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Flushing Nemo 

Inspired by movie, kids are 'freeing' their pets in the loo 

DENVER - As the American blockbuster Finding Nemo surfaces on European movie screens, conservationists are beseeching fish hobbyists: Don't flush! 

Inspired by the adventures of the animated clownfish character - including its unlikely escape down a dentist's spit sink - conservationists say hundreds of children have flushed their pet fish down the toilet, hoping to free them. 

The United Nations Environment Programme and its partners want to discourage the practice, while using the film's British opening tomorrow to highlight a report that tallies exotic fish losses and habitat damage caused by the growing pet trade. 

'Parents who already have aquariums need to explain to their children that the fish will not survive if they are flushed,' says Mr Paul Holthus, president of the Marine Aquarium Council, a non-profit conservation group based in Hawaii. 

Unep estimates two million people worldwide keep household aquariums, creating a US$300 million (S$519 million) industry. Freshwater aquariums primarily use farm-raised species. But 20 million marine fish are harvested annually for saltwater aquariums. 

Fish hunters spike tropical waters with sodium cyanide to stun their prey, a technique that often kills other creatures and the coral reefs that sustain them, the United Nations reports. 

In 2001, the Marine Aquarium Council developed a certification programme for fish brokers and retailers that details sustainable methods of fish harvesting. -- AP
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CBC

Flushing won't free fish, UN tells kids 
Last Updated Wed, 01 Oct 2003 13:44:59 
LONDON - Conservationists have issued a plea to fish owners: please don't flush your pets. 

The movie Finding Nemo follows an animated clownfish who escapes down a sink. Since the movie was released, conservationists say hundreds of children have flushed their pets in the hopes of freeing them. 
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Two-banded clownfish in Gulf of Aqaba 
(Courtesy Mohammed Al Momany, National Oceanic & Atmospheric Administration/Department of Commerce)

The United Nations Environment Programme and its has conservation and aquarium trade partners launched a program to discourage the practice. The film opens in the United Kingdom this week after a successful run in North America. 

Marine Aquarium Council, a nonprofit conservation group, says parents need to tell their kids fish won't survive if they are flushed. 

The survey by UNEP's World Conservation Monitoring Centre estimates more than 20 million tropical fish are harvested annually for the aquarium trade in Europe, the United States and Japan. 

Fish hunters often add toxins to tropical waters to stun their prey, which can kill other creatures and coral reefs, the UN report says. 

· FROM JULY 10, 2003: Scientists find Nemo's sexual secret
The report says the trade is a $300 million industry. About nine per cent of freshwater aquariums use farmed-raised fish, but wild marine species are harvested for saltwater tanks. 

Conservationists have developed a certification program outlining sustainable methods of harvesting aquarium fish. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

ENN

Scientists Turn Spotlight on Threats and Opportunities of Booming Marine Aquaria Trade 

From UNEPWednesday, October 01, 2003NAIROBI/LONDON, 30 September 2003 - Over 20 million tropical fish, including 1,471 species ranging from the sapphire devil to the copperhead butterflyfish, are being harvested annually to supply the booming marine aquarium trade in Europe and the United States, according to the most comprehensive global survey ever undertaken.

A further 9 to 10 million animals, including molluscs, shrimps and anemones and involving some 500 species, are also being traded to supply tanks in homes, public aquaria and dentists' surgeries.

Up to 12 million stony corals are being harvested, transported and sold annually estimates the report, released today by the United Nations Environment Programme's World Conservation Monitoring Centre (UNEP-WCMC).

"From Ocean to Aquarium: The Global Trade in Marine Ornamentals" says that the value of aquarium creatures in trade is worth between $200 million and $330 million annually. The report comes in advance of the UK launch of the Disney blockbuster, "Finding Nemo"', which has already taken the United States by storm.

The film tells the trials and tribulations of a clown anemonefish, which, along with the beautiful blue-green damselfish, tops the list as the most traded tropical fish.

In the new report, South-East Asia is shown to be the main source of the trade, but ornamental marine species are increasingly being taken from several island nations in the Indian and Pacific Oceans. Most of the demand comes from the United States, Europe and to a lesser extend Japan.

"For the first time we have an accurate estimate of the number of fish, corals and other animals being taken from coral reefs and brought to public aquariums and fish tanks in homes across Europe and the USA", said Klaus Toepfer, UNEP's Executive Director.

"Collecting tropical fish brings pleasure to millions. It also fuels an important, and mostly legitimate, industry", Mr. Toepfer continued. "This valuable new data should enable more informed and effective decision making at the policy, industry and consumer level. The global trade in marine species on the one hand poses a significant risk to valuable ecosystems like coral reefs, but on the other has great potential as a source of desperately needed income for local fishing communities."

He added: "As a result it represents another important weapon in the war against poverty and in helping to meet not only the United Nations Millennium Development Goals but also the World Summit on Sustainable Development's Plan of Implementation."

Unlike freshwater aquarium species, where 90 per cent of fish species are currently farmed, the great majority of marine aquariums are stocked from wild caught species. This activity, if not carried out in an appropriate manner, can cause irreversible damage to coral reefs.

"A minority of fishermen, in countries such as Indonesia, use sodium cyanide to capture fish, says Colette Wabnitz, one of the report's authors. "An almost lethal dose of the poison is squirted into the coral reef where fish shelter. It stuns the fish to allow capture and export, but can also kill coral and other species. The fish may survive the export process but usually die of liver failure soon after being purchased."

Coral reefs, the rainforests of the seas, are facing an increasing plethora of threats from pollution and sedimentation to coral bleaching, overfishing and tourism. The reefs of South-East Asia are particularly at risk and it is therefore important that aquarium species' collection does not further compound these problems.

Moving from the risks, the new report from UNEP-WCMC also highlights the economic value (or opportunities) presented by a well-managed aquarium marine trade.

According to Mark Collins, UNEP-WCMC Director: "If managed properly, the aquarium industry could support long-term conservation and sustainable use of coral reefs in regions where other options for generating revenue are limited. Some collection techniques have minimal impact on coral and the industry as a whole is of relatively low volume yet of very high value."

On this theme, From Ocean to Aquarium, highlights some case studies. It says that in year 2000, 1kg of aquarium fish from Maldives was valued at almost $500, whereas 1kg of reef fish harvested for food was worth only $6. Similarly, live coral trade is worth about $7,000 per tonne whereas harvested coral for the production of limestone yields only about $60 per tonne.

In another example, Sri Lanka earns about $5.6 million per year by exporting reef fish to around 52 countries. The report estimates that 50,000 people in the country are directly involved in the export of marine ornamentals, providing jobs in rural low-income coastal areas and a strong incentive to maintain fish stocks and reef environments in good condition.

The report recommends the continued development and wider application of third-party certification schemes that empower consumer choice. Also, at the source country level, the implementation of appropriate quotas, catch size limits, the designation of marine reserves and greater use of permits. Finally, in order to take some of the pressure off wild stocks and to avoid removing livelihoods from local communities, there is a call for greater local farming of commonly traded species.

Data for the new report has largely come from the Global Marine Aquarium Database, a joint collaborative effort between UNEP-WCMC, the Marine Aquarium Council (MAC) and members of various aquarium trade associations.

"Fish certified by the Marine Aquarium Council are healthier and have better survival chances because they are collected, handled and transported according to internationally approved best practice standards", says Ed Green another author of the report. "We encourage responsible traders to sign up to the MAC certification scheme and for the public to only buy from reputable dealers. Only by such means can we ensure a trade, from reef to retail, that is sustainable and beneficial for all."


Copies of the report are available from the UNEP web site at www.unep.org or at: http://www.unep-wcmc.org/resources/publications/UNEP_WCMC_bio_series/17.htm


For more information, please contact: Robert Bisset, UNEP Spokesperson for Europe, in Paris, on Tel: +33-1-4437-7613, Mobile: +33-6-22725842, E-mail: robert.bisset@unep.fr. Eric Falt, Spokesperson/Director of UNEP's Division of Communications and Public Information, in Nairobi, on Tel: +254-20-623292, Mobile: +254-733-682656, E-mail: eric.falt@unep.org. or Nick Nuttall, UNEP Head of Media, on Tel: +254-2-623084, Mobile: +254-733-632755, E-mail: nick.nuttall@unep.org.

For more information from UNEP-WCMC in Cambridge, UK, contact Will Rogowski, Head of Marketing & Communications, Tel: +44-1223-277314, Email: will.rogowski@unep-wcmc.org or Rachel Holdsworth/Gayle Nicol, Tel: +44-1954-202789, rachel@holdsworth-associates.co.uk.

Note to Editors

From Ocean to Aquarium is based in part on the Global Marine Aquarium Database (GMAD), which was developed in partnership with the Marine Aquarium Council (MAC) to promote sustainable trade. The database contains more than 100,000 records from global aquarium import and export companies. It is accessible online at www.unep-wcmc.org/marine/GMAD/.

MAC-an international not-for-profit organization dedicated to protecting tropical marine fish and coral reefs-has designed the first-ever marine-life certification system which enables consumers to select retailers who sell organisms that complies with internationally approved environmental and quality standards ... from reef to retail.

Recently, Sierviskwekerij Waterweelde B.V., an import facility in The Hague, became the first company in Europe to be MAC Certified. Other MAC Certified companies are located in Canada, the Philippines and the United States. A complete, updated list is posted at www.aquariumcouncil.org.
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The Advertiser

October 2, 2003 Thursday

Freed fish a pipedream

      DENVER: Inspired by the adventures of the animated clownfish in the hit film Finding Nemo,  conservationists are urging children to stop flushing their pet fish down the toilet.

      The United Nation's environment program and other conservation groups want to discourage the

      innocent practice which children often hope will free their fish.

      "Parents who already have aquariums need to explain to their children that the fish will not survive if they

      are flushed," said Paul Holthus of the Marine Aquarium Council.
________________________________________________________________________________________

Deseret News (Salt Lake City, Utah)

October 1, 2003, Wednesday

If you love Nemo, don't flush him!

      BYLINE: By Joseph B. Verrengia Associated Press

      BODY:

      As the American summer blockbuster "Finding Nemo" surfaces on European movie screens, conservationists

      are beseeching fish hobbyists: Don't flush!

      Inspired by the adventures of the animated clownfish character -- including his unlikely escape down a

      dentist's spit sink -- conservationists say hundreds of children have flushed their pet fish down the toilet,

      hoping to free them. 

      The United Nations Environment Programme wants to discourage the practice, while using the film's

      Friday opening in the United Kingdom to highlight a new report that tallies exotic fish losses and habitat

      damage caused by the growing pet trade.

      "Parents who already have aquariums need to explain to their children that the fish will not survive if they

      are flushed," says Paul Holthus, president of the Marine Aquarium Council, a nonprofit conservation group

      based in Hawaii.

      The UNEP estimates 2 million people worldwide keep household aquariums, creating a $300 million industry.

      Freshwater aquariums primarily use farm-raised species. But 20 million marine fish are harvested annually for saltwater aquariums.

      Fish hunters spike tropical waters with sodium cyanide to stun their prey, a technique that often kills other

      creatures and the coral reefs that sustain them, the U.N. reports.

      In 2001, the Marine Aquarium Council developed a certification program for fish brokers and retailers that

      details sustainable methods.

________________________________________________________________________________________

Newsday

Fish Hobbyists Warned Not to Flush Pets
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By JOSEPH B. VERRENGIA
AP Science Writer

October 1, 2003, 8:32 AM EDT

As the American summer blockbuster "Finding Nemo" surfaces on European movie screens, conservationists are beseeching fish hobbyists: Don't flush! 

