control and Organizational Integrity, which will be held in mid-June at Harvard University’s Kennedy School of Government. Key UN officials will participate in the event, which will be taught by leading experts and practitioners in the field. Upon their return from the programme, the UN officials will be expected to lead similar initiatives in the future. Training will also be provided for the wider UN staff.

Asked why the world body found it necessary to integrate such a plan now, Mr. Nair replied that, while the majority of UN staff were people of high integrity, it was no secret that there were instances of fraud and corruption within the system, which was one of the reasons why the Office of Internal Oversight Service had been established.

“The United Nations wants to take proactive steps to prevent those issues from becoming a real problem and to raise the integrity within the Organization even higher,” he said. “In a way, the Initiative is an attempt to inoculate the Organization against the possible cancer of corruption.”

* * *

Sustainable development

1 May – Top government ministers and key United Nations officials meeting in New York have sketched out a two-year work cycle for the UN forum charged with helping countries integrate and, ultimately, implement the three dimensions of sustainable development – economic growth, social development and environmental protection.

Summing up the three-day high-level segment of the eleventh session of the UN Commission on Sustainable Development, Chairman Mohammed Valli Moosa of South Africa praised the ministers’ “positive” contributions and said that their main objective had been to nail down a plan towards the implementation of global development goals. The Commission will continue meeting at the UN Headquarters through next Friday.

Speaking at a press briefing, Mr. Moosa said the high-level segment’s success proved that the spirit of the last year’s World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) in Johannesburg, South Africa, had “carried through.” Senior ministers had devised a two-year work plan – focused on water and energy – that would allow the Commission to help countries realize the targets and goals agreed at that landmark conference.

Echoing that sentiment at the briefing was Nitin Desai, UN Under-Secretary-General for Economic and Social Affairs, who said the ministers had a “much more positive outlook now than the morning after” the Summit. Successful elements from the WSSD, like Johannesburg’s “partnership fair,” had been revived for the present Commission session. As a result, a total of $1.2 billion had been committed to partnerships, and not just between governments, but also between them and private sector or trade partners, as well as labour unions and other organizations, he said.

Implementation had been at the core of the high-level segment, Mr. Moosa emphasized, recalling that the main outcome document from Johannesburg had been a Plan of Implementation. There was no need to focus on policy since sustainable development was now building on “Agenda 21” – a blueprint for sustainable development agreed upon at the 1992 UN Conference for Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. “No new definition of sustainable development is needed,” he said, “we must now work out how to implement agreed measures.”

Responding to a question on what had changed in the years between the Rio Summit and Johannesburg, Mr. Desai said the aid climate was better now. After Rio, aid for sustainable development activities had declined. Now, more aid was coming in for projects, such as for partnerships. He added that Johannesburg had come out with an action plan rather than with concepts – some 30-plus programmes with timetables had been agreed.

Asked to comment on the choice of water and energy for the theme of the Commission’s first two-year theme, Mr. Moosa said freshwater had been seen as a central issue impacting on other issues. For example, a shortage of freshwater affected women in a particular way. The issue was crosscutting, involving issues of health, sanitation and development. Likewise, energy was linked to questions of natural resources and others so that all could be handled in a comprehensive way, he added. This was in line with a major message the ministers had delivered during the high-level segment.

* * *

Afghanistan

1 May – With support from the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and the UN World Health Organization (WHO), Afghanistan is set to launch the third round of an immunization campaign against maternal and neonatal tetanus on Saturday, relying on women vaccinators and illiterate volunteers to help eradicate a disease that kills 200,000 infants and 30,000 women each year in developing countries.

Using a ground-breaking pre-filled syringe, 840 vaccinators and volunteers in 280 teams aim to vaccinate 98,000 women of childbearing age in eight districts of Kabul Province during the week-long campaign organized by the Ministry of Health, UNICEF spokesperson Chulho Hyun told a briefing today in Kabul, the Afghan capital.

Some 80 per cent of the vaccinators and volunteers are illiterate women whom the Ministry has recruited from the villages and communities where they will conduct the immunizations, and their performance will shape how the campaign will be expanded nationally over the next two years, Ms. Hyun said.

Female vaccinators and volunteers have demonstrated their vital role in accessing mothers in other immunization activities, such as polio and measles campaigns, she added.  An important part of this coming round will be to gauge how illiterate female vaccinators and volunteers can contribute to a successful national drive against tetanus, especially in communities where access to health centres and clinics is limited, through use of what is called the Uniject device.

A groundbreaking tool, Uniject is a pre-filled needle and syringe used by personnel with minimal medical training such as traditional midwives, illiterate or laypersons, to administer the tetanus toxoid vaccine, thus improving access to women in remote communities. 

There have been two previous rounds of vaccinations, in February and March, in major Afghan urban centres, reaching some 96 per cent of the coverage target each time.  The continuing campaign aims to reach 740,000 women in 2003, and a total of 4.7 million by the end of 2005.

Ms. Hyun said that UNICEF was working closely with the Ministry of Health, particularly in tackling infant and maternal mortality, where the problems are still very acute indeed. According to reports produced last year by the Ministry of Health, the Centre for Disease Control in Atlanta and UNICEF, Afghanistan’s maternal mortality rate stands at 1,600 women for every 100,000 live births. 

* * *

Canada

1 May – Canada has given the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) $66 million in Canadian dollars in support of vital immunization and vitamin A distribution programmes that will save the lives of millions of youngsters in the poorest countries.

UNICEF said it will receive $32.3 million from the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA) over five years to help expand routine vaccination of children against such diseases as tuberculosis, measles, diphtheria, and tetanus. Another $33.6 million will go towards the extension of the agency’s highly successful vitamin A campaign, which presently reaches more than 200 million children in over 70 countries.

The gift to UNICEF comes as part of a package of global health initiatives by CIDA, totalling $143.6 million over five years, the agency said. Canada is one of UNICEF’s most vital supporters, contributing more than $73 million to the agency’s immunization and vitamin A initiatives during the past six years.

An estimated 2.5 million child deaths are prevented annually through immunization and vitamin A programmes, according to UNICEF. Vitamin A strengthens the immune system, helping protect children against death and illnesses of all kinds. The gift from Canada will also help the agency expand the use of auto-disable syringes, which are usable only once and therefore reduce the risk of disease transmission through multiple use.

“We could not be more grateful for the vision and generosity of the Canadian Government,” UNICEF Executive Director Carol Bellamy said. “These contributions will have a profound impact on the lives of millions of children in the poorest countries. They’ll never know how these life-saving vaccines and micronutrients reached them. But they will benefit for the rest of their lives.”

* * *

UNFPA

1 May – A grassroots campaign in the United States has raised $1 million to support the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), which lost a significant portion of its funding when the US administration withheld the $34 million that had been appropriated for the agency

“This campaign highlights the power of individuals to make a difference,” UNFPA Executive Director Thoraya Ahmed Obaid said today. “It also shows that the American people support the right of all women to have quality health care and to be able to plan their families.”

UNFPA said it would use the campaign’s first million dollars to make pregnancy and childbirth safer for women; reduce the spread of HIV/AIDS; equip hospitals with essential supplies; support adolescents and youth; and prevent and treat obstetric fistula, a debilitating condition that results from obstructed labour. 

The “34 million Friends of UNFPA” campaign was founded by Jane Roberts, a retired teacher from California, and Lois Abraham, a lawyer from New Mexico, as a result of their shared indignation over the withdrawal of funding last July following allegations that UNFPA supported coercive abortion and involuntary sterilization in China. The agency denied the allegations, saying, “UNFPA has not, does not and will not ever condone or support coercive activities of any kind anywhere.” 

Ms. Roberts sent a letter to a newspaper, asking 34 million Americans to send $1 each to UNFPA “as an exercise in outraged democracy” and to right a terrible wrong, according to the agency. Ms. Abraham then e-mailed 40 friends, asking them to donate $1 and pass the message to 10 more friends. Thus, the “34 Million Friends” campaign was born. More than 100,000 Americans contributed to the campaign.

UNFPA is the world’s largest multilateral source of population assistance. It is estimated that the $34 million in funding from the US could prevent two million unwanted pregnancies, nearly 800,000 abortions, 4,700 maternal deaths and 77,000 infant and child deaths. 

* * *

SARS: China

1 May – The number of new cases of Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) in China continues to climb steadily, particularly in Beijing, with 187 new cases and 11 deaths, more than half of which were in the capital, the United Nations World Health Organization said today.

WHO officials in China said they believe the development of a central database of operational SARS data would greatly aid in combating the disease. “The next few months will prove crucial in the attempt to contain SARS worldwide, which now greatly depends on whether the disease can be controlled in China,” the agency said in a statement.