Inspired by the adventures of the animated clownfish character -- including his unlikely escape down a dentist's spit sink -- conservationists say hundreds of children have flushed their pet fish down the toilet, hoping to free them. 

The United Nations Environment Programme and its partners want to discourage the innocent practice, while using the film's Friday opening in the United Kingdom to highlight a new report that tallies exotic fish losses and habitat damage caused by the growing pet trade. 

"Parents who already have aquariums need to explain to their children that the fish will not survive if they are flushed," says Paul Holthus, president of the Marine Aquarium Council, a nonprofit conservation group based in Hawaii. 

The UNEP estimates 2 million people worldwide keep household aquariums, creating a $300 million industry. 

Freshwater aquariums primarily use farmed-raised species. But 20 million marine fish are harvested annually for saltwater aquariums. 

Fish hunters spike tropical waters with sodium cyanide to stun their prey, a technique that often kills other creatures and the coral reefs that sustain them, the U.N. reports. 

In 2001, the Marine Aquarium Council developed a certification program for fish brokers and retailers that details sustainable methods. 

* 
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BOSTON GLOBE

EILEEN MCNAMARA

Time to free Little Joe

By Eileen McNamara, Globe Columnist, 10/1/2003

For evidence that zoos exist more to entertain us than to educate us, look no farther than the reaction to the escape of Little Joe, the Franklin Park gorilla. A gorilla breaks out of captivity, and we are surprised that he acts like a -- how to put this? -- a gorilla.

How much have we learned at the zoo if we so underestimate the intelligence of man's closest living relatives and so overstate their capacity for criminal intent? Is the recaptured gorilla being held in lockdown to protect us or to punish him? Was the talk of capital punishment in the Tropical Forest exhibit more or less serious than it is on Beacon Hill?Those questions are not meant to minimize the fear and pain of Courtney Roberson, 18, or Nia Scott, 2, who were hurt by the panicked primate during his escape.

I am sure they were even more terrified than Little Joe was. But the responsible party is not the ape; it's the humans who caged him.

So, it turned out that a cage couldn't hold a bored, testosterone-driven adolescent, intent on freedom. Instead of asking why one should, we are asking how to build one that will. Seems like the wrong question.

In his book, "Rattling the Cage: Toward Legal Rights for Animals," Steven Wise argues persuasively that primates should have the status of personhood under the law. If it initially sounds silly, his is no sentimental, anthropomorphic argument. The law professor contends that because the great apes have much in common with human animals -- a conscious mind, a capacity to learn -- they ought to be protected from medical experimentation and enslavement. Because their intelligence is no more developed than that of a young child, however, they ought not to have adult-sized legal obligations. Little Joe, in other words, should not be charged with assault and battery.

This episode exposes some of our underlying myths about both gorillas and zoos. Apes are wild animals, but pose no danger unless they feel threatened. Zoos are less about education and conservation than they are about entertainment and exploitation. We stroll through exhibits behind small children or large strollers, stopping to read all too brief descriptions of an animal's natural habitat and eating habits. Then it's on to our own, the concession stand and its hot dogs and the stale pretzels.

How much do we really learn about the animals we gawk at through the bars or the protective glass? Even in the best zoos, how humane can the treatment be for animals kept in captivity under conditions that barely mimic their native habitat?

Little Joe is a lowland gorilla, a species that has been brought to the edge of extinction by poaching and the loss of forest in its native central Africa. National Geographic reported earlier this year that there has been a dramatic die-off of lowland gorillas and chimpanzees in central Africa because of the spread of the Ebola virus. A year ago, a report from the Great Apes Project of the United Nations' Environment Program warned that only 10 percent of the lowland gorilla's existing habitat will remain by 2030 if the rate of deforestation continues.

Little Joe was born more than 10 years ago at the Bronx Zoo. Like lots of zoo animals, his best years are behind him. Young and cute sells better at the zoo than big and aggressive. To avoid interbreeding with his 37 family members or their offspring in US zoos, Little Joe will probably not be allowed to mate and might be isolated from females. This is how we preserve an endangered species?

Want to help the gorillas and protect the residents of Seaver Street from roving teenage apes? Skip the zoo and send the $9 admission fee to the Jane Goodall Institute, the Born Free Foundation, the African Wildlife Foundation, or the International Primate Protection League, which fund sanctuaries for these animals.

Don't lock up Little Joe. Set him free.

Eileen McNamara can be reached at mcnamara@globe.com.

© Copyright 2003 Globe Newspaper Company.
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New Scientist

Iraqis reclaim their ancient wetlands 

19:00 01 October 03 Exclusive from New Scientist Print Edition. Subscribe and get 4 free issues. 

The Marsh Arabs of Iraq have given up waiting for outsiders to restore their wetlands. Local people are taking matters into their own hands by breaching dykes and shutting down pumping stations in a bid to restore the marshes drained by Saddam Hussein's regime. But some experts worry that their actions could hamper the region's recovery. 

Five months ago, New Scientist reported that an international team of wetland experts, backed by the US State Department, planned to gradually re-flood the wetlands (print edition, 26 April 2003). But reports from inside Iraq reveal this plan is increasingly irrelevant.

Even as Saddam's regime fell local people began to breach the dams with farm tools. New Scientist has learned that between 200 and 300 square kilometres of land has now been inundated as people start returning to their ancient way of life. 
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At one time, the marshes covered between 15,000 and 20,000 square kilometres in what the UN Environment Programme described as a "biodiversity centre of global importance". Thought by Bible scholars to be the location of the Garden of Eden and the Flood, the marshes surrounding the confluence of the Euphrates and Tigris supported the Madan, or Marsh Arabs, for 5000 years. 

But a combination of 32 dam projects upstream and the deliberate draining of the land by Saddam's regime reduced the marshes to five per cent of their previous extent. "The people want their land back," says Azzam Alwash, an Iraqi-American water engineer exiled to California. 


Former glory 

Alwash and his wife Suzie, a geologist at El Camino College in Torrance, California, joined forces with a charity set up by Iraqi expatriates, the Iraq Foundation, to find ways to return the marshes to their former glory. They recruited engineers, ecologists, hydrologists and soil chemists, and in April published a report suggesting efforts should be concentrated first on the most intact Hawizah marsh, which borders Iran. 

It also recommended a three-month monitoring period to test the soil for chemicals such as pesticides and heavy metals before letting in the water. The more damaged Central and Hammar marshes would take much longer to restore, the report predicted. But it is parts of these marshes that have already been re-flooded, says Alwash, who has returned to Iraq to help with the marshs' restoration.

"The science part of my brain says this is not right," says Suzie Alwash, "but my heart says, 'right on, go for it guys.'" Others agree that it is difficult to criticise the actions of the local people, whose livelihoods are at stake. "It was a spontaneous reaction to what they have suffered," says Hassan Janabi, the water engineer leading efforts by the Iraqi Ministry of Irrigation to restore the marshes. 

One region recovering well is Hawr Al-Awdah in the north-west of the Central marsh. After the war, local people persuaded staff manning the pumping station that drained the marsh to shut it down. This has resulted in around 50 square kilometres being re-flooded. "The vegetation recovery was so beautiful and so fast I could not believe my eyes," Janabi says.


Rising salinity 

But other regions are not faring as well. Several dyke breaches have allowed water from the Euphrates to flood the Kurmet Bani Saeed basin, part of Hammar marsh. Alwash is concerned that because there is no outlet for the water, it is becoming increasingly saline. Already salt levels have risen to around 6 parts per thousand (ppt), more than 10 times the salt content of fresh water. 

He believes this is hampering the recovery of vegetation such as the common reed (Phragmites australis) which can tolerate brackish water but does worse as salinity increases. The reed is the dominant plant in the ecosystem, providing shelter for fish and birds. The Marsh Arabs use it as a material for building, weaving and as fodder for water buffalo.

Another marsh called Al-Sanuf, north-east of Al-Amarah, is in even worse shape. With salt levels of 17 ppt, it is around half as saline as seawater. Virtually nothing grows here except a few small plants that are highly tolerant of saltwater. 

Hassan Partow, head of the UN Environment Programme's efforts to restore the marshes, says an unplanned effort could impede long-term recovery. "If it is done in an uncoordinated way it may not lead to the most judicious use of water resources." 

He also says that flooding areas contaminated with heavy metals such as lead and mercury may create problems for people drinking the water and for wildlife. What's more, many dykes were mined by Saddam's regime to discourage people from tampering with them. 


Catch up 

Controlling the restoration effort from Baghdad will be impossible, so working with local people is crucial, Janabi says. "It is for us to catch up rather than lead the entire process." The charity Assisting Marsh Arabs and Refugees (AMAR) estimates that 85,000 people are living in the former marsh areas with little to support themselves. Another 200,000 fled to neighbouring Iran during Saddam's regime. 

The news is not all bad. Janabi says that with their knowledge of managing the marshes, the locals have, by and large, chosen breach sites that would have been picked by a qualified water engineer. 

And Peter Reiss of Development Alternatives Incorporated, a consultancy in Bethesda, Maryland, says the overall picture is encouraging. In June, he led a study funded by the international development agency USAID to collect data on the re-flooded areas, which will be published in a few weeks. 

Reiss is keen that Iraqis be given the technical expertise to help themselves. "Iraq was shut off from scientific advances for 20 years," he says. To this end, USAID is funding the training of two Iraqi water engineers in California. 


Flush out 

Partow says the next six months will be critical. The rivers will be at their highest in March following the rains and if used well, this water could flush out salty or contaminated marshes and flood new areas. But his team was recently pulled out of the country in the wake of the bomb attack on the UN's headquarters in Baghdad in August.

With lawlessness and instability blighting Iraq's recovery, the chances of a comprehensive and coordinated plan being implemented in time seem slim. 

The scale of the task is huge, says Curtis Richardson at Duke University in Durham, North Carolina, a member of Reiss' team. He says that upstream dams have reduced the water flow so much that just 15 to 20 per cent of the lost marshes can be restored. 

Nevertheless, the international community has an obligation to ensure the marshes recover quickly , says Baroness Emma Nicholson, AMAR's chair. It failed to prevent the old regime from destroying a region which was a "thriving and productive agricultural and fishing centre". 

Food production in the marshes will give another dimension to Iraq's economy, she says, complementing its income from oil. Their recovery will also send out a powerful political message, "that Iraq is really in business".

James Randerson

_________________________________________________________________________________________

The Boston Globe

October 1, 2003, Wednesday ,THIRD EDITION

      THE HIGH COST OF ECOTOURISM

      Some of the world's poorest countries are hot spots for tourists interested in nature and indigenous cultures,

      but the influx of resort developers, affluent travelers, and their money has its pitfalls, according to a new

      report.

      The report on "Tourism and Biodiversity" from Conservation International, a Washington, D.C.-based

      nonprofit environmental organization, calls global tourism "the world's largest industry" and points out that

      ecotourism more than doubled between 1990 and 2000. 

         Among the poorest hot spots for ecotourism were Laos, Myanmar, Madagascar, and Tanzania. More

      affluent nations that had huge increases in tourists seeking out natural phenomena or traditional

      communities included Costa Rica, Brazil, South Africa, and Australia.

      The report, released last month, warns that without proper planning, tourism in fragile ecosystems could kill  "the very things that attract tourists in the first place." Hazards include the depletion of scarce freshwater

      resources, introduction of nonnative species, and threats to local culture.

      The report, which was prepared with the help of the United Nations Environment Programme, advocates

      better planning by governments to, among other things, protect sensitive ecosystems from construction, to

      give tourists an opportunity to donate directly to the maintenance of nature preserves, and to enforce laws

      against polluters.

      For information, visit www.conservation.org.