WHO is studying how best to support hospitals in some of China’s poorer western and northern provinces, as concern continues that hospitals in these resource-poor regions may not have the necessary facilities to properly isolate and treat SARS patients. More front-line hospital staff with expertise in dealing with infectious diseases may also be required, as are guidelines for China’s national health care system on the kinds of infection control measures needed to prevent continuing transmission of the disease.

The agency noted that Shanghai is to enforce stricter SARS preventive measures, including the enforcement of 14-day quarantine periods for travellers arriving from affected areas. Traffic checkpoints have already been set up to screen people coming into the city, where they are given temperature checks and asked to fill out health declaration forms.

Meanwhile, WHO also updated its case definition for SARS to take into account the appropriate use of results from laboratory tests. Several diagnostic tests have been developed by various laboratories for the detection of the SARS virus and antibodies to the virus. However, all presently available tests have specific strengths and weaknesses.

The agency stressed that it is continuing to advise clinicians that patients should not have their case definition category downgraded while awaiting results of laboratory testing or on the basis of negative results.

* * *

SARS

1 May – The United Nations World Health Organization (WHO) is working with countries in Africa to tighten their health surveillance systems to ensure prompt detection and prevention of the Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS).

“We are working with [African] Member States for the institution of precautionary measures to protect people in our region where healthcare systems are weak, and several millions are infected with HIV,” WHO’s Regional Director for Africa, Ebrahim Samba, said yesterday in Brazzaville, Congo.

Though the region has so far only had one probable case of SARS – reported early last month in South Africa – WHO said it has urged African countries to ensure the availability of facilities at airports and other points of entry to promptly identify and quarantine suspected cases. A number of countries have already taken adequate precautionary measures. 

Dr. Samba said globalization and the subsequent ability of people to travel internationally within hours presents an opportunity for infectious diseases to spread efficiently. Accordingly, all countries have received travel guidelines to areas where SARS is currently ranging.

The latest statistics on the global outbreak indicate a total of 5,663 probable cases and 372 deaths.

Meanwhile, WHO plans to hold an international scientific meeting in Geneva from 17 to 16 June to review the epidemiological, clinical management and laboratory findings on the respiratory disease and to discuss global control strategies.

* * *

Religious tolerance

1 May – The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) is hosting two meetings this month dealing with the issues of religious coexistence, the first on Buddhist-Muslim relations and the second on the battle against anti-Semitism.

About 20 religious leaders and experts on religion from several countries will gather at UNESCO headquarters in Paris from 5 to 7 May to take part in a Buddhist-Muslim Dialogue, the first to be held under the aegis of a UN agency, on the theme “Global Ethic and Good Governance.”

The meeting, organized by two UN-accredited non-governmental organizations (NGOs) – the Museum of World Religions and the Global Family for Love and Peace – and by the UNESCO Chair for Intercultural and Interreligious Dialogue based in Jerusalem, is part of the agency’s Interreligious Dialogue Programme. It will look at the relationship between Islam and Buddhism worldwide and especially in Southeast Asia.

The dialogue will analyze those elements that unite Muslims and Buddhists, especially in Southeast Asian countries such as Malaysia and Indonesia. Shared values and practices that help to prevent or resolve conflict will be highlighted.

Then from 12 to 14 May, senior UN officials, religious leaders, government ministers and experts will gather at UNESCO for the second international conference on “Educating for Tolerance: the Case of Resurgent Antisemitism,” organized by the Simon Wiesenthal Centre in cooperation with the UN body.

UNESCO Director-General Koïchiro Matsuura, UN High Commissioner for Human Rights Sergio Vieira de Mello, Israel’s Minister for Diaspora Affairs Natan Sharansky, French Interior Minister Nicolas Sarkozy, Florida Governor Jeb Bush and Rabbi Marvin Hier, Dean and founder of the Simon Wiesenthal Centre, are scheduled to address the opening session.

The first conference on “Educating for Tolerance: the Case of Resurgent Antisemitism,” was held in June 1992 at UNESCO headquarters. Three conferences were subsequently organized by the Wiesenthal Centre under UNESCO auspices: “From Xenophobia to Tolerance: Jews and Muslims in Europe and Beyond” in 1995 in Paris; “Migrantophobia, Caucasophobia and Anti-Semitism in 1996 in Moscow and “Kosovo in the Mirror of Auschwitz” in 1997 in Vienna.

* * *

Torture

1 May – The United Nations Committee against Torture is urging all States parties to the Convention against Torture (CAT) to adopt an optional protocol that will allow visits to places of detention by an independent subcommittee.

The Committee adopted the recommendation by a four-member working group in Geneva yesterday. The protocol has yet to enter into force, but will do so when it has been ratified by a sufficient number of States parties to the Convention.

So far 133 countries have ratified CAT.

* *** *
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*
Quartet releases Road Map to peace; Annan urges sides to embrace plan

*
Pledging UN support for Road Map, Annan appeals for all to ‘stay the course’

*
Annan congratulates new Prime Minister of Palestinian Authority
*
Top UN rights official condemns Tel Aviv suicide attack, calls for peace

Other news

*
Annan appeals for Security Council unity on post-war Iraq 

*
Security Council wraps up April with calls for unity and full participation

*
Amid new aid to Iraq, UN reports new pillaging of already looted facilities

*
UNESCO contacts US on visit to Iraq to help recover looted antiquities

*
ECOSOC examines global cooperation for rural development

*
UN force helping to facilitate movement of Greek Cypriots, Turkish Cypriots

*
Burundi: as new President takes office, Annan laments unstable environment

*
Agreement between UN, conflicting parties to improve aid access in Sudan

*
UN rights expert welcomes abolishment of military tribunal in DR of Congo

*
DR of Congo: UN envoy condemns violence in wake of historic meeting in capital 

*
UN health agency removes SARS travel advisory for Toronto

*
Major corporations establish North American learning forum for UN Global Compact 

*
World Bank launches partnership against polio, approves $28 million for Nigeria

*
UN launches health partnership plan for European, Israeli and Palestinian cities 

*
Uganda: UNICEF deeply concerned by abduction of children as ceasefire breaks 

*
UN development agency to help manage ‘green corridor’ in Bhutan 

*
Lebanon chosen by UN agency to host World Environment Day

* * * *

Middle East: Quartet

30 April – The diplomatic Quartet – comprising the United Nations, United States, Russian Federation and European Union – released its Road Map for a permanent solution to the Middle East conflict today, a move immediately welcomed by Secretary-General Kofi Annan, who urged the two sides to embrace the plan.

The presentation of the Road Map took place in Ramallah within hours of the swearing in of the new Palestinian government. The document was handed over to Prime Minister Abu Mazen by the UN Special Coordinator for the Middle East Peace Process, Terje Roed Larsen, the acting United States Consul General in East Jerusalem, Jeff Feldman, the Russian Federation’s Middle East envoy, Andrei Vodvin and the European Union’s Middle East Envoy, Miguel Moratinos.

Also attending the meeting with the Quartet were Palestinian ministers Nabil Shaath, Yasser Abed Rabo, Saeb Erakat.
At about the same time, the US Ambassador to Israel, Dan Kurtzer, delivered the Road Map to Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon. 

In a joint statement, US Secretary of State Colin Powell, Russian Foreign Minister Igor Ivanov, EU High Representative for Security and Foreign Policy Javier Solana and Secretary-General Annan said: “The Quartet today presents to the Government of Israel and the Palestinian Authority a Road Map to realize the vision shared by the United States, the European Union, the Russian Federation and the United Nations of two states, Israel and Palestine, living side-by-side in peace and security. The members of the Quartet will work with the parties and key regional actors towards the implementation of the Road Map, in accordance with that vision.”

At UN Headquarters in New York, the Secretary-General said it offered the two parties a chance to bring an end to a long and painful conflict. “I hope,” he added, “as we press ahead with its implementation, both parties will embrace it and see it as an opportunity to bring an end to this conflict.”

* * *
Middle East: Secretary-General

30 April – Pledging total United Nations support to the Israelis and Palestinians in implementing the Road Map settlement for a two-state solution to the Middle East conflict, Secretary-General Kofi Annan today appealed to both sides to “stay the course” on what may be a difficult path to peace.

“The Road Map’s goal of two states, a secure and prosperous Israel and an independent, viable, sovereign and democratic Palestine, living side-by-side in peace and security, must be the focus of our energies and efforts,” a spokesman for Mr. Annan said in a statement issued in New York after the plan was formally presented to the parties today.