________________________________________________________________________________________

Courier Mail (Queensland, Australia)

October 2, 2003 Thursday

 The sky really is falling after all

      BYLINE: Ian Lowe

      THE controversial book by Danish statistician Bjorn Lomborg, The Skeptical Environmentalist, was defended on this page yesterday. I have read it and concluded Lomborg is neither sceptical nor an environmentalist in any normal sense of those words. A better title might have been The Gullible Economist.

      The book has some good points. It correctly points out that some environmentalists are either selective in

      their use of evidence or not rigorous in their thinking. But if Lomborg had applied the rigorous thinking he

      advocates, he would have extended that criticism to some industrialists, many economists and most

      politicians -- but he didn't. 

      As another example, he analyses the limits of global climate models, but accepts uncritically the much

      shakier claims of economic models.

      Lomborg lists the broad litany of environmental problems: "Forests are shrinking, water tables are falling,

      soils are eroding, wetlands are disappearing, fisheries are collapsing, rangelands are deteriorating, rivers are running dry, temperatures are rising, coral reefs are dying, and plant and animal species are disappearing."

      He then claims to have refuted them.

      In fact, almost all of those statements are true for Australia. Most of them also are true globally. The

      second national report on the state of the environment noted some good signs before stating that the

      environment "has improved very little since 1996, and in some critical aspects has worsened", blaming the

      compounding pressures of growing population and increasing material demands per person.

      The third UN report on the Global Environmental Outlook found "indisputable evidence of continuing and

      widespread environmental degradation". It said policy measures have not been able to counter the pressures of unsustainable consumption levels in rich countries and increasing numbers of desperately poor people in the developing world.

      It specifically noted problems of water stress, species extinction, depletion of fish stocks, land degradation,

      forest loss, urban air pollution in developing countries and increasing greenhouse gas emissions.

      The fundamental belief driving Lomborg's argument is that "it is imperative that we focus primarily on the

      economy" -- the environmental equivalent of the discredited trickle-down model of economic development.

      It suggests our environmental problems will be solved if we get rich enough. The book has a graph showing  wealthier countries are more likely to have clean environments. The actual data reveals that some nations with a GDP below $1000 a head have better environmental quality than others with more than $20,000 a  head.

      Politicians and industrialists like to believe that things are getting better. So Lomborg's claims are being

      hailed by the usual suspects: those on the right of the political spectrum and the ecologically illiterate. But

      the scientific evidence is clear: We have very serious problems which demand urgent attention. As the

      UNEP report GEO2000 said, the present course is unsustainable; "doing nothing is no longer an option".

      THE Australian Bureau of Statistics' 2002 report Measuring Australia's Progress found all the economic

      indicators for the 1990s were positive, but social indicators were mixed, with worrying trends. All the

      environmental indicators measured by the ABS were getting worse, except for urban air quality.

      So economic growth is not delivering better social conditions and environmental improvements. In fact, our economic growth is running down our natural and social capital. That is no basis for a sustainable future. As the first national report on the state of the environment said, achieving our stated goal of sustainable

      development requires the integration of ecological thinking into all our social and economic planning.

      A naive faith in the magic of the market or the power of growth is no substitute for considered policies that

      nurture our natural and social systems.

      Ian Lowe is emeritus professor of science, technology and society at Griffith University

 __________________________________________________________________________________________

Associated Press,

A welcome invitation from Japan

  TOKYO -- As part of a new international campaign to increase tourism, Japan has launched a

  website to highlight deals: www.japanwelcomesyou.com. The site describes a range of packages

  that include airfare and hotels, from the six-day $799 "Tokyo Super Saver" from NTA America, to a

  $4,999 10-day package from Vantage Travel. Call the Japan National Tourist Organization at

  212-757-5640 for details.

                      The campaign -- called "Yokoso," which means "welcome" -- also

                      includes promotions that build on cultural events. For example, the

  Metropolitan Museum of Art's exhibit on "Oribe and the Arts of Sixteenth-Century Japan,"

  highlighting arts of the Gifu region, opens Oct. 21 in New York. General Tours, at 800-221-2216, is

  offering an October trip to Tajimi, a town in Gifu renowned for pottery.

  The Park Hyatt Tokyo is promoting a package called "Lost in Translation" after Sofia Coppola's

  recent movie, which was filmed in the hotel. The package, which does not include airfare, runs

  about $4,500 and includes five days for two in a suite, some meals, and other amenities. Dates

  are Oct. 1 to March 31, excluding Dec. 20 to 25 and Dec. 31 to Jan. 3, 2004. For information, call

  800-233-1234.

  "Yokoso" also coincides with the opening of the Mori Art Museum, located at the top of a new

  54-story tower in Tokyo. The museum's first exhibit, "Happiness: A Survival Guide for Art and

  Life," opens Oct. 18 and features 150 works dating from ancient times to the present. For more

  information, visit www.mori.art.museum. 

  A winter wonderland

  The summertime trip to a national park is an American vacation classic. But natural wonders do

  not disappear with the crowds, and Yellowstone offers a series of educational vacations called

  "Lodging and Learning" to highlight the year-round attractions of the Wyoming park.

  This winter's offerings include "Old Faithful Winter Adventure," which includes a ski tour to Lone

  Star Geyser, wildlife watching, and a trip to the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone in a

  "snowcoach" -- a van-sized vehicle that can traverse the park's snowy roads. Other programs

  include "Yellowstone for Families," with snowshoeing and animal tracking activities, and "Winter

  Wolf Discovery," with wildlife-viewing excursions.

  Rates range from $245 for the two-day wolf program to $795 a person for a five-night ski trip,

  including lodging in park hotels. The programs begin in late December and end in early March.

  For information, call 307-344-2293 or visit www.yellowstoneassociation.org. 

  A whirlwind tour of the Windy City

  It's the mini-version of the two- to four-hour tours offered by the Chicago Greeter service: The

  InstaGreeter.

 InstaGreeters are knowledgeable local volunteers who provide hourlong tours of the Loop and North

 Michigan Avenue, pointing out the city's famous architecture, history, institutions, and lakefront, along

 with tips on getting around, where to shop, and where to eat.

 Tourists must preregister for the longer Chicago Greeter tours, which were launched in April 2001 and

 which carefully match visitors with greeters based on interests and language.

 But you don't need to preregister for an InstaGreeter. Instead, just show up at the city's Visitor

 Information Center, at 77 E. Randolph St., Fridays and Saturdays, 10 a.m. to 4 p.m., and Sundays,

 11 a.m. to 4 p.m. The tours are free to groups of six or fewer, first come, first served.

 For the ChicagoGreeter service, preregister online at www.chicagogreeter.com or 312-744-8000.

 The high cost of ecotourism

 Some of the world's poorest countries are hot spots for tourists interested in nature and indigenous cultures,

 but the influx of resort developers, affluent travelers, and their money has its pitfalls, according to a new

 report.

 The report on "Tourism and Biodiversity" from Conservation International, a Washington, D.C.-based

 nonprofit environmental organization, calls global tourism "the world's largest industry" and points out

 that ecotourism more than doubled between 1990 and 2000.

 Among the poorest hot spots for ecotourism were Laos, Myanmar, Madagascar, and Tanzania. More

 affluent nations that had huge increases in tourists seeking out natural phenomena or traditional

 communities included Costa Rica, Brazil, South Africa, and Australia.

 The report, released last month, warns that without proper planning, tourism in fragile ecosystems

 could kill "the very things that attract tourists in the first place." Hazards include the depletion of

 scarce freshwater resources, introduction of nonnative species, and threats to local culture.

 The report, which was prepared with the help of the United Nations Environment Programme,

 advocates better planning by governments to, among other things, protect sensitive ecosystems from

 construction, to give tourists an opportunity to donate directly to the maintenance of nature preserves,

 and to enforce laws against polluters.

__________________________________________________________________________________________

The Guardian

Goodbye cruel world 

                          Lion numbers have dropped by 90% in 20 years. The other big  cats are going fast. How long before all the Earth's 'mega species' disappear from the wild? By Tim Radford 

                          Thursday October 2, 2003

                          The Guardian 

                          Collectively, the householders of the world could be about to put the cat out.  African lion numbers have fallen by 90% in the past 20 years, according to a  recent report. There are only about 23,000 alive today. That's the number of seats at Barnsley football club stadium. 

                          The tiger is also an endangered species. At the highest estimate, there are fewer than 8,000 left. To put that number in perspective, about that many people work on Ministry of Defence sites in Wales. There are probably only 15,000 or so cheetahs in the whole of Africa. The Iberian lynx is down to about 600. 

                          And it's not just the cats that we're putting out. The Cross River gorilla sub species, for example, which lives on the border between Nigeria and Cameroon, is down to about 200 at the most. That is fewer than the number of British men who each year develop breast cancer. There are fewer than 50 Chinese alligators surviving in China. Most books give a estimate for  sperm whales of 1 to 2 million, but a paper published last year gave an estimate of 360,000. The most recent estimate for southern hemisphere minke whales is about half the total estimate of 760,000 derived from surveys in the late 1980s. 

                          Lions, cheetahs and lynxes share certain characteristics with many other  threatened creatures: they are large, they are carnivores, they are fussy about where they live, they need a large range, they have small litters and a long  gestation period, and they are hunted. 

                          This makes them natural candidates for extinction in a world in which human numbers have soared from 2.5 billion to more than 6 billion in 50 years. The  planet's population grows by more than 80 million every year. There are roughly 240,000 extra mouths to feed every day. 

                          Each of these humans has a personal ecological footprint: that is, each appropriates an average of 2.1 hectares (5.2 acres) to provide water, food, energy, housing, transport, commerce and somewhere to tip the waste.   (Americans on average take up almost 10 hectares each.) Even though the rate of growth in human numbers is beginning to decline, the wild things are being pushed towards oblivion at an ever faster rate. That is because the numbers of individual households - empty nesters, yuppies, singletons and one-parent families - is exploding, even in those countries with low  population growth. That means yet more pressure on the wild to provide timber, gravel and lime, plant fibres, food and water. 

                          Survivors in an increasingly human world need a different set of characteristics. They must be small herbivores that produce large numbers of offspring very swiftly, adapt happily to concrete, tarmac and fossil-fuel pollution and are prepared to live anywhere. So the typical wild animals of  the 21st century, as one American biol ogist predicted more than 30 years ago, "will be the house sparrow, the grey squirrel, the Virginia opossum and  the Norway rat". The lion, denied the lion's share, could slope off into the eternal night. 

                          The big animals are merely the most visible of endangered species. One eighth of all bird species are at serious risk of extinction. At least 13% of the  world's flowering plants could be about to perish. One-fourth of all mammals are to some extent endangered and around 30 species are down to their last thousand members. There are 19 critically endangered primates, and 16  species of albatross could be about to fly away for ever. These are sober estimates from the International Union for the Conservation of Nature about animals that are already well studied. But biologists simply do not know how many species there are on the planet. The big ones are easy to spot, the smaller ones are literally beyond counting. About 1.8 million little birds,  beasts and beetles have been named, but there could be seven million or even 70 million. 

                          Five years ago, John Lawton, a population biologist and now the chief of Britain's Natural Environment Research Council, tried to take the measure of biodiversity in the Cameroon. He and colleagues marked out a few plots of forest and started trying to count the species in eight taxonomic groups. They                          spent 10,000 hours on the research and then abandoned it: the job would  have kept 1,200 taxonomists busy for years. 

                          "We surveyed birds, butterflies, ants and then all the way down to itsy-bitsy nematode worms," he says. "The percentage of species we found that were actually known and described by taxonomists was inversely related to their body size. In other words, we didn't discover any new birds. We found a new                          subspecies of butterfly. And 90% of all the nematode worms had never been seen by a scientist before. It was just a huge effort: the number of scientist days it took to identify the things was again inversely related to their body                      size, the smaller the critters were the longer and longer and longer it took to sort them out." 

                          The Earth's most heart-rending problem comes with a catch-all title,  biodiversity. These six clumsy syllables sum up the totality of life on Earth,  from subterranean fungi to wind-borne spores, from cloud-forest beetles to Arctic bears, from ocean algae to tubeworms in the abyss. Many of these creatures quietly underwrite human economic growth: they oxygenate the atmosphere, cleanse drinking water, fix nitrogen, recycle waste and pollinate crops. A team at the University of Maryland once calculated that nature delivered goods and services worth $33 trillion to the global economy every year. The gross national product of the whole world at the time was only about $18 trillion. 

                          One school of thought argues that if the big, beautiful beasts - the charismatic megavertebrates - are going, then thousands of small,  nondescript creatures could go with them, with unpredictable consequences.                          There are almost apocalyptic predictions about rates of extinction. Edward O Wilson, one of America's most distinguished biologists, once calculated that 27,000 species of creature went extinct every year in the tropical forests alone. A few years later, a team of biologists at Stanford University suggested that populations of plants and animals were being wiped out at  the rate of 1,800 an hour. These may be wild overestimates, but even the                          most conservative biologists tell a bleak story: this, they say, is the sixth great extinction of life in the history of the planet. The first five extinctions, recorded in the ancient rocks, were all natural: from volcanic catastrophe,                          climate change, asteroid impact, or even deadly radiation from an exploding star. But this one, they all agree, is the unwitting work of  humankind. 

                          Robert May - Lord May of Oxford, president of the Royal Society, a former government chief scientific adviser and once a research partner of Edward O Wilson - reckons that at the very least, the rate of extinction is now 1,000  times faster than the "background" rate of extinction over hundreds of millions of years, recorded in fossils from Cretaceous, Jurassic and Triassic  rocks. Should people care? Most conservation action by bodies such as the WWF concentrates entirely on the charismatic big vertebrates, such as the panda and tiger, rhino and lion. Could we live without them? "Maybe we can, but if people aren't going to care about them disappearing, who is  going to give a stuff about the insects and fungi until the consequences emerge?" May says. "A stronger argument is that we are not sure how much  we can simplify the world and still have it deliver all the services we depend on." 

                          Lions won't be extinguished, he says. "They will be kept in reserves and zoos. But the question is, whether you are keeping a lion or whether you are keeping a Latin binomial, Felis leo, and that is a question that is awkward to ask." 

                          The lion, according to Georgina Mace, director of science at the Zoological  Society of London, was the one animal conservationists had not been worried about. Until recently, it had been widespread in Africa, though it had all but disappeared from Asia. There are two ways of alarming conservationists, she says. "One is that you are incredibly rare and you just sit on a remote island, being a species that is found nowhere else and there are  just 50 of you, but you could have been rare for ever and ever: that is the nature of the life you have. The other way of being of conservation concern is to decline very quickly, and we have been much better at spotting the  former rather than the latter. But the latter is probably the one that is going  to affect most species. If you are just sitting there being very rare, people are usually protecting you." 

                          The lion, as she sees it, is not an isolated case. The population of bluefin tuna had crashed by 95% before anybody noticed. The passenger pigeon once existed in tens of millions, but was wiped out. The American buffalo almost disappeared. There would once have been lions by the million. 

                          "Carnivore numbers fluctuate. If you are looking in one place, you'd see them come and go. Actually, what they are doing is moving large scale across the landscape, occupying areas where there is abundant prey and then moving somewhere else; they are quite hard to monitor. You think, oh,  they are rare here - and then you suddenly realise that actually, they are rare everywhere." 

                          The bitterest irony is that animal populations are dwindling and extinctions accelerating despite a 30-year campaign to establish parks and wildlife reserves in all the great wilderness areas of the world: the rainforests,  savannahs, estuaries, deserts, mountains, grasslands, wetlands and so on.   These wildernesses cover 46% of the land surface, but hold just 2.4% of the population. More than 10% of these places are now protected by national and international edict. Yet ultimately they cannot protect the wild things.   Poachers look to make a killing in both senses of the word. Big animals stray and become a menace to small farmers, who drive them off or kill them. And the tourists turn up, bringing even more of mankind and its expensive ways into the wilderness. A study of the Wolong Reserve in China - opened decades ago to protect the giant panda - revealed that the panda was still in decline and that more humans had moved in, cutting back the bamboo forest for roads, homes and tourist services. The lions in Africa - and all the creatures in Africa's national parks - are still being hunted, hounded or harassed by humans. 

                          There are some who argue that some species will only be saved in zoos (indeed, London Zoo played a big part in saving the almost-extinct Arabian  oryx and restoring it to its native wild). But Mark Collins of the UN world conservation monitoring centre in Cambridge says he cannot accept the idea  that the lion might survive only in safari parks, or that zoos could be the last  resort as the saviours of species. The big wilderness reserves exist, and they could be made to work. 

                          "I feel we have sufficient knowledge of how to manage these key habitats. It is just a matter of political will," he says. "I do not accept that the doors are closed. We have parks, and even outside parks, we have the technology and the knowledge to manage most of these habitats like forests and so on,  properly. It's just that we are not actually doing it." 

                          L ife's richest places are also those where humans are poorest. Africans are already struggling against hunger, poverty, Aids, malaria, cattle diseases and  - in many cases - civil war. Nobody knows how this one is going to end. "It is  all very well for you and me, but if I was some poor, oppressed farmer in Africa I am not so sure I would look kindly on the elephants that trample my crops," says May. Nor have Europeans and Americans held up much of an example. When western governments began pressing African and Asian nations about the fate of the elephant, developing nations retali ated by suggesting that the Atlantic cod, too, should be protected. The point is well  made. Developed nations with sophisticated fishing technology have  knowingly put cod and tuna at risk, and had begun to wipe out the barn door  skate and great white shark as their nets swept through the seas. "There is a  real irony," says Mace. 

                          The lions of Africa - and the wild creatures further down the food chain - can only be saved by money and political will from both national and international communities. The developing nations do have an incentive to protect their biodiversity. It represents potential wealth, one way or the other. Some extinctions of already rare creatures are inevitable. But spend on the lions, says Lawton, and you could save a lot more besides. Committed spending saved the black and white rhino - targets of poachers as well as victims of human pressure - but the sums of money invested were critical. 

                          "If you create big, effective reserves for these charismatic guys at the top of the food chain, huge numbers of other creatures we don't even know exist could just slip through to the end of the century on the coat-tails of the lions," Lawton says. "So it is a matter of putting enough resources in. In a world which is prepared to spend an extra £55bn on a war in Iraq, we are talking about peanuts."

__________________________________________________________________________________________

BBC

Earth Simulator delights scientists 

     By Alex Kirby 

     BBC News Online environment correspondent 

     A new era in the accuracy of climate prediction has come closer with the  presentation of the first results from the largest supercomputer in the  world. 

     The Earth Simulator, housed in Japan, has produced what scientists are calling "very exciting" information. 

     It is being presented at a three-day climate workshop in Cambridge, UK. 

     The computer's results hold out the prospect of better predictions of the likelihood of increasing hurricanes, prolonged heavy rain, and heatwaves. 

     The Earth Simulator, which began work in March 2002, is the world's biggest and fastest supercomputer, and has the job of solving some of the thorniest problems facing the Earth in the decades ahead. 

     It is ten times more powerful than anything available at the moment to scientists in the UK. The simulator consists of 640 nodes (the equivalent of individual computers) linked together by 83,000 high-speed cables: the building which houses it has a floor space the size of four tennis courts. 

     New levels of accuracy 

     One of the organisations behind the Cambridge workshop is the UK's National  Institute for Environmental eScience (NIEeS), hosted by the university's Centre for Mathematical Sciences. 

     The other is the Natural Environment Research Council's Centres for Atmospheric Science (NCAS). 

     Professor Julia Slingo, director of the NCAS Centre for Global Atmospheric Modelling, said: "These results are very exciting. 

     "They show that, for the first time, our climate models can be run at resolutions capable of capturing severe weather events such as intense depressions, hurricanes and major rainstorms. 

     "This means that we potentially have the capability to predict whether storms like Hurricane Isabel will be on the increase in future. 

     "Importantly for the UK, we will be able to predict with more confidence increases in damaging storms and extremes of temperature, and what their  regional impacts will be. 

     Wide capabilities 

     "They will help us to prioritise our investment in devising strategies to adapt to climate change, for example the specification of railway lines to deal with the extreme heat experienced this summer, or storm drains to cope with extreme rainfall such as we experienced in the autumn of 2000." 

     The workshop is being held to push forward the development of a programme of Earth system modelling. This will include all aspects of modelling the atmosphere, oceans and ice caps through to the way they affect forests and marine life and are affected by them. 

     The programme deals with timescales from single seasons to several millennia, and tackles problems including global warming and the transition into and out of ice ages. 

     It also covers abrupt climate change such as a shutdown of the thermohaline circulation, the exchange of warm and cold water in the world's oceans which does so much to drive global weather systems. 

     Something for everyone 

     The workshop organisers say e-science technologies (using the internet for scientific research and exchanging information) are central to its success, because much of the work being presented involves analysing huge datasets derived from computer models using platforms like the Earth Simulator. 

     One, Dr Emily Shuckburgh, said: "This workshop will be the first of its kind bringing together experts from the field to present Earth system modelling and discuss the first results from the Earth Simulator. 

     "It will provide unprecedented insight into the global climate, which will help scientists in all environmental fields." 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

The Guardian

GM crops fail key trials amid environment fear 

Two out of three strains 'should not be grown' 

Paul Brown, environment correspondent

Thursday October 2, 2003

Two of the three GM crops grown experimentally in Britain, oil seed rape and sugar beet, appear more harmful to the environment than conventional crops  and should not be grown in the UK, scientists are expected to tell the                                    government next week. 

The Guardian has learned that the scientists will conclude that growing these crops is damaging to plant and insect life. 

The judgment will be a serious setback to the GM lobby in the UK and Europe,  reopening the acrimonious debate about GM food. 

The third crop, GM maize, allows the survival of more weeds and insects and might be recommended for approval, though some scientists still have reservations. 

The results of the three years of field scale trials - the largest scientific experiment of its type on GM crops undertaken anywhere in the world - will be   published next Friday by the august Philosophical Transactions of the Royal  Society. The results have been a closely guarded secret for months, and will be studied by scientists, farmers, food companies and governments across the world. 

The study will include eight peer-reviewed papers about the effect of growing GM crops and accompanying herbicides on the plants and animals living in the fields around. The papers compare the GM fields with conventional crops grown in adjacent fields. 

The overwhelming public hostility in the UK to GM crops has not been shared by scientists or the government but the results of the field scale trials are expected to be a jolt to the enthusiasts. The Royal Society refused to publish a  ninth paper produced by the scientific group. 

The Society's explanation was that the ninth paper was not a scientific document but a summary of findings and in effect a recommendation to the advisory committee on releases to the environment - the expert quango. The                                    scientists involved will now themselves publish this summary at the same time as the other eight papers, concluding that two of the three crops should not be  grown. 

The trials were set up four years ago by the former environment minister,   Michael Meacher, urged on by English Nature, the government's watchdog on  the natural world, which feared that the UK's already declining farmland species might be further damaged by the introduction of GM crops. 

A three-year moratorium on the commercial introduction of crops was negotiated with the GM companies Monsanto, Syngenta and Bayer Bioscience while the experimental field trials took place. Despite repeated attacks by anti-GM protesters that destroyed many of the fields, the scientists decided they had enough results to be scientifically valid. Experts not involved in the trials  had not expected definitive results even though hundreds of fields were used. 