Representatives from the so-called Quartet – the UN, United States, European Union and Russian Federation – handed over the plan to Prime Minister Abu Mazen in Ramallah within hours of the swearing in of the new Palestinian government, while the US Ambassador to Israel delivered the Road Map to Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon.

The Secretary-General believes the plan “gives the Israeli and Palestinian peoples a real chance to end their long and painful conflict, and thus a chance for all the peoples of that troubled region to establish, at last, a just and comprehensive peace,” the statement said.

Calling on both sides to embrace the plan and cooperate with the Quartet in implementing it, “The Secretary-General wishes to assure both Israelis and Palestinians that the United Nations will do everything it can to support them, as they follow the Road Map,” the statement added. “He also looks forward to continued cooperation among the Quartet members and with the parties, as well as with the states in the region, which have an important role to play in the peace process.

“The Secretary-General believes that, while the path to peace may be difficult, Israelis and Palestinians, as well as the international community, must stay the course,” it said.

* * *

Middle East

30 April – The United Nations Secretary-General, Kofi Annan, today congratulated Abu Mazen on his swearing-in as Prime Minister of the Palestinian Authority and on the approval of his cabinet by the Palestinian Legislative Council.

The Secretary-General “applauds the Council and the President of the Palestinian Authority for taking this notable step in the development of Palestinian democratic institutions,” said a statement issued by a UN spokesman in New York.

“The Secretary-General looks forward to working closely with Abu Mazen and the Palestinian government to implement the Quartet’s Road Map and achieve the vision of two states, Palestine and Israel, living side-by-side in peace and security,” the statement said. “He pledges the cooperation and the support of the United Nations to the parties for the implementation of the Road Map and the quest for peace in the Middle East.”

* * *

Middle East

30 April – The top United Nations human rights official said today he was “appalled” by the suicide bombing in Tel Aviv early Wednesday morning, which resulted in three people being killed and some 50 wounded.

The UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, Sergio Vieira de Mello, has repeatedly condemned any act of violence that targets innocent civilians, a statement issued by his spokesman in Geneva said.

“Such crimes are an affront to the most basic of human rights. They are a direct assault on efforts currently underway to achieve a stable and safe future for Israelis and Palestinians alike; the enemies of peace must not be allowed to succeed,” the statement said.

“The High Commissioner reiterates his call on all parties to do their utmost to break the cycle of violence and ensure that peace, built on a solid foundation of full respect for human rights, is realized as soon as possible,” it added.

* * *

Iraq: Secretary-General

30 April – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today appealed to the Security Council to set aside its past differences over Iraq and find a new unity that will allow the Iraqi people to take charge of their own destiny. 

“The Council now has the chance to leave behind earlier disagreements and find unity of purpose in the post-war phase,” Mr. Annan told the 15-member body at a session wrapping up its work for the month of April. 

“Those decisions will not be easy,” he added. “But they should not be impossible, if you keep some shared principles firmly in mind. As you debate them, I would urge you to set aside past divisions, and ask yourselves what will help the Iraqi people most. Their interests must come first. The overriding objective must be to enable the Iraqi people to take charge of their own destiny.” 

He noted that in the coming weeks, the Council will have important decisions to take on existing UN mandates in the face of the post-war situation, such as when to lift sanctions, the Oil-for-Food programme under which Iraq was allowed to use oil revenue to buy food and other humanitarian supplies, and the search for weapons of mass destruction. 

“Beyond that, you will need to consider how best the international community can help Iraqis rebuild their country – and what part the United Nations might play in assisting that effort, and in the process of restoring Iraqi sovereignty,” he said. “And I hope I can rely on you to take any mandate this Council entrusts to the United Nations, that you have to make sure that it is clear, coherent, and matched by the necessary resources.”

 
He added that there was “a direct correlation between UN success and Security Council unity – and between UN setbacks and divisions among Council members about the strategy to be pursued.”  

Stressing that the Iraqi people must be free to choose their own system of government, Mr. Annan declared: “What is needed is an impartial, representative and transparent process, leading to the choice, by the Iraqis themselves, of a credible and legitimate Iraqi political authority, to which sovereignty can be restored.”

Upon leaving the Council meeting, when asked if sanctions should be lifted by 3 June, when the current phase of the Oil-for-Food Programme ends, Mr. Annan told reporters there should not be an arbitrary date set. In reply to another question, he reiterated his hope that UN weapons inspectors would be able to resume their work, noting that the mandate given them was still valid unless the Security Council modifies it. 

Suggesting UN inspectors might cooperate with American weapons teams, he said: “For example, they may be called in to work with them in verifying what they have found and that would also help them fulfil their mandate of certifying to the Security Council that Iraq has been rid of weapons of mass destruction.”
Questioned about this week’s meeting of Iraqi representatives in Baghdad sponsored by coalition forces, Mr. Annan said he hoped the meetings to identify Iraqi leaders were not the end of the road, but something that would open up into a broader process, in which the UN would have a role to play.

* * *

Security Council

30 April – Wrapping up its work for the month with a session devoted to the role of the United Nations in post-conflict situations, the Security Council heard appeals today from fraternal bodies for a full UN role and an overall vision that looked beyond bringing peace and aid to one that encouraged economic and social development and respect for diversity.
The Council President for April, Ambassador Adolfo Aguilar Zinser of Mexico, underscored the primary responsibilities of conflict prevention, restoring security conditions, the rule of law, protection of human rights and institution-building.

Specific proposals were necessary for the best way in which the UN could work to benefit countries emerging from conflict, Ambassador Zinser, who will be succeeded as president for the month May by Ambassador Munir Akram of Pakistan, told the 15-member body.

General Assembly President Jan Kavan, of the Czech Republic, said the UN role in Iraq should not be confined to an advisory one. Citing recent UN experience in Kosovo and Timor-Leste as demonstrating the critical need for a comprehensive strategy in the immediate post-conflict phase, he said it was also clear that a strategy for political and economic reforms should be crafted with an overall vision.

Broader responsibilities aimed at promoting democracy should be part of any planning. For all its shortcomings, real or perceived, the UN was still the only forum with the grass-roots experience and personnel to deal with a wide range of the crises inherent in conflict management and post-conflict peace-building, Mr. Kavan declared.

More was needed in post-conflict situations than efforts to restore law and order, he stressed. Taking historical background into account was crucial to any successful peace-building efforts. Beyond bringing peace and humanitarian aid into a society emerging from conflict, any external involvement must be conducted in the most respectful manner regarding the specific features and the rich diversity of the society.

For his part, the President of the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC), Gert Rosenthal of Guatemala, emphasized the complementary nature of both councils, reflecting the two columns on which the UN was built – the maintenance of peace on the one hand, and economic and social development and respect for human rights and humanitarian assistance on the other.

The linkage must be continued and strengthened, as it was a truism that without development there would be no peace, and without peace there would be no development.

Stressing the need for unity, Mr. Rosenthal said the strengths exhibited by each UN body tended to be transmitted to others, but the same held true regarding weaknesses. For that reason, he trusted that the recent differences in the Security Council over Iraq would be overcome when it next addressed the matter. “Should this not be forthcoming, all our organs, and the United Nations in its entirety, will suffer the consequences,” he declared.

In the ensuing discussion, the Council heard from the representatives of all 15 members as well as those from Brazil, Canada, Egypt, Georgia, Greece, Indonesia, Japan and South Africa.

* * *

Iraq: humanitarian

30 April – United Nations aid agencies opened a new health corridor into Iraq today, prepared to receive fresh food supplies and reported a further resumption of international work within the country, but they warned of a continuing lack of security that included looting of facilities that had been restocked and repaired after previous pillaging.

The UN Humanitarian Coordinator for Iraq (OHCI) told the daily briefing in Amman, Jordan, that Baghdad and its environs remained insecure despite coalition efforts. This might be partly due to the prevalence of ammunition dumps and widespread availability of weapons in the market, coupled with growing frustration amongst the population, spokesman Ali Hamati said.

Looting continued as armed groups pillaged facilities that had been re-equipped and repaired, he added. Of particular concern was the severe and consistent looting of the Rustumiya sewage treatment plant. The coalition had been asked to protect the facility but looters were still able to gain access and UNOHCI was pursuing the matter with the United States military command.

Waste from three million people, around 60 per cent of Baghdad residents, was being pumped untreated into the Tigris River from Rustumiya, Mr. Hamati said. The plant could not be fully operational and repaired unless security and looting ceased.  Armed groups had also harassed workers at electricity sub-stations, he added.