The numbers of weed species and various types of spiders, ground beetles, butterflies, moths and bees in fields of GM crops and the adjacent conventional crop fields were counted to see if they showed marked differences. All were treated with herbicides to kill weeds but the GM crops were modified to survive special types made by Monsanto and Bayer. 

The papers accepted for publication by the Royal Society show that in GM sugar beet and oil seed rape the weeds and insects were significantly less numerous. Spraying with the Monsanto herbicide glyphosate had taken a                                    heavy toll in the beet fields and the Bayer product glufosinate ammonium had wiped out many species in the rape fields. 

For maize the reverse appears to be the case. The reason seems to be that  maize fields are normally sprayed with atrazine, which kills weeds as they  germinate, and is an even more savage killer than the Bayer product. But the                                    result may be controversial because maize is particularly sensitive to competition from weeds and yields may be down. Farmers in America found glufosinate ammonium was not enough to kill competitive weeds and used a                                    second herbicide, further damaging biodiversity. 

The political fall out from the trial results is potentially enormous. It would give the government every excuse to refuse permission outright for two of the three crops on environmental grounds. One of the two legally watertight reasons for such a refusal is the environment, the other is health. Almost all of northern Europe, with similar farming conditions, would be expected to follow any British ban. 

GM maize, grown in the UK as a fodder crop, may be given the green light under strict guidelines, as a concession to the GM companies and the US where a trade war looms. The US is threatening to take the EU to the World Trade Organisation if the moratorium on GM crops is continued. 

The government has other minefields to negotiate before GM crops can be introduced. The agriculture and environment biotechnology commission is still wrestling with the vexed question of distances required between GM and conventional crops to avoid cross contamination and compensation schemes  for injured farmers if all goes wrong. 

If contamination above 0.9% occurs in conventional crops it will have to be declared and will be virtually unsaleable to food companies and all UK supermarkets. For organic farmers the threshold is even lower at 0.1%. 

The majority of the commission members believe that the biotech industry should set up a fund with a levy on farmers growing GM crops to compensate any conventional farmers whose crops lose value because of                                    cross-contamination. The biotech industry is wholly opposed to this. 

The commission is also set to recommend a second statutory fund paid for by the government to compensate farmers who lose organic status for the same reason. 

New legislation would be required to set up the schemes and enforce the separation distances between crops. The legally enforceable separation  distances could be made larger or smaller in the future in the light of experience. 

The commission meets again in December by which time a draft of proposals will be circulated

__________________________________________________________________________________________
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German Banks Finance Protection of Lakes Prespa, Ohrid 

                      By Natasa Dokovska 

                      SKOPJE, FYR Macedonia, September 29, 2003 (ENS) - The German government has announced that it will finance protection of lakes Prespa and Ohrid by funding the construction of wastewater pipes and rehabilitation of  water purification facilities. 

                      Lake Ohrid is one of the largest biological reserves in Europe, possessing  unique plants and animals that are extinct elsewhere. Erosion, agricultural  run-off and high concentrations of phosphorus are the primary sources of  pollution in the lake. 

                      The Macedonian and Albanian governments said Sunday that they will sign a  contract with the German financiers for protection of the Prespa and Ohrid  lakes. The decision was reached at a meeting between the representatives of  both governments and members of nongovernmental organizations from the two neighboring countries. 

                      The project includes building three main pipes for wastewater, which will stretch along 120 kilometers of the lakes' costal zone. Funds will cover separation on the main pipe, and rehabilitation of water purification facilities.  Construction completion for the three water purification plants on Ohrid and                      Prespa lakes is expected in 2005. 

The lakes are located in the far southwest of  Macedonia. Lake Prespa is shared with both Albania and Greece.                      Two-thirds of Lake Ohrid's surface area of 358 square kilometers belongs to Macedonia while the rest is in                      Albanian territory. Fishing villages and three cities line the lake’s shores -  Ohrid and Struga in Macedonia, and Pogradec in Albania. 

                      Total cost of the lake protection project is 14.8 million euros. The financing  will flow through the Consortium of German Banks (KFB), Germany's credit institution for promoting the economic development of emerging countries. 

                      KFB will contribute 11.2 million euros. Other financing will be provided by the  Macedonian government and the Italian based international organization PROAQUA. 

                      The project will be completed with technical aid from Deutsche Gesellschaft  für Technische Zusammenarbeit (GTZ) GmbH. The GTZ is a government owned corporation that operates on behalf of the German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development to positively shape the political,                      economic, ecological and social development in partner countries. 

                      Representatives at the meeting also decided to find special funds for the protection of the area's wildlife, particularly the endemic Ohrid trout which  have steeply declined during the past few years. 

                      Also, representatives of the nongovernmental organizations asked for a project that would create a balance between plants and animals in Lake Ohrid, one of the oldest lakes in the world, estimated at between two to three million  years old. 

                      The first contract will cover the water purification station in Podgradec, Albania, and it should be finished in 16 months, delegates at the meeting were told. The station in Ohrid is scheduled for completion in the first part of next year, and on the Prespa Lake, in Resen, the water purification facility should be rehabilitated sometime in 2005. 

According Dejan Panovski, responsible for implementing the  project for Ohrid and  Prespa Lakes, this is                                                          very big project, and it is  very difficult to predict the time it will take for construction of pipes and water purification  stations. Panovski hopes that all will be finished in the timeframe of 18 months. 

                      When the project is finished more than 80 percent of Ohrid Lake, and more than 90 percent from Prespa Lake will be protected from polluted water. These actions are critical since the inflow and outflow are so small that the lake’s water is exchanged only every 60 years. 

                      The World Bank, which is funding an environmental management project of the lake’s watershed for Macedonia and Albania, says maintenance of the long term ecological stability of Lake Ohrid is in danger unless action is taken to improve environmental management of the catchment area and the shoreline, and to prevent the accumulation of pollutants in the lake. 

                      In Albania, the World Bank Ohrid Lake project is ongoing and completion is  expected at the end of this year. The German KFB banking consortium has   said it will donate 10 million euros to construct one main pipe station in  Podgradec. 

                      According to Naum Gekprifti in Podgradec, the city needs pipe upgrades due  to a rapidly increasing population. Ten years ago fewer than 15.000 peoplelived in Podgraduc, but today there are more than 40,000 inhabitants. 

                      The lake area remains one of the most popular summer tourist destinations in  Macedonia and Albania. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

ROLAC  MEDIA UPDATE –First October 2003

COLOMBIA WOULD HAVE SUSPENDED FUMIGATIONS IN THE FRONTIER WITH ECUADOR  
[image: image1.png]


 

 

 

The Ecuadorian Chancellor, Patricio Zuquilanda, announced yesterday that the decision of suspending the fumigations or coca crops in the frontier was confirmed by the Colombian government. The period of suspension would remain until a bi national commission gives a report on the effects of the fumigations on the population and on licit crops.     

According to Zuquilanda, the scientific commission will carry out, in dates not yet established, at least three meetings, one in Bogotá, another in Quito and a third in the affected region. On the last year Ecuador proposed the Colombian government to stop the fumigation in a 10 km area within the frontier to avoid harms on its population. The assistance of a scientific commission that determines if the use of glyfosate causes or not harmful effects on people’s health is the current Ecuadorian thesis promoted by the new chancellor  Zuquilanda.     

However the announcement of suspending fumigations is opposed to declarations of the Colombian Chancellor, Carolina Barco, expressed two days ago in Bogotá before the Council of Foreign Affairs- private organism integrated by businessman and bankers- gathered by the Colombian newspaper El Espectador. The Minister affirms that aerial fumigations of coca crops will continue "for it is an extension of 160.000 hectares and the work could not be done by hand. There was no choice for us". The Chancellor discarded the possibility of establishing a restricted area for fumigations in the frontier for this would allow that this area becomes a fringe of illicit crops.  

Agencia de Prensa de la Amazonia
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RIGHTS-CHILE:
Eco-Demands Give Way to Money 

Gustavo González* 


SANTIAGO, Oct 1 (Tierramérica) - In the end, money has defeated democracy, says a disappointed Chilean environmentalist, referring to the million-dollar compensation that four indigenous women will receive for giving up their opposition to the construction of the Ralco hydroelectric plant in southern Chile. 

The agreement between the Pehuenche women, the transnational energy company Endesa-España and the Chilean government was announced Sep. 16 by President Ricardo Lagos, and immediately came under fire from former presidential candidate and ecologist Sara Larraín. 

”It is a terrible precedent, putting environmental obligations and the protection of indigenous peoples at the mercy of politics and economic power,” Larraín, coordinator of the Sustainable Chile Program, told Tierramérica. 

”This compensation constitutes the final step in one more violation of the rights of our original peoples, certified by Rodolfo Stavenhagen, the United Nations rapporteur for indigenous peoples, during his July visit to Chile,” wrote Marcel Claude, activist with the non-governmental organisation Oceana. 

In contrast to the ire of the environmentalists, the government considers the arrangement an ”investment in social peace”, which was able to defuse the conflict involving indigenous rights and the country's energy sector development. 

Ralco, whose troubled history began in late 1992, is to begin operating in 2004, and with its output of 570 megawatts, would provide an 18-percent increase in the central energy network's supply for nine of Chile's 13 regions. 

As a result of the agreement made with Berta Quintremán, Rosalía and Mercedes Huenteao and Aurelia Marihuán, the demands for electricity can be met, even after increasing 7.3 percent by the end of this year, says Rodrigo Iglesias, of the governmental National Energy Commission. 

Along the upper Bío-Bío, the main river in central Chile, 500 km south of Santiago, the hydroelectric plant will alter a unique watershed with the construction of a dam that will hold a reservoir of 1.22 billion cubic meters of water, flooding an area of 3,400 hectares. 

The upper Bío-Bío runs through the ancestral lands of the Pehuenche, a branch of the Mapuche Indians whose name comes from the 'pehuén', the giant pine tree that provides sustenance with its pine nuts. 

First the Endesa-Chile subsidiary, and then Endesa-España were able to convince most of the 80 Pehuenche families living near the construction site to exchange their land for plots elsewhere. 

But the four women, joint owners of 48.35 hectares, held out until the end, refusing to move. 

”The Pehuenche communities were pushed into a corner until they were forced to negotiate,” said Larraín. 

The activist said that in order to legalise the land exchange process, and in accordance with the 1993 Indigenous Development Act, the previous government of Eduardo Frei Ruiz-Tagle forced two directors and several board members of the National Indigenous Development Commission to resign. 

The Inter-American Commission on Human Rights in February took up a claim against the Chilean government for ”denial of justice” for the Pehuenche women Nicolasa and Berta Quintremán, and in April a Chilean court ordered a halt to the dam construction process. 

That ruling apparently sped up government efforts to compensate the Pehuenche women. 

Endesa-España will pay each of them 298,000 dollars and will give them 77 hectares of land. The government will have to take care of compensating 10 other families considered ”indirectly affected” by the megaproject. 

The latter reparations, 1.8 million dollars, will be paid ”by all Chileans”, and represents ”an unacceptable and unconsulted subsidy to Endesa-España, one of the biggest foreign companies operating in the Latin American energy sector,” said Larraín. 

”On my desk are hundreds of signatures from citizens around the world asking the Supreme Court for justice,” says Claudio Escobar, of the group ”No Ralco”, which was preparing a campaign in case the conflict reached the highest court. 

Escobar recognises the ”sovereign will” of the four families that negotiated the accord, but condemned ”the complicity of the government, which was sworn to defend indigenous rights.” 

In the end, ”the market easily defeated democracy,” he said. 

A similar frustration occurred in June 1996, when Chilean activists joined the San Alfonso community, in the Santiago foothills, in a mobilisation demanding that the Canadian transnational Nova change the route of a gas pipeline from Argentina that was to pass through the town. 

After a year of conflict, and as a result of mediation by then-president of the Chilean lower house, Jaime Estévez, an agreement was reached between the local residents and GasAndes, the Nova subsidiary, so that the pipeline would maintain its course in exchange for economic compensation. 

(* Originally published Sep. 27 by Latin American newspapers that are part of the Tierramérica network. Tierramérica is a specialised news service produced by IPS with the backing of the United Nations Development Programme and the United Nations Environment Programme.)
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U.S. Wants to Expand Use of Methyl Bromide




By Katherine Stapp*
The initiative that the Bush administration will present in November would undermine efforts to curb this ozone-depleting gas, say environmentalists and scientists.
NEW YORK - Methyl bromide, a dangerous pesticide that the industrialized world must phase out by 2005, could get a new lease on life if the George W. Bush administration has its way at a United Nations meeting in November. 

Methyl bromide is one of the gases known to deplete the Earth's atmospheric ozone layer, which screens out dangerous radiation, such as ultraviolet rays. 

A worldwide ban on this gas, as well as other ozone-depleting compounds, like CFCs (chlorofluorocarbons), is mandated by the 1991 Montreal Protocol, a treaty ratified by 183 countries. 

New research shows the phase-out is working. 

In a study released last month, scientists at the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) found a 13-percent drop in methyl bromide concentrations in the lower atmosphere, a decline they attributed primarily to the Montreal Protocol. 

Although the United States began a gradual reduction of methyl bromide a decade ago, it is still used to fumigate a wide range of crops and wood products. About 21,000 tons of the pesticide are consumed in this country each year -- 75 percent to prepare soil before planting, and the rest during processing, storage and export. 

The U.S. Department of Agriculture is requesting methyl bromide fumigation for nearly all imported raw-wood packaging, and the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) wants to allow U.S. farmers to continue using millions of pounds of the pesticide on crops. 

The United States plans to ask for "critical use" exemptions at the U.N. Ozone Secretariat meeting in Nairobi in November, on the theory that there is no technically or economically viable substitute. 

"One must consider the crop in question, the pests that must be managed, the geographic location, etc.," Nancy Ragsdale, a scientist with the U.S. Department of Agriculture, told Tierramérica. 

"Looking at the whole picture, currently there isn't a readily available approach that can replace methyl bromide without major adjustments in pest management and potential economic losses." 

"The consensus is that exemptions will not have a significant effect on the ozone layer," she added. 

Farm labor groups have long sought a ban on methyl bromide, citing its harmful effects on workers' health. 

In high concentrations, methyl bromide is known to cause central nervous system and respiratory failure, convulsions, coma and even death. Exposure of pregnant women can result in birth defects. 

The U.S. National Cancer Institute has linked methyl bromide to increased rates of prostate cancer among farm workers and other pesticide handlers. 

The state of California is introducing a new rule next year that will require protective gear (mainly respirators) for workers who regularly handle methyl bromide. 

But industry associations insist that the pesticide is essential. 

"Production agriculture has reduced the use of methyl bromide to the bare minimum, but we have come to our breaking point on further compliance with the phase-out," Bill Pauli, the president of the California Farm Bureau Federation, told a U.S. Congressional committee in June. 

If Washington gets the exemptions sought, it would permit the manufacture of 10,000 metric tons of the pesticide, increasing methyl bromide use by 39 percent above 1991 levels for a range of crops, including strawberries, tomatoes and sweet potatoes. 

Environmental and public health watchdogs disagree that the effect of such a reversal would be as harmless as claimed. 

"In terms of impact on the ozone layer, methyl bromide is, molecule for molecule, a more potent ozone depleter than CFCs. Its phase-out would absolutely make a difference," Kristin Schafer of the Pesticide Action Network told Tierramérica. 

"Years of scientific work and policy negotiations went into establishing the 2005 phase-out date. It's based on sound science and is the agreed commitment of the international community," she added. 

"It's shameful that a handful of U.S. agricultural interests vested in the continued use of this dangerous chemical are undermining this important international agreement." 

Back in 1995, the Methyl Bromide Technical Options Committee, an international panel of experts working under the Montreal Protocol process, determined that there were viable alternatives for more than 95 percent of methyl bromide uses worldwide, Schafer said. 

Two possible substitutes, iodomethane and SEP-100, a liquid formula of sodium azide, are currently awaiting approval by the EPA. 

Even if atmospheric levels of both bromine and chlorine continue to drop, full recovery of the ozone layer is still expected to take several decades. 

"Decreases in ozone-depleting substances are a direct result of international limits on production," said Stephen Montzka, a NOAA scientist. 

"Without continued worldwide adherence to the restrictions outlined in the Protocol, these trends could slow and delay the recovery of stratospheric ozone," he said. 

_____________________________________________________________________________________
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*
UN launches peace mission in Liberia to bring country back from ‘hellish limbo’

*
‘Dramatic improvement’ in Liberia, UN refugee agency reports

*
Despite withdrawal of most staff, essential UN work in Iraq goes on apace

*
UN nuclear watchdog calls on Iran for ‘full disclosure’ on eve of experts’ visit

*
General Assembly debate highlights concerns of developing countries

*
Myanmar: UN envoy meets with Daw Aung San Suu Kyi

*
Transition in DR of Congo going better than expected – UN envoy

*
Work completed on UN treaty to fight corruption worldwide

*
Older people can make invaluable contribution to development – Annan

*
Annan calls on world parliamentarians to help promote UN reform

*
Colombia: UN expert to examine right to education

*
UN agency warns EU on ‘safe country’ proposals for refugees

*
Urban slum dwellers could double to 2 billion by 2030, UN agency says

* * * *

Liberia

1 October – With the donning of the blue berets of peace, an exchange of flags and the playing of anthems under the searing Liberian sun, the United Nations embarked today on a major mission to bring stability and democracy to the West African country, torn asunder by nearly 15 years of civil war, brutality, rape, looting and corruption.

Exchanging camouflage berets for the blue UN insignia, 3,500 soldiers from the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS), stationed in Liberia since the government and rebels signed a ceasefire in August, were transformed into the vanguard of what will eventually swell to a 16,000-strong UN peacekeeping operation.

“Today is the start of a process of normalization for a country that has suffered the ravages of nearly a decade and a half of conflict,” Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Special Representative, Jacques Paul Klein, told the handover ceremony in the capital Monrovia, officially launching the UN Mission in Liberia (UNMIL).

“For the Mission to be successful, we count on the support of each and every Liberian. At so critical a juncture in the history of this nation, I wish to appeal to all citizens to put aside their personal or political differences and to unite in support of the peace process now under way,” Mr. Klein added. “The United Nations Mission in Liberia stands ready to work in partnership with all of you as we embark on the difficult, but rewarding path to permanent peace for Liberia, and ultimately, for the entire West African sub-region.”

At UN Headquarters in New York, in a statement issued by his spokesman, Mr. Annan hailed “this very important development “ and saluted the ECOWAS force for establishing the security climate that paved the way for the deployment of UNMIL.

Mr. Klein, too, paid tribute to ECOWAS. “We have been able to achieve a new beginning for Liberia, thanks first and foremost to the untiring diplomatic efforts” of ECOWAS and the urgent dispatch of its multinational force to stabilize the situation at a time of crisis, he said. A Bangladeshi battalion is expected to join UNMIL soon.

The UN Security Council unanimously approved UNIMIL less than two weeks ago for an initial 12-month period with 15,000 military personnel and over 1,000 civilian police officers. At the time, Mr. Klein said a force of this strength was vital to bring the country back from “hellish limbo” and end the cycle of brutality and violence. “Give us the mandate and the tools and I assure you we will do what is just and what is right,” he told the 15-member body.

UNMIL’s mandate includes monitoring the ceasefire, assisting the disarmament, demobilization, reintegration, and repatriation of all armed parties, including child soldiers, providing security at key government installations, in particular ports, airports, and other vital infrastructure, and protecting UN staff, facilities and civilians.

The Mission will also help in the voluntary return of hundreds of thousands of refugees and internally displaced persons, assist in humanitarian and human rights and support security reform, including the restructuring of the police force and helping the transitional government in the formation of a new and restructured military.

Other tasks include helping the transitional government develop a strategy to consolidate governmental institutions, including a national legal framework and judicial and correctional institutions, and restoring proper administration of natural resources – all with a view to holding free and fair elections by October 2005.

* * *

Liberia

1 October – United Nations interagency missions fanning out to some of the troubled areas of Liberia have reported that the security situation in many areas has “improved dramatically,” according to the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR).

In a report from Gbarnga in central Liberia, some 180 kilometres northeast of the capital Monrovia, the agency said that it had sent several teams into the field to check on security today to coincide with the UN’s assumption of responsibility for some 3,500 West African troops in the country.

“Initial assessments show that while the situation remains fragile, it has improved dramatically in large areas of the country,” the report said.

According to the UN agency, a general from the rebel group Liberians United for Reconciliation and Democracy (LURD), which controls much of the area in Gbarnga, said that aid workers were welcome to work in the zone. The agency also reported that in the second city of Buchanan, a general of the other rebel group, Movement for Democracy in Liberia (MODEL), assured a UNHCR team of unhindered humanitarian passage to the main town of Zwedru in Grand Gedeh County along the border with Côte d’Ivoire. MODEL controls eastern Liberia.

In Phebe, also in central Liberia, villagers reported that some 18,000 displaced persons had returned home, and an interagency team saw the arrival of some 40 to 50 persons in less than one hour.

* * *
Iraq

1 October – The withdrawal of most international staff from Iraq has had no impact so far on essential United Nations programmes in the country, such as food distribution, water sanitation, medical supplies and preparations for the next planting season, the UN’s acting head of operations in the country said today.

“We have sufficient staff in-country, national and international staff, to carry out everything that is an essential humanitarian task,” Kevin Kennedy told a news briefing in Baghdad. “Our number of international staff throughout all of Iraq varies from day to day.

“We continue to carry out what we think are the most important activities that affect the daily life of Iraqis,” he added.

At the height of UN operations this summer there were some 650 international staff in Iraq, but after the 19 August terrorist bombing of UN headquarters in Baghdad, which killed 22 people including mission chief Sergio Vieira de Mello, many were withdrawn. Last Friday Secretary-General Kofi Annan ordered a further temporary reduction.

Mr. Kennedy said the UN was involved with the Iraqi ministries in the whole food distribution system, “an enormous undertaking” comprising 500,000 tons per month, and was also continuing work in such areas such as water sanitation and the importation of over 600,000 tons of fertilizer for the planting season over the next two months.

“As you see, our work continues,” he added. “Obviously, there are some things that we might want to do and that we have to put off or postpone or that we have to have carried out by staff outside the country. Much of that goes to activities like planning for reconstruction; they do not necessarily have to take place in Iraq.”

Praising the work of local staff, Mr. Kennedy added: “We have a sizeable national staff component in Iraq that for years has done a fantastic job, often under very difficult conditions. Obviously, this is not a situation that we would want to continue for months and months. We evaluate the situation every day and we make adjustments every day to ensure we can get our job done.”

* * *

Iran

1 October – With the clock ticking towards a “decisive” and “non-negotiable” deadline of 31 October, the head of the United Nations nuclear watchdog agency today called on Iran to provide “full transparency and full disclosure” to corroborate its assertions that it is not seeking to produce nuclear weapons.