In better news for Baghdad’s residents, the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) announced its first medical shipment to Iraq from Iran – 20 tons of high protein biscuits, 100 boxes of oral re-hydration salts and 10 emergency health kits, enough for 100,000 people for three months.

The convoy was expected to pave the way for similar ventures, according to Kari Egge, UNICEF Representative in Teheran. “The distance from the Khosravi border point to Baghdad is just 160 kilometres,” she said. “Given that proximity, the route has an important potential as a corridor for relief aid into central Iraq.” Similar convoys would be leaving for Baghdad and other major cities in the coming days and weeks, she added.

The UN Development Programme (UNDP) said the past week saw a concrete re-start of its operations in Iraq with the arrival of four international technical staff in Erbil to resume their duties as part of the Electricity Network Rehabilitation Programme looking into urgent requirements in the three Northern governorates. 

In the south, the UNDP unit in Kuwait secured power generation equipment and a fuel pump for the emergency needs of water pumping/treatment station in Al-Zubair and a hospital in Nassiriyah, spokesman Pavel Kral said. As a result, Al-Zubair’s population of 400,000 now had access to potable water and the hospital can now store its supplies of vaccines safely.

For its part, the World Food Programme (WFP) announced that two ships were due to berth at Aqaba, Jordan, today with 38,500 tons of food. Inside Iraq, the first convoy of food since the war started, arrived in Nassiriyah in the south with 880 tons of flour, enough for 100,000 people for a month, spokesman Khaled Mansour said.

* * *

Iraq: cultural heritage

30 April - The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) is negotiating with the United States on sending an assessment mission to Iraq early next month as part of its efforts to recover the priceless antiquities looted from Baghdad and other museums, the head of the agency said today.

It was essential to establish a database of Iraq’s cultural heritage as soon as possible to prevent trafficking in the looted artefacts, some of which dated back over 7,000 years, UNESCO Director-General Koïchiro Matsuura told a news conference at UN Headquarters in New York.

He said the negotiations were taking place at the highest level of the United States Department of State, and also with the occupying power in the field, and UNESCO was awaiting a reply. It was vital to establish the database to indicate what cultural goods should be put on the list of prohibited items for both the import and export ends of the illicit trafficking in Iraqi artefacts.

The database would be distributed to soldiers to help in recovering and protecting the antiquities, Mr. Matsuura added. Beyond Baghdad, he said UNESCO also hoped to visit other important cultural sites including Ashur, Nasara, Hatara, Masur and Basra.

UNESCO has already contacted the international police organization Interpol, the World Customs Organization and the International Confederation of Art Dealers following the looting of major museums, libraries and other Iraqi cultural centres, principally in Baghdad and Mosul.

Mr. Matsuura has also asked UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan to submit the question of illicit traffic to the Security Council for a resolution to impose a temporary embargo on the acquisition of all Iraqi cultural objects and to call for the return of such goods to Iraq if acquisitions or exports of this kind have already taken place.

UNESCO has hosted two meetings with experts, in London yesterday and in Paris on 17 April, as part of its efforts to recover the looted antiquities.

* * * 

ECOSOC

30 April – The United Nations Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) met today with UN agency chiefs and government representatives to open talks on ways the international community can launch a coordinated approach to rural development in the face of mounting crises such as food insecurity, disease and failing social services in many parts of the world.

Growing recognition that the rural areas – where 75 per cent of the world’s poor live – are key in the fight against poverty is coupled with rising levels of international assistance, said Lennart Båge, President of the International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD). He added that accelerated rural development is important not only for poverty eradication but for ensuring sustained growth that could benefit society as a whole.

Today’s meeting at UN Headquarters in New York brought together ECOSOC and UN officials with development experts and national ministers to review plans for integrated rural development – particularly towards implementing the Millennium Development Goals – in preparation for the high-level segment of the Council’s annual substantive session, set to open in Geneva on 30 June.

The discussions were led by Mr. Båge, who highlighted the UN’s three-pronged plan to address the development crisis in Sub-Saharan Africa. He stressed that providing support for farmers, health care systems and public institutions would address the vicious cycle in which AIDS is decimating both farmers and civil servants, sapping the ability to improve food and nutrition and to mount a public sector response.

Mr. Båge added that agriculture must be the basis for the development agenda of the poor countries, as it was normally the biggest employer and the largest export earner. He also stressed the importance of access of the rural poor to land and water, as well as to markets and credit. Appropriate technology was also important for them, as were the creation of institutions to support them.

Noting that if current trends continued, the goal of halving poverty would only be achieved by 2050 instead of 2015, Jacques Diouf, Director-General of the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), emphasized the need to focus on sustainable rural development. It was not possible to achieve poverty reduction targets, he said, without focusing on the 75 per cent of the population. In that regard, priority must be given to water management to create a solid basis for rural development.

For his part, Ibrahim A. Gambari, Under-Secretary-General and Special Adviser on Africa, focused on the role of the New Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD) as a vehicle for enhancing and strengthening coherence in development cooperation in Africa. UN organizations should work together more closely by using existing country-based programming and regional level coordination mechanisms in delivery of assistance to African countries, he stressed. African governments, as well as their development partners, should build on the strong convergence of priorities between NEPAD and the Millennium Development Goals.

As part of today’s programme, a number of roundtables were convened. Hosted by United Nations agencies, funds and programmes, the discussion addressed themes of critical importance for achieving rural development. Among those leading the debates were the Executive Directors of the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF), Carol Bellamy, and the UN Population Fund (UNFPA), Thoraya Obaid.

* * *
Cyprus

30 April – The United Nations peacekeeping force in Cyprus today said it was working with both the Greek Cypriot and Turkish Cypriot sides to help people move to and from the northern and southern sides of the island.

The UN force, known as UNFICYP, said it was continuing to facilitate the movement of Greek Cypriots to the north of the island and Turkish Cypriots to the south of the island in a “safe and orderly” fashion through three checkpoints.

“We ask for everyone’s patience and understanding in connection with the delay of passage,” UNFICYP said in a statement. “Both sides are currently considering opening an additional crossing point in Nicosia to alleviate the difficult situation.”

* * *

Burundi

30 April – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today cautioned that the second transition phase in Burundi, marked by the transfer of the Presidency from Tutsi minority to Hutu majority, was starting in an unstable environment as conflict persisted despite ceasefire agreements.

Former Vice President Domitien Ndayizeye was sworn in as new President, together with Alphonse Kadege as Vice President, in the second phase of power transfer as outlined by the 2000 Arusha Peace Agreement.

Mr. Annan, in a message delivered by his Special Representative for Burundi, Berhanu Dinka, called on all parties to cease hostilities and respect the commitments undertaken. He also reminded the incoming leaders of the tasks ahead.

“The Government will have to establish the necessary mechanism for the return and resettlement of refugees and displaced persons,” the Secretary-General said. “The Government will also have to establish the necessary mechanisms for the return and resettlement of refugees and displaced persons.”

Despite the change in authority, Mr. Annan said, “the United Nations, which has always supported Burundi, will continue to uphold and promote the peace process and the effective implementation of the ceasefire agreements through the Joint Ceasefire Commission. It will also support the Africa force.”

Extending his warm congratulations to the new incumbent, Mr. Annan also paid tribute to outgoing President, Pierre Buyoya for “demonstrating maturity and wisdom in reaching a consensus which does credit to Burundi and the Burundians.”


He also thanked the African Union for deploying the Africa mission and its military observers in Burundi, Heads of States and other personalities of the region, “for the countless efforts they have made to restore peace in Burundi.”

* * *

Sudan

30 April – The United Nations said today that access to southern Sudan would be enhanced as parties to the country’s conflict have agreed to open the Nile River corridor, cutting the cost of delivering humanitarian supplies by enabling the use of water barges which are cheaper than airlifts.
“This important step forward will bring greater hope and help to the long-suffering people of the Sudan. The United Nations is fully geared up to support the two sides in delivering on their immediate commitments,” the UN Resident and Humanitarian Coordinator for the Sudan, Mukesh Kapila, said in a statement welcoming the agreement.
The Sudanese Government, the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement/Army (SPLM/A) and the UN signed the agreement at a meeting hosted this week under the auspices of the Tripartite Committee on Access and Crossline Corridors.

In addition to opening-up the Nile corridor, the parties agreed on the need to also open more roadways to enable efficient delivery of humanitarian supplies. They reiterated their full commitment to allowing access to all needy areas throughout the Sudan. In this spirit of cooperation, the Sudanese parties have asked the UN to send a barge convoy to deliver urgently needed food to the Kosti, Malakal, Bor and Juba regions along the river by 12 May.

“Over the coming days, we will also continue to work with both sides on further practical measures to improve humanitarian provision on a sustained basis,” the UN official said of its efforts to alleviate the plight of a country ravaged by conflict for over 20 years, causing the displacement of more than four million people and death of two million more.

* * *

DR of Congo

30 April – The top United Nations expert on human rights in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) has welcomed the government’s decision to abolish the country’s military tribunal and court prosecutor’s office.

In a statement issued yesterday in Geneva, Iulia Motoc, the Commission on Human Rights’ Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in the DRC, welcomed the Government’s decision to eliminate the military tribunal – la Cour d’Ordre Militaire – and court prosecutor’s office, military institutions which did not meet international fair trial standards. 

She said that this step represented important progress for the administration of justice in the DRC and encouraged the Government to continue in the same direction.

* * *
DR of Congo 

30 April – The head of the United Nations mission in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) has condemned the spate of violence in the country’s volatile northeast, which threatened to eclipse an historic meeting between rebel leaders and Government officials in the capital, Kinshasa. 

While applauding recent efforts by all Congolese parties to push forward the nascent peace process – the reconciliation initiative underway in Ituri as well as the rebel leaders’ arrival in Kinshasa – Amos Namanga Ngongi, head of the UN Organization Mission in the DRC (MONUC), deplored the resumption of fighting in the east, during a wide-ranging interview for Kinshasa-based Radio Okapi yesterday. 

“Fighting cannot be justified at this stage when everyone is seated at the same table to make peace,” Mr. Ngongi said, echoing the words of Congolese Rally for Democracy-Goma (RCD-G) leader Azarias Ruberwa upon his arrival in Kinshasa on Sunday. “This is a message that should reach all those who are fighting on the ground.”

Condemning the continued hostilities in the Ituri province, Mr. Ngongi encouraged all the parties to strive for peace and end the unnecessary loss of life in that part of the country.  He also welcomed the ongoing withdrawal of Ugandan troops from the region.  

As the peace process moves forward, Mr. Ngongi said in response to another question, the Security Council would have final say about MONUC’s future role. He stressed that the Mission would play a definite role in the electoral process, reinforcement of human rights goals, as well as the country’s disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration programmes. 

In other news, MONUC paid tribute yesterday to Maj. Viacheslav Budarin, a Military Observer from the Russian Federation killed last Saturday when his vehicle drove over an antitank mine in Komanda. Speaking at the ceremony, Mr. Ngongi said the tragic incident underscored the risks taken by military observers in the field.  He urged the mission’s staff not to be discouraged and vowed that MONUC would carry on its demining tasks. “We hope that as peace evolves, soon enough, there will be no more fighting, and no more antitank of antipersonnel landmines,” he added.

* * *

SARS: Canada

30 April – The United Nations health agency today lifted its advisory against non-essential travel to Toronto, Canada, following an improved outlook in the Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) outbreak there.

The World Health Organization (WHO) advisory – issued a week ago to minimize the international spread of the potentially deadly disease – remains in effect for Beijing, Hong Kong, and Guangdong and Shanxi Provinces in China. As of yesterday, there have been 5,462 probable cases of the illness, with 353 deaths, in 27 countries.

Explaining its decision, WHO said the magnitude of probable SARS cases in Toronto had decreased, 20 days had now passed since the last cases of community transmission, and no new confirmed exportation of cases had occurred.

But Toronto still has an outbreak of SARS, and the lifting of the advisory does not change its status as an “affected” area, WHO added. As of yesterday Canada had 146 cases, 20 of them fatal, according to WHO figures.

* * *
Global Compact

30 April – Representatives of major North American companies have met to establish a regional “learning forum” to promote United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Global Compact initiative, which seeks to advance good corporate citizenship and responsible globalization.

Hewlett-Packard hosted some 50 representatives of leading North American companies, as well as of academia, in a meeting held yesterday at its headquarters in Palo Alto, California, to establish a North America Global Compact Learning Forum. 

The meeting, co-hosted by pharmaceutical giant Pfizer, provided an opportunity for Global Compact participants to inform other interested companies about the opportunities and challenges of engagement in the initiative, under which businesses affirm support for nine key human rights, labour rights and environmental standards. 

Participants recognized that more active participation from North American companies was essential to the success of the initiative, and also acknowledged that the Global Compact offers opportunities to address priority issues, including building trust between business and society.  

The Secretary-General first raised the notion of developing a “global compact of shared values and principles” in business at the World Economic Forum in January 1999. He challenged world business leaders to “embrace and enact” the benefits of global economic development through voluntary corporate policies and actions. 

Mr. Annan’s vision was realized 18 months later with the creation of the UN Global Compact. The initiative sets forth nine guiding principles that focus on human rights, labour standards and concern for the environment. Companies subscribing to the principles are encouraged to make clear statements of support and to submit an annual report that includes concrete examples of “good practices” for other firms to emulate.

* * *

Nigeria

30 April – In its launching of an innovative partnership with private companies to help eradicate polio globally by 2005, the World Bank has approved a $28 million no-interest loan for the purchase of the oral polio vaccine (OPV) in Nigeria, Africa’s most polio endemic country.

The World Bank, the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, Rotary International, and the United Nations Foundation – which together launched yesterday the Investment Partnership for Polio – said they would move swiftly over the coming months to fund the immunization of children in polio endemic countries starting with Nigeria.

“In my homeland of Nigeria, 201 children were infected by this disease last year, alone. No child today should ever have to suffer from this crippling disease, as an effective vaccine has made polio totally preventable,” President-elect of Rotary International Jonathan Majiyagbe said. “This innovative investment partnership is vital to fighting polio in the remaining endemic countries.”

The loans will be funded through the International Development Association (IDA), the arm of the World Bank designed to provide soft-loans to the poorest countries. The Investment Partnership will “buy down” a country’s IDA loan upon successful completion of a polio eradication program, the Bank said. So far $50 million has been set aside and this is expected to buy down approximately $120 to $140 million.

“The partnership to buy down loans to grants on the basis of good performance is an example of the innovative thinking occurring in the private sector and the World Bank about how to increase finances for the fight against global diseases,” World Bank President James Wolfensohn said of the plan that will unlock $2.50-3.00 from each grant dollar.

While the partnership brings large amounts of welcome new money to eradicate polio, the global initiative is still short roughly $275 million, a gap that threatens immunization campaigns and surveillance activities, the Bank stated. Consequently, the Partnership is calling on the wider international community to meet the funding gap and support eradication. A $20 million loan for eradicating polio in Pakistan, for example, is scheduled for consideration in mid-May.

In 1988, polio was endemic in more than 125 countries compared to only seven countries in 2002. Countries still to defeat polio include India, Nigeria, Pakistan, Egypt, Somalia, Afghanistan, and Niger.

* * *

WHO


30 April – The United Nations health agency co-launched a new partnership programme today aimed at improving the public health of European, Palestinian and Israeli cities through information exchange, study tours, training initiatives and workshops, leading eventually to direct Israeli-Palestinian cooperation.


“The partnership will make an invaluable contribution to addressing the concrete health needs of the municipalities of Israel and the occupied Palestinian territory,” said Gro Harlem Brundtland, Director-General of the World Health Organization (WHO), which launched the initiative in Geneva in conjunction with the International Solidarity Fund of Cities against Poverty.


“In particular, it will focus on improving the health and social conditions of vulnerable groups that result from armed conflict on all sides,” she added.


In the initial phase, European municipalities, including local health and social service professionals, as well as representatives of civil society, will invite health officials from Israel and the occupied Palestinian territories to participate in study tours and workshops. At a later stage direct exchanges between Israeli and Palestinian municipalities will be arranged.

The programme envisages specific collaboration initiatives in public health, primary health care and the health and social conditions of vulnerable groups.

WHO has invited representatives from seven European cities – Geneva, Barcelona, Lyon, The Hague, Brussels, Turin, and Hamar, Norway – to launch the initiative. Representatives were meeting in Geneva today with the Deputy Director General of the Union of Local Authorities in Israel (ULAI) and the Executive Director of the Association of Palestinian Local Authorities (APLA) to develop concrete next steps to speed up implementation of the partnership. 

WHO, which has already sponsored similar partnerships with cities in the Balkans, said the programmes could have significant benefits for people living in conflict-affected cities by fostering a culture of dialogue and tolerance and contributing to reducing social, cultural and professional isolation.

“Such a partnership among municipalities has clear advantages,” Ms. Brundtland said. “It allows concentration on day-to-day needs and common concerns. It can play an important role in promoting health and peace-building initiatives.”