Iran, a signatory of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) renouncing nuclear weapons, has “ample time” to “come with a full and accurate declaration” of its nuclear programme by then, the Director General of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), Mohamed ElBaradei, told reporters in Vienna on the eve of the arrival in Iran of a team of senior agency inspectors.

“The most important issue will be to verify the nature and extent of Iran’s uranium enrichment program,” Dr. ElBaradei added.

The IAEA first raised concerns publicly about Iran’s nuclear programme in June when it said the country had failed to report certain nuclear material and activities as required by the NPT. If Iran fails to meet the deadline the agency could refer the matter to the UN Security Council for possible diplomatic or economic sanctions against Tehran.

A resolution passed last month by the IAEA Board of Governors expressed “grave concern” and set the deadline, noting that environmental sampling at one site, Natanz, revealed the presence of two types of highly enriched uranium. IAEA inspectors also found considerable modifications to the premises of the Kalaye Electric Company that may have an impact on the accuracy of environmental sampling.

Iran says the samplings came from equipment that had been contaminated with highly enriched uranium particles before it was imported.

Addressing the 9 September Board of Governors meeting, Dr. ElBaradei said: “We are well aware that we are dealing with an issue that concerns a capability – namely enrichment – to produce weapons usable material. And we still have a number of unresolved problems.

“There are various scenarios we need to examine: one is contamination of the equipment, another is importation of enriched uranium, a third is enrichment inside Iran and a fourth is some combination of the above,” he added back then. “We need to clarify that as early as possible. That means that we will need the necessary support not only from Iran, but also from all countries that may have provided assistance to Iran. Moreover, we will certainly need to identify the origin of any equipment involved.”

Dr. ElBaradei also remarked that another important issue relevant to enrichment is the question of the testing of centrifuges. “Our experts tell us that testing with nuclear material must have taken place for Iran to reach the stage that it has,” he said. “We need now to reconcile the opinion of our experts with the explanation provided by Iran.”

During the next few weeks, the IAEA experts will also be investigating other issues needing clarification concerning laser activities, the heavy water programme, conversion work and the production of uranium metal.
* * *

General Assembly

1 October – The United Nations General Assembly continued its high-level debate well into the second week today, with world leaders calling for the expansion of notions of national security beyond political and military issues to include transnational crime, economic debility and pandemics of communicable diseases.

Senior delegates urged the Assembly of rich and poor nations to take into account the core concerns of developing countries, such as paralyzingly high levels of debt, stringent trade protectionism and the devastating spread of HIV/AIDS and other fatal diseases. They pointed to multilateralism as the most effective method of achieving security, peace and human social and economic development.

Morning speakers included the Foreign Ministers of Uganda, James Wapakabulo, Vanuatu, Rialuth Serge Vohor, Oman, Yousef Bin Al-Alawi Bin Abdullah, Kenya, Stephen Kalonzo Musyoka, Ethiopia, Seyoum Mesfin, Lithuania, Antanas Valionis, and Papua New Guinea, Rabbie Namaliu.

In addition, the Chairpersons of Finland, Marjatta Rasi, Nauru, Vinci Niel Clodumar, Antigua and Barbuda, Patrick Albert Lewis, and Swaziland, Clifford Sibusiso Mamba, took part in the debate.

In the afternoon, speakers included Foreign Minister Louis Straker of Saint Vincent and the Grenadines, Foreign Minister László Kovács of Hungary, Foreign Minister Frederick Mitchell of the Bahamas, Foreign Minister Sergei Martynov of Belarus and Foreign Minister Jakaya Mrisho Kikwete of Tanzania.

Also taking part in the debate were Foreign Minister Laurie Chan of the Solomon Islands, Natan Teewe, Minister for Communications, Transport and Tourism Development of Kiribati, and Jean-Marc Hoscheit, Chairman of the delegation from Luxembourg.

* * *

Myanmar

1 October – Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Special Envoy to Myanmar met today with that nation’s detained democracy leader, Daw Aung San Suu Kyi, a United Nations spokesman confirmed.

The envoy, Razali Ismail, is scheduled to end his three-day mission Thursday and will submit a report, spokesman Fred Eckhard said at a press briefing in New York.

Mr. Razali, on his eleventh mission to Myanmar, was also expected to meet with Prime Minister General Khin Nyunt and other Government leaders on ways to revive the process of national reconciliation, which came to a standstill after Daw Aung San Suu Kyi, a Nobel Peace Prize laureate, was detained on 30 May.

Mr. Annan has called for Daw Aung San Suu Kyi’s release ever since her latest detention.

* * *

DR of Congo

1 October – The head of the United Nations Organization Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (MONUC) said today that the pacification of that country was going well – “probably better than could have been reasonably expected.”

“I’m encouraged overall by what I found when I arrived in [the capital] Kinshasa,” MONUC chief William Lacy Swing said at a press briefing at UN Headquarters in New York.

“When I left two years before, the wars were still raging, the foreign armies were still on the territory there,” he added. “Today all those who were fighting are now in the same government. All the institutions foreseen under the constitutional transition have stood up. There is a government that is functioning and meeting regularly.”

Mr. Swing also reported progress on the nation’s international debt. “International support for the transition is probably as strong or stronger has been since independence,” he said. “The international finance institutions have agreed to write off the greater percentage of a $14 billion debt so that they are able to use their money for developmental purposes [and] reconstruction.

“Overall, whereas there has been some slippage in the timetable…I think it has gone at least as well and probably better than could be reasonably have been expected, understanding that a year ago the country was at war,” he said.

Earlier, Mr. Swing had presented a budget request of $670 million, an increase of some 11 per cent over last year’s budget, due the mission’s expanded role in supporting demilitarization, returning former combatants to civilian life and helping with elections. He said he would also soon have an increase in troop strength, from 8,700 to 10,800, to make up for the French-led European troops which were withdrawn last month.

* * *

Corruption

1 October – Work on a United Nations treaty to combat corruption worldwide, including the return of assets obtained through bribery and embezzlement to the country of origin, has been completed, with Secretary-General Kofi Annan hailing it as a milestone in improving the lives of millions of people around the planet.

“This Convention can make a real difference to the quality of life of millions of people around the world,” Mr. Annan said in a message today to the ad hoc committee in Vienna drawing up the treaty delivered by Antonio Maria Costa, Executive Director of the UN Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC).

“It is particularly heartening that you were able to complete this process in less than two years,” he said of the Convention on Corruption, which will be put to a ministerial signing conference in Merida, Mexico, from 9 to 11 December.

Once adopted, the treaty will enhance cooperation between governments and help standardize the way in which individual countries deal with corruption in their national legislation.

The requirement for Member States to return assets obtained through bribery and embezzlement to the country of origin represents a new fundamental principle in international treaties. In a number of countries, corruption has led to the depletion of national wealth. Some of those countries, whose former dictators have stolen hundreds of millions, or even billions, of dollars, have made a great contribution to the search for new rules, including the Philippines and Nigeria.

Preventive measures in the Convention include norms of conduct for public officials, greater transparency based on public access to information on government businesses, and stricter procurement regulations and measures against money laundering.

* * *

Parliamentarians

1 October – Secretary-General Kofi Annan renewed his appeal today for fundamental reform of the United Nations to meet multiple new challenges, such as terrorism, poverty, disease and climate change, calling on the world’s legislatures to press their governments to advance the interests of the entire planet.

“The time has long since arrived to look hard at the institutions of the United Nations – and, if necessary, to make radical reforms,” Mr. Annan told the 109th Inter-Parliamentary Union Assembly in Geneva in a message delivered by Sergei Ordzhonikidze, Director-General of the UN Office there. “A central challenge is to enhance their authority by making them both open to more voices and more effective in taking action.”

He noted that some people feel uniquely endangered by terrorism and weapons of mass destruction while others see civil wars and other armed conflicts in which conventional weapons and small arms cause terrible destruction as the main threat. Yet others confront so-called “soft threats” such as extreme poverty, infectious disease, climate change and environmental degradation and are worried their concerns do not receive sufficient priority, that their voices are not adequately heard.

“All these threats – new and old, ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ – are real and must be addressed. And they are, of course, inter-related,” he said, adding that the UN was not always as effective as it could be in meeting all these challenges.

“This is hardly surprising, given that the principal organs of the United Nations have not altered in their fundamentals since 1945, while the world they are intended to manage has changed almost beyond recognition,” he declared.

Stressing that the decisions for change rest with Member States, Mr. Annan pledged to do everything possible to help them make the UN a better instrument in the service of the peoples of the world. “I hope you will too. Indeed, I appeal for your help. If the reform agenda is to succeed, it will require states to promote their national interest by advancing the global interest,” he said.

“You as parliamentarians can do much to mobilize public opinion and encourage governments to do just that. The IPU itself, recently granted observer status in the General Assembly, can also make vital contributions to deliberations on these issues in the United Nations,” he declared.

* * *

Older persons

1 October – Older people represent a powerful but untapped resource for society and can make an invaluable contribution to achieving the goals set by the United Nations Millennium Summit of halving many of the world’s ills by 2015, Secretary-General Kofi Annan said today in a message marking the International Day of Older Persons.

“Every one of us can help build bridges between generations by embracing the skills of older persons, whether in community or family affairs, agriculture or urban entrepreneurship, education, technology or the arts, poverty reduction or peacebuilding,” Mr. Annan said.

“The challenge before us is to bring the invaluable attributes of older people out of obscurity and into step with other instruments of development – including the work to achieve the Millennium Development Goals, our blueprint for building a better world in the twenty-first century,” he added.

The goals aim to cut poverty and hunger around the globe in half by 2015 and improve access to education and health services.

“On this International Day of Older Persons, let us vow to make the most of the powerful resource that older persons represent in the work for development,” Mr. Annan concluded.

Meanwhile, the President of the General Assembly, Julian Hunte of St. Lucia, issued a statement noting that the number of persons aged 60 or older was estimated to be 629 million, representing one in every ten persons.

“Let us now reaffirm our commitment to embrace older persons as a most cherished resource, with an essential contribution to make to social, economic and cultural development,” Mr. Hunte said. “Let us undertake to work with them to tap their wisdom, experience and skills in the building of our communities and societies.”

* * * 

Colombia

1 October – A United Nations expert is in Colombia to see how two cities there are observing the right to education despite the difficulties imposed by a decades-old conflict that has displaced two million people and killed tens of thousands across the country.

Katarina Tomasevski, the Special Rapporteur on the right to education of the UN Commission on Human Rights, is expected to meet government authorities and representatives of non-governmental organizations in Bogotá and Choco during her 10-day visit.

While Colombia has a 92 per cent literacy rate and a 90 per cent primary school enrolment, the government has said 1.5 million children lack access to basic education. The UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) has also said that 1 million children have been among the displaced over the past 15 years and 70 per cent of them never return to school.

Ms. Tomasevski visited China last month on a similar mission.

* * *

Asylum

1 October – On the eve of European Union (EU) talks on asylum procedures, the United Nations refugee agency today said it has warned member states that proposed legislation on so-called “safe” countries could “seriously compromise the protection of refugees.”

Among the items the EU Justice and Home Affairs Council is expected to discuss in a two-day meeting, starting Thursday, is the idea that refugees fleeing from one country to another, could be moved to a third, “safe” country with little or no fear of being sent back home.

“If ‘safe country’ concepts were introduced without sufficient safeguards, they could seriously compromise the protection of refugees and deviate from international standards,” the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) said in a press statement released in Geneva today.

UNHCR suggested the safeguards include provisions that the third country should be safe in practice, “not only in theory,” providing a functioning system of asylum for refugees, that the third country be aware of its responsibilities in every case, and accept them, and that the definition of a safe country be reviewed after, for instance, a change in government.