* * *

Uganda

30 April – The head of the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) today expressed deep concern over reports of renewed abductions of children and women by the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) following the recent breakdown of a ceasefire in northern Uganda, and called on all parties to the conflict to do everything in their power to secure the immediate release of all kidnapped.
“Thousands of girls and boys snatched from their families remain unaccounted for,” UNICEF Executive Director Carol Bellamy said in a statement. “These children are often forced to commit atrocities against their own communities and to fight alongside their captors. They have been brutally used as human shields and sex slaves.”
Ms. Bellamy said that an estimated 20,000 children have been abducted since the conflict began – more than 5,000 in the last year alone. UNICEF fears that the increased fighting may further reduce access to the estimated 800,000 displaced people, causing a rapid and significant rise in child mortality and malnutrition, she said.

“This intensification of the armed conflict will make more vulnerable an already exhausted civilian population in an area plagued by conflict for the past 16 years,” Ms. Bellamy stressed. “Furthermore, the broadening of military operations is a setback to hopes for peace at this crucial time when efforts were underway to establish a peace process.” 
Ms. Bellamy urged both the Government and the LRA to renew efforts for dialogue, agree on a ceasefire, and guarantee safe and unimpeded humanitarian access to all of northern Uganda. 
“Every resurgence in the fighting brings renewed expressions of concern from governments and a wide range of national and international organizations. But these concerns have yet to be transformed into a constructive peace process,” she said, calling on the parties to the conflict to do everything in their power to secure the immediate release and return of all of the abducted children and women.
* * * 

Bhutan

30 April – The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and the Government of Bhutan today agreed to manage a protected “green corridor” through the Himalayan kingdom – where forest and mountain ecosystems will be preserved and the endangered Bengal tiger will be protected.

The initiative is one of the first projects in a new partnership between the UNDP and the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) designed to combat poverty and environmental degradation. The agencies will combine their global networks to help the world’s poorest countries tackle pressing environmental problems, such as deforestation, desertification, climate change, and the spread of toxic chemicals.

“Conserving biodiversity and improving people’s livelihoods are inextricably linked and neither can succeed without the other,” said UNDP Administrator Mark Malloch Brown. “The opportunity to work with WWF in places such as Bhutan and Nepal is an exciting prospect that will help us achieve the Millennium Development Goal of cutting extreme poverty in half by 2015.”

The management of forest “corridors” in Bhutan will ensure the long-term conservation of the country’s diverse ecosystems – home to the Bengal tiger and other species threatened by overgrazing, poaching, illegal trading, deforestation and destructive agricultural practices, UNDP said. It will also provide ecologically friendly development opportunities for Bhutanese people through alternative energy sources, improved health services and cottage industries such as cheese making, honey production and non-timber forest products. 

The UNDP and WWF are cooperating on a wide range of other projects, including a $13 million biodiversity conservation initiative in Nepal’s Western Terai, which aims at linking protected areas with green forest corridors and empowering local communities in managing the forests. 

Another initiative with the governments of Mongolia, Russia, and Kazakhstan aims to promote conservation and sustainable use of biological resources in the Altai Sayan Ecoregion – an area of pristine mountains and forest ecosystems surrounded by steppes in the north and east, and by deserts and semi-deserts in the south and west.

* * *

World Environment Day

30 April – Lebanon has been chosen to host this year’s World Environment Day on 5 June, the first time in the 30-year history of the awareness-raising event that the main celebrations will be held in the Arab world, the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) announced today.

“It will not be lost on billions of people around the globe, that this special day will also hold special significance by being in the Arab world so soon after the recent conflict in Iraq,” UNEP Executive Director Klaus Toepfer said. His agency stood ready to assist in the humanitarian effort for the benefit of the Iraqi people and their environment, he added.

This year’s theme, “Water – Two Billion People are Dying for It!” echoes one of the most pressing environmental issues facing the planet and its six billion citizens. The theme also supports the celebration of 2003 as the International Year of Freshwater.

“We couldn’t be more delighted that Lebanon has agreed to host this important United Nations day in the International Year of Freshwater,” Mr. Toepfer said. “West Asia, the region in which the country lies, vividly highlights the threats and challenges people across the globe face in their search for that most basic and fundamental element of life. Trees, forests and water are inextricably linked. So it is fitting that a country whose national flag is the majestic Cedar tree, is hosting this year’s World Environment Day celebrations.”

* *** *

________________________________________________________________________________________

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

Thursday 1 May 2003

           Following is a near-verbatim transcript of today’s noon briefing by Fred Eckhard, Spokesman for the

     Secretary-General.

           Good Afternoon.

           **Guests at Noon

           We will be joined today by Dileep Nair, the Under-Secretary-General for Internal Oversight Services, and Ambassador Peter Kolby of Norway, who will be talking about the Organizational Integrity Initiative, which the UN is  undertaking to mainstream ethics and integrity within the Organization.  And you will be hearing from them in just a  few minutes.

           **Statement Attributable to the Spokesman for the Secretary-General

           The following statement is attributable to the Spokesman in connection with events today in Gaza:

           “The Secretary-General is deeply disturbed by Israeli military incursions today in Gaza City and the Rafah  refugee camp, in which at least eight Palestinians were killed and many others injured.  He stresses that such  actions, including the reported house demolitions, are contrary to international humanitarian law.  He believes that they  contradict the international community’s efforts to restart the Israeli-Palestinian peace process, following yesterday’s presentation of the “Road Map” to the parties.”

           “The Secretary-General remains convinced that there is no military solution to this conflict and calls on Israel  to work with Prime Minister Abu Mazen to establish effective cooperation ensuring security for both Israelis and  Palestinians.  He again urges the parties to embrace the Road Map and to work for its early implementation.” 

           **Statement Attributable to the Spokesman for the Secretary-General

           The second statement concerns the earthquake in Turkey.

           “The Secretary-General is deeply saddened by the loss of life, injuries and destruction caused by an

     earthquake in the Bingol Province of Turkey this morning.  He wishes to convey his deepest condolences to the families of the deceased and to the Government of Turkey.”

           “The United Nations has deployed a Disaster Assessment and Coordination (UNDAC) team to support the Turkish Government in the coordination of international response to the emergency, and assist in a rapid assessment of priority needs.”

           **UN International Staff Returns to Baghdad

           About two hours ago, UN international staff arrived at the Canal Hotel in Baghdad -– the long-time UN

     headquarters in the Iraqi capital.  International staff had left Baghdad on 18 March, just prior to the start of the  hostilities.

           The Humanitarian Coordinator for Iraq, Ramiro Lopes da Silva, led the

     21- person team, which traveled overland from Amman, Jordan.

           Upon arrival, the team was greeted by a large number of UN national staff, who had made great effort to repair and clean up as much of the facilities as possible.  Over 70 per cent of the UN offices had been looted during the fighting in Baghdad.

           Speaking to the national staff, da Silva thanked them and expressed his deep satisfaction at the work they had continued to do on behalf of the UN under very difficult circumstances.

           The team, which includes representatives of the World Health Organization, the World Food Programme, the UN Children’s Fund and the UN Development Programme, will now focus on getting a first-hand assessment of the  urgent humanitarian needs of the population, so as to get UN humanitarian programmes back up and running.

           The arrival of the senior delegation in Baghdad will bring to more than

     60 the number of UN international staff working in Iraq.  Additional staff will enter the country in the north, centre and south during the month of May to increase the delivery of humanitarian assistance to those in need.

           **Amman

           Today was the last humanitarian press briefing in Amman, Jordan.  In the next couple of days, press briefings will start up again in Baghdad.

           The World Health Organization said that three truckloads of aid have arrived in Baghdad.  One of the

     refrigerated trucks was carrying some meningitis and polio vaccines and surgical kits as part of the Norwegian Government donation.  These kits are sufficient to carry out one thousand surgical operations.  Blood bank kits also  arrived to ensure safety from HIV and hepatitis.

           For its part, the World Food Programme (WFP) noted that the humanitarian corridor that was established from  Kuwait earlier this week is picking up momentum.  Today, WFP is sending a total of 29 trucks into the southern Iraqi cities of Basra and Nasiriya.

           WFP staff members in Basra have been able to retrieve the records of all 1.8 million beneficiaries of food

     rations in the province.  This is a very important development to guarantee the delivery of food rations to all the population of this province when the Public Distribution System is reactivated.

           For more on these and other humanitarian items, please pick-up the briefing notes in my office.

           **Security Council

           Pakistani Ambassador to the United Nations Munir Akram has succeeded Ambassador Adolfo Aguilar Zinser of Mexico as President of the Security Council for the month of May.   There are no meetings or consultations of the Security Council today as the Council President is holding

     bilateral meetings on the work programme for the month.

           Ambassador Akram is scheduled to brief you tomorrow, here in room 226, after the Security Council approves  the program of work.  We expect that to take place around 12:30 p.m. tomorrow.

           **Sierra Leone Special Court

           Alan White, the chief of investigations for the Sierra Leone Special Court, says that the Court’s investigators have received credible information that two of its indicted suspects are currently in Liberia.

           White appealed to Liberian President Charles Taylor to hand over the two suspects, Johnny Paul Koromah  and Sam Bockarie, who face charges of crimes against humanity at the Special Court.  He said his office was trying to reach out to West African leaders to obtain their help in securing a handover of the two suspects.

           The Special Court also put out a press release today, rebutting allegations by a Nigerian lawyer that the Court  had mistreated him.  We have that release upstairs.

           **Afghanistan

           The first National Conference and Workshop to promote Sports for All in Afghanistan began today in Kabul.    The three-day event, organized by the Afghan National Olympic Committee, with support from the United Nations  Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization, will discuss the challenges to achieve sports for all in Afghanistan, in  particular access by women, children and the disabled.

           It is expected that a Kabul Declaration on Sports for All in Afghanistan, outlining the priority action areas for  the future, will be signed.

           You can find copies of a press briefing note from Kabul with more information in my office.

           **UNICEF

           The United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) yesterday said it was concerned about the recent breakdown in the ceasefire in northern Uganda and the reports, in the last few days, of renewed abductions of children and women by the Lord’s Resistance Army.  Since the conflict began, an estimated

     20,000 children have been abducted, more than 5,000 in the last year alone.

           In a statement, Carol Bellamy, UNICEF’s Executive Director, urged both the Government and the Lord’s Resistance Army to renew efforts to agree on a ceasefire and guarantee humanitarian access to the area.  She called on the parties to the conflict to do everything in their power to secure the release and return of all abducted women and children.

           In other news, UNICEF also announced today a new contribution from the Government of Canada of $66  million to support immunization and health programmes.  The funds will help expand routine vaccination of children  against tuberculosis, measles, diphtheria and tetanus as well as the highly successful Vitamin A supplementation  campaign.

           We have the full text of the statement and a press release in my office.

           **Press Freedom Day

           World Press Freedom Day will be observed tomorrow, and the Department of Public Information and Columbia University’s School of International and Public Affairs will mark the occasion this afternoon, from 4 p.m. to 6 p.m., with  a panel discussion at Columbia on “Freedom of Expression in Cyberspace”.

           The event is open to the public, and a press release is on the racks with more information.

           Tomorrow, to mark Press Freedom Day, the Secretary-General will issue a message and a statement, which we’ll put out in the morning.

           **New UNIFEM report

           There has been encouraging improvement in the representation of women in legislatures around the world, but  the progress of women in the areas of education, literacy and employment continues to be slow.  So says a new report launched today by the United Nations Development Fund for Women, UNIFEM.  “Progress of the World’s Women 2002” is the second edition of a biennial publication that tracks and measures the world’s commitment to gender equality.  The current report looks at the progress towards women’s empowerment in the context of the Millennium Development Goals.

           We have a press release with more information and the report is available on the UNIFEM Web site.

           **34 Million Friends of UNFPA campaign

           The United Nations Population Fund announced today that a grassroots campaign in the United States has  raised $1 million to support the Fund’s programmes.  The campaign, called the “34 Million Friends of UNFPA” raised most of the money through small donations from Americans who wanted to help replace funds withheld by the United States Government last year.

           “This campaign highlights the power of individuals to make a difference”, said Thoraya Ahmed Obaid, UNFPA  Executive Director.  “It also shows that the American people support the right of all women to have quality health care  and to be able to plan their families”, she said.

           We have a press release with more on that.

           **Africa Tightens Surveillance Over SARS

           The World Health Organization (WHO) said yesterday in Brazzaville, Congo, that African countries have tightened their health surveillance systems, with a view to ensuring prompt detection and prevention of Severe Acute  Respiratory Syndrome, or SARS.

           WHO is working with Member States on precautionary measures to protect people in regions where

     healthcare systems are weak and where several millions are infected with HIV.

           So far, the only probable case of SARS in Africa was reported in South Africa in early April, but there is no  local transmission of the disease.  The latest statistics on the global outbreak indicate a total of 5,663 probable cases  with 372 deaths.

           **Signings

           This morning, South Africa became the 81st country to ratify the International Convention for the Suppression  of the Financing of Terrorism and the 93rd to ratify the International Convention for the Suppression of Terrorist  Bombings.

           **Press Conferences

           Press conferences this afternoon, at 12:45 p.m. the Co-Chairs of the Independent Commission on Human Security, Sadako Ogata, the former United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, and Amartya Sen of Cambridge University, will launch the Commission’s report, and there will be press kits on that available at the side of the room at the time of the press conference. 

           And then at 1:30 p.m., Valli Moosa, Chair of the Commission on Sustainable Development and South Africa’s  Minister for Environment and Tourism, will join Nitin Desai, the Under-Secretary-General for Economic and Social  Affairs, to brief you on the Commission’s 11th session which started last Monday.

           And then immediately following that, at about 2 p.m., the Department of Economic and Social Affairs will be sponsoring a press conference by representatives of non-governmental organizations, who will also talk to you about the Commission on Sustainable Development.

           **Noon Guest tomorrow

           And our guest at tomorrow’s Noon Briefing will be Stephen Lewis, the Secretary-General’s Special Envoy for HIV/AIDS in Africa, to brief you on a recent trip he made to Africa.

           Any questions before we go to our special guests?  Yes?

           Questions and Answers

           Question:   Has the United States presented a new resolution on Iraq to the Security Council?

           Spokesman for the Secretary-General:      Has the United States presented a new resolution on Iraq?

           Question:   Yes.

           Spokesman for the Secretary-General:      To my knowledge, no.  Yes?

           Question:   Can I have a read out of the Secretary-General’s meeting with the Pakistan Ambassador this

     afternoon set for 3:30 p.m.?

           Spokesman for the Secretary-General:      Well, we’ll see if we can get that for you.  We don’t do read outs of all his meetings but on your request we can ask for one.

           Dileep Nair, Ambassador Kolby do you want to come up?

                                                 * *** *

________________________________________________________________________________________

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

           Following is a near-verbatim transcript of today’s noon briefing by Fred Eckhard, Spokesman for the

     Secretary-General.

           Good afternoon.

           **Today’s Guest

           I’ve got enough material here for briefing for three days.  But I’m going to try and finish up in 12 minutes  because the guest at the briefing today will be Koïchiro Matsuura, the Director-General of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, UNESCO, with headquarters in Paris.  He will be here to talk to you about UNESCO’s role in Iraq and tell you a little bit more about the meeting that was held in London yesterday to deal with the antiquity items that were taken from museums in Baghdad and elsewhere.

           **Middle East

           Our main item today is on the Middle East.  In Ramallah today, within hours of the swearing of the new

     Palestinian Government, led by Prime Minister Abu Mazen, the representatives of the Middle East Quartet delivered the “Road Map”.

           The document was handed over to Prime Minister Abu Mazen by the UN Special Coordinator for the Middle East Peace Process, Terje Roed-Larsen, the acting US Consul General in East Jerusalem, Jeff Feldman, the Russian  Federation’s Middle East envoy, Andrei Vodvin and the European Union’s Middle East Envoy Miguel Moratinos.

           At about the same time, the US Ambassador to Israel, Dan Kurtzer, delivered the Road Map to Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon.  Also attending the meeting in Ramallah with the Quartet were Palestinian ministers Nabil Shaath, Yasser Abed Rabo, and Saeb Erakat.  The Road Map itself is available in my office and will be posted on the UN Web site shortly.

           **Quartet Joint statement on Road Map

           The following joint statement was issued by the Secretary of State of the United States of America, the

     Foreign Minister of the Russian Federation, the High Representative for Security and Foreign Policy of the European Union and the Secretary-General of the United Nations and it reads, as follows:

           “The Quartet today presents to the Government of Israel and the Palestinian Authority a Road Map to realise  the vision shared by the United States, the European Union, the Russian Federation and the United Nations of two  States, Israel and Palestine, living side-by-side in peace and security.  The members of the Quartet will work with the parties and key regional actors towards the implementation of the Road Map, in accordance with that vision.”

           **Statement Attributable to the Spokesman

           And then the next statement is attributable to me.

           “The Secretary-General warmly welcomes the formal presentation of the Road Map for Middle East peace.  He  believes that this performance-based and goal-driven peace plan -– the fruit of long and intense cooperation between the European Union, the Russian Federation, the United States of America and the United Nations –- gives the Israeli and Palestinian peoples a real chance to end their long and painful conflict, and thus a chance for all the peoples of  that troubled region to establish, at last, a just and comprehensive peace.  He calls on the Government of Israel and  the Palestinian Authority to embrace the Road Map, and to cooperate with the Quartet in implementing it.

           “The Secretary-General wishes to assure both Israelis and Palestinians that the United Nations will do

     everything it can to support them, as they follow the Road Map.  He also looks forward to continued cooperation  among the Quartet members and with the parties, as well as with the States in the region, which have an important role to play in the peace process. 

           “The Secretary-General believes that, while the path to peace may be difficult, Israelis and Palestinians, as well as the international community, must stay the course.  The Road Map’s goal of two States, a secure and prosperous Israel and an independent, viable, sovereign and democratic Palestine, living side-by-side in peace and security, must be the focus of our energies and efforts.”

           **Statement Attributable to the Spokesman

           And the next statement, also attributable to the Spokesman reads, as follows:

           “The Secretary-General congratulates Abu Mazen on his swearing-in as Prime Minister of the Palestinian Authority and on the approval of his cabinet by the Palestinian Legislative Council.  He applauds the Council and the  President of the Palestinian Authority for taking this notable step in the development of Palestinian democratic institutions.

           “The Secretary-General looks forward to working closely with Abu Mazen and the Palestinian Government to implement the Quartet’s Road Map and achieve the vision of two States, Palestine and Israel, living side-by-side in peace and security.  He pledges the cooperation and the support of the United Nations to the parties for the implementation of the Road Map and the quest for peace in the Middle East.”

           **Middle East

           Late yesterday, we issued a statement on the Tel Aviv bombing attack, which I will read for the record:

           “The Secretary-General condemns in the strongest possible terms tonight’s terrorist attack in Tel Aviv.  He strongly urges Israelis and Palestinians not to let this morally reprehensible act derail the resumption of the peace process.  The Secretary-General calls on all concerned to exercise maximum restraint and begin the implementation of the Road Map. 

           “He reiterates his appeal to the Palestinians to pursue non-violent policies and urges the Palestinian Authority to make every effort to stop these terrorist acts against Israelis.  The Secretary-General remains convinced that there  is no alternative to a political solution of the long-standing Israeli-Palestinian conflict.”

           We also have a statement on the attack from the High Commissioner for Human Rights, Sergio Vieira de Mello.  The texts of both those statements are available in my office.

           **Secretary-General’s Speech

           The President of the Security Council, Ambassador Adolfo Aguilar Zinser of Mexico, is chairing a wrap-up  session of the month on the last day of his presidency.  The topic of the session is “The role of the United Nations in post-conflict situations”.

           Speaking to the Security Council meeting, the Secretary-General noted that no two conflicts are alike and that, therefore, what is needed is to determine what makes a crisis unique and to develop a response accordingly.  He  cited a few specific lessons that stood out from recent experience, including the need to cultivate and preserve the trust of the population; the importance of setting priorities, starting with essential humanitarian needs; and the direct correlation between UN success and Security Council unity.

           In the case of Iraq, he said, the Council has a chance to leave behind its earlier disagreements and find unity   of purpose in the post-war phase, although he acknowledged, “Those decisions will not be easy”.  The overriding objective, he said, must be to enable the Iraqi people to take charge of their own destiny.

           What is needed in Iraq, he said, is an impartial, representative and transparent process, leading to the choice,  by the Iraqis themselves, of a credible and legitimate Iraqi political authority, to which sovereignty can be restored.  As for a UN role, the Secretary-General voiced the hope that any Security Council mandate for the United Nations would be clear, coherent and matched by the necessary resources.

           He told the Council, “In just over 20 years, the Iraqi people have lived through three wars and over 10 years of  harsh UN sanctions.  Let us set aside our past disagreements”, he said, “ask what will help the Iraqi people most and act accordingly”.

           In addition to the Secretary-General, the President of the General Assembly, Jan Kavan, and the President of  the Economic and Social Council, along with 23 other speakers, are slated to make statements.

           **Secretary-General Comments on Iraq

           On leaving the Security Council meeting, the Secretary-General was asked about whether sanctions on Iraq should be lifted, perhaps by 3 June, when the current phase of the “oil-for-food” programme ends.

           He responded that it is important to bring Iraq into the family of nations, and that there is no question that sanctions will have to be lifted and that the oil-for-food programme will have to be phased out.  The question, he said, is when and how that will be done, and he added there shouldn’t be an arbitrary date for that task.

           Asked about the meetings of Iraqi representatives that have taken place in Baghdad, he said that he hoped the meetings to identify Iraqi leaders is not the end of the road, but something that will open up into a broader process, in which the United Nations will have a role to play.

           **Amman

           UN humanitarian operations in Iraq are continuing to grow with agencies like UNICEF and WFP increasing their capacity to deliver much-needed goods to various parts of the country.

           Two trucks carrying high protein biscuits and medical supplies provided by UNICEF Iran crossed the Khosravi border point in western Iran today en route for Baghdad.  UNICEF staff in the Iraqi capital will distribute the biscuits and health supplies to medical centres and hospitals in Baghdad.  This is UNICEF Iran’s first medical convoy to Iraq, following two tanker convoys, which took supplies of drinking water to Al-Fao peninsula in southern Iraq earlier this  month.

           The WFP said that today two ships are going to berth at Aqaba port with 38,500 tons of food donated for WFP operations in Iraq.  The grain will be off-loaded later today or tomorrow to be milled in Jordan and then forwarded to our warehouses inside Iraq for eventual distribution.

           For its part, the UN Development Programme said that this past week saw a concrete restart of its operations  in Iraq.  Four UNDP international technical staff arrived in Erbil to resume their duties as part an Electricity Rehabilitation Programme.  UNDP’s national staff had ensured the continuation of the programme throughout the conflict.  For more information, we have the Amman briefing notes upstairs.

           **Burundi

           Today, at a ceremony in Bujumbura, Burundi, former Vice-President Domitien Ndayizeye was sworn in as the new President, together with Alphonse Kadege as Vice-President, thereby completing the presidency’s transfer from Tutsi minority to the Hutu majority, in accordance with the 2000 Arusha peace agreement.

           The Secretary-General, in a message read out by Berhanu Dinka, his Special Representative for Burundi, cautioned that this second phase of the transition, “unfortunately, is starting in an environment which is still unstable”. 

     He warned

     that “despite the ceasefire agreements concluded in October and December 2002 between the Government and the armed movements, war and violence are continuing”.

           He called upon the parties to cease hostilities and respect the commitments undertaken and reminded the Government of the tasks lying ahead, including reform of the army and the police, and the disarmament, demobilization and reintegration of former combatants.  The Secretary-General also urged the international community to support these efforts and he pledged that the UN would continue to uphold and promote the peace process in the country.  You can find copies of the message upstairs.

           **Suspension of Briefing

           I am not going to read the remaining 10 or 15 items I have here.  It’s

     12:15 p.m.  We’ll put them on the Web site and you can read them later, and I will ask the Director-General of UNESCO, Mr. Koïchiro Matsuura, to come up here and take the centre seat.  Sir.

           Mr. Matsuura:     Okay, thank you.

           Spokesman for the Secretary-General:  And before turning it over to you, Sir, I’d just ask if anyone has any questions for me on any of the items I’ve read so far?

           Thank you.  So, now we’ll turn to Mr. Matsuura.  Welcome to the briefing, Sir.

           (Mr. Matsuura’s briefing issued separately)

                                              * *** *




UNEP and the Executive Director in the News





� HYPERLINK  \l "Lebanon" ��UNWIRE - ENVIRONMENT DAY: Lebanon To Host Event In June� 


� HYPERLINK  \l "Development" ��UNWIRE -  SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT: U.N. Panel Urged To Provide Water, Energy�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Marshes" ��National Geographic News -Iraqs Eden: Reviving the Legendary Marshes� 


� HYPERLINK  \l "Iraq" ��Business Week - Healing Iraq's Wounded Earth�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Culture" ��Sarasota Herald-Tribune (Florida) - Saving a marsh and a culture�


� HYPERLINK  \l "G8" ��European Report -  ENVIRONMENT: Maritime safety and climate steal limelight at G8 Ministerial�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Biosafety" ��BBC - Kazakhstan continuing plans to develop biosafety�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Geothermal" ��THE ELECTRICITY DAILY- UNEP Plans Aggressive African Geothermal Move�
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