The UN agency said it was “particularly worried” that the asylum procedures directive may allow lists of “safe third countries” to be established and that, due to insufficient safeguards or vague terminology, these could lead to asylum seekers being summarily sent back to non-EU countries without any guarantee that their asylum claim will be properly dealt with there. Such countries might be transit countries, with which the asylum seeker has no firm connection whatsoever, or even a country where the asylum seeker has never set foot.

“If this were to happen, it would be a clear case of avoiding responsibilities,” said Raymond Hall, Director of UNHCR’s Europe Bureau. “Even worse, if it is done without the express agreement of the third country, it could lead to people being stuck in airports, unable to access any asylum system anywhere, or even to people being returned to a dangerous situation in their home country – which is, of course, against international law.”

* * *

Slums

1 October – The number of urban slum dwellers worldwide could double to 2 billion in less than three decades, the United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-HABITAT) said today.

A new book to be released next week in conjunction with World Habitat Day, entitled “Global Report on Human Settlements: the Slum Challenge” and produced by the UN agency, examines the factors leading to slum formation at all levels and evaluates the main policy responses of the last few decades.

The book is the first global assessment of slums and emphasizes their problems and prospects, UN-HABITAT said, noting that it was written specifically to support the Millennium Development Goal of improving the lives of 100 million slum dwellers by 2020.

The book uses a newly formulated operational definition of slums, and presents estimates of the numbers of urban slum dwellers, suggesting that the slum population could double to 2 billion by 2030.

UN-HABITAT calculated slum populations by looking at the percentages of poor households having access to permanent housing in compliance with local laws, as well as water within 200 yards (meters) of the dwelling plus sanitation and electricity.

* *** *

___________________________________________________________________________

DAILY PRESS BRIEFING BY THE OFFICES OF THE SPOKESMAN FOR THE SECRETARY-GENERAL AND THE SPOKESWOMAN FOR THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY PRESIDENT

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

     Secretary-General, and Michele Montas, Spokeswoman for the General Assembly President.

           **Spokesman for Secretary-General

           Good afternoon.

           **Guest at Noon

           William Lacy Swing, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative for the Democratic Republic of the

     Congo, will be joining us today to brief you on several issues relating to the DRC, including the electoral process and

     the implementation of Security Council resolution 1493.

           **Liberia

           From Liberia, the so-called “Day One” Ceremony should be taking place just about now following the arrivals in

     Monrovia of Secretary-General’s Special Representative Jacques Klein and the newly appointed Force Commander of

     the UN Mission there, Lieutenant General Daniel Opande.

           We have the Jacques Klein’s statement available in my Office.  He is also scheduled to hold a press

     conference after the ceremony.

           **Statement Attributable to Spokesman for Secretary-General on UNMIL

           “The Secretary-General salutes the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) for its role in

     establishing the security climate that paved the way for the deployment of the UN Mission in Liberia.

           “He is confident that the Mission will be able to contribute in a major way towards the resolution of conflict in

     Liberia, provided all parties concerned cooperate fully with the force and the international community provides the

     necessary resources.”  That is part of a fuller statement that we have available in my Office.

           **Iraq

           In a press briefing this morning in Baghdad, Kevin Kennedy, the officer in charge of UN operations in Iraq, said

     that the UN remained extremely concerned about the security situation in the country.

           He said, “As everybody today knows, this is a war zone and the conflict affects everybody, principally the Iraqi

     people who have to live in these conditions.”

           Nevertheless, Kennedy told journalists that the UN remains in Iraq to provide essential humanitarian

     assistance in a collective effort by the Organization’s international and national staffs, Iraqi ministries and international

     and national NGOs.

           Asked about the recent reduction in international staff, Kennedy said that the UN has sufficient international

     and national personnel in country to carry out everything that is an essential humanitarian task.  The numbers of

     international staff countrywide, he added, changes literally on a daily basis depending on the circumstances and the

     operations that we are carrying out.

           In detailing the UN’s main activities in Iraq, Kennedy said that, through the food distribution system, the World

     Food Programme (WFP) coordinates the distribution of 500,000 metric tonnes of food per month.  As a point of

     reference, in Afghanistan, at the peak of the food crisis, WFP was distributing 120 metric tonnes per month.  Among

     the other activities is the Food and Agricultural Organization’s involvement in the importation of 600,000 tonnes of

     fertilizer for the coming planting season.

           We have the full text of Kennedy’s comments to the press available upstairs.

           **IAEA – Iran

           A team of senior International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) inspectors will arrive in Tehran, Iran, tomorrow to

     launch an active and intense period of talks and inspections concerning Iran’s nuclear programme.

           Speaking to reporters in Vienna today, IAEA Director-General Mohamed ElBaradei said the coming weeks

     would be “decisive”, with the most important issue being the verification of the nature and extent of Iran’s nuclear

     enrichment programme.  He also noted the question of the testing of centrifuges, saying, “Our experts tell us that

     testing with nuclear material must have taken place for Iran to reach the stage it has.”  We have a press release with

     more details.

           **Security Council

           U.S. Ambassador John Negroponte assumed the presidency of the Security Council for October today and is

     holding bilateral consultations with other Council members on the programme of work for this month.  There are no

     meetings or consultations of the Security Council scheduled for today.  The Council’s monthly lunch with the

     Secretary-General will take place tomorrow, and the first consultations are expected on Friday.

           **Colombia

           The UN Special Rapporteur on the right to education, Professor Katarina Tomasevski, will be visiting Colombia

     from 1 to 10 October.  The Rapporteur will report on the status of the right to education in Colombia and the difficulties

     encountered in the implementation of this right.

           While Colombia has a 92 per cent literacy rate and primary school enrolment is at 90 per cent, the Colombian

     Government reports that there are still 1.5 million children without access to basic education.  In addition, UNICEF

     reports that more than 1 million children have been displaced in Colombia within the last 15 years and that 7 out of

     every 10 displaced children never return to school.

           The Special Rapporteur, who is an independent expert of the Commission on Human Rights, will meet with a

     number of government authorities and NGOs and will conduct investigations in Bogota and Choco.

           **Myanmar

           In response to questions from journalists today, we can confirm that Secretary-General’s Special Envoy Razali

     Ismail met with Daw Aung San Suu Kyi today.  We are expecting a full report of his current trip to Myanmar, which is

     scheduled to end tomorrow.  And we’re expecting that report tomorrow, as well.

           **Corruption Convention

           This afternoon in Vienna, in a meeting which should be wrapping up just now, the Ad Hoc Committee on the

     Negotiation of the Convention against Corruption has adopted the text of that Convention.

           In a message to the Vienna talks, delivered by the Executive Director of the UN Office on Drugs and Crime,

     Antonio Maria Costa, the Secretary-General extends his best wishes and congratulations to the Ad Hoc Committee on

     its work.  He says, “This Convention can make a real difference to the quality of life of millions of people around the

     world.”  We have copies of the message upstairs.

           **Secretary-General Messages

           In Geneva today, parliamentarians from around the world gathered for the Inter-Parliamentary Union Assembly,

     and the Secretary-General, in a message to that meeting, said that the past year’s events have called into question

     some parts of the consensus underlying the Millennium Declaration.

           He says that threats ranging from terrorism and weapons of mass destruction to so-called “soft threats” like

     extreme poverty and environmental degradation are real and must be addressed, and the United Nations needs to

     consider how it can deal with them.  He argues, “The time has long since arrived to look hard at the institutions of the

     United Nations -– and, if necessary, to make radical reforms.”  We have copies of his message upstairs.

           Also, today is the International Day of Older Persons, and the Secretary-General, in a message, marks the

     occasion by drawing attention to the skills that order persons can bring to help economic development.

           **Habitat

           News from Habitat:  Using a newly formulated operational definition of slums, the UN Habitat suggests that the

     numbers of urban slum dwellers could double to 2 billion by 2030. 

           This Friday, the Executive Director of the UNHABITAT, accompanied by the Secretary-General’s Special

     Adviser for the Millennium Development Goals, Jeffrey Sachs, will be here for the press launch of the “Global Report on

     Human Settlements:  The Slum Challenge”.

           This book is the first global assessment of slums and emphasizes their problems and prospects.  It was

     written specifically to support the Millennium Development Goal of improving the lives of 100 million slum dwellers by

     2020.  The book examines the factors leading to slum formation at all levels and evaluates the main policy responses

     to the slum challenge of the last few decades.

           **UNEP

           The UN Environment Programme (UNEP) today said that over 20 million tropical fish, 9 to 10 million animals

     and up to 12 million stony corals are being harvested annually to supply the booming marine aquarium trade in Europe

     and the United States.

           According to UNEP’s report that was released today, the value of aquarium creatures in trade is worth

     between $200 million and $330 million annually, with South-East Asia as the main source of trade.  We have a press

     release with more details.

           **UNHCR

           The UN refugee agency, UNHCR, has raised serious concerns about refugee protection, if agreement is

     reached on a crucial piece of EU asylum legislation.  You can read more on that subject in a press release that we

     have upstairs.

           **Press Conference Tomorrow

           Finally, a press conference tomorrow at 11 a.m.:  Jan Kregel, the Senior Interregional Advisor of the UN

     Conference on Trade and Development, will be here to launch this year’s Trade and Development Report.

           That’s all I have for you.  Any questions before we go to Michele? 

           **Questions and Answers

           Question:   The BBC was reporting an outbreak of fighting near Monrovia.  Do you have anything on that?

           Spokesman:  We have some preliminary details of what our mission there describes as two incidents.  One

     apparently involved two vehicles belonging to UNHCR and the World Health Organization, which were taken away by

     armed elements.  There were no casualties among the UN workers involved.  The second incident involved the leader of

     the rebel group Liberians United for Reconciliation and Democracy, Sekou Conneh.  Making his entry into the capital,

     some stones were thrown, apparently there was also gunfire reported.  Conneh reportedly returned to Tubmanberg. 

     And that’s all we have on those two incidents.  Yes?

           Question:   Fred, there are prominent newspapers today reporting the plan of the Secretary-General’s alleged

     resolution on Iraq, what the SG would like to see happen.  In this context, I wonder, what does the SG envision as far

     as the timeline for transition to sovereignty in Iraq?

           Spokesman:  Any thoughts he’s had on this subject he shared privately with government leaders or delegates

     here.  So, this matter of negotiating a second resolution is clearly in the hands of delegations.  And, as you know, it’s

     being discussed at very high levels.  I don’t think he wants to publicly say anything about what his views are. 

     Privately, he has made his views clear to the various people involved in these talks.

           Question:   Of what benefit does he see in a shorter transition to sovereignty?

           Spokesman:  I think I just answered the question.  He doesn’t want to talk about it publicly.

           Question:   Another element of that, if I could, and you’ll probably give me the same answer, and that’s on the

     inclusion of former Ba’athist or Ba’ath Party members in a future government in Iraq.  Is that something that’s on the

     table for the Secretary-General?

           Spokesman:  I think you’ve seen his views on that subject reported, but again it’s not something that he

     personally put out to you.  Yes?

           Question:   Can you tell us something about the SG’s meeting with North Korea yesterday?

           Spokesman:  That’s a tough one.  We have a very sketchy read-out.  If you ask at my Office, they’ll give you

     the three topics that were discussed, but the read-out doesn’t go beyond that.  Sorry, we can’t be more helpful.

           Question:   Fred, has the SG at any time linked the return of the UN in full force in Iraq to the quick transition

     to sovereignty?  Has that been a condition that he’s laid out at all these?

           Spokesman:  No, he’s linked it to the security situation in the country.  Yes?

           Question:   Is there a number of UN personnel in Iraq now?

           Spokesman:  There are personnel there.  We’ve been drawing down gradually since the Secretary-General

     announced he’d be doing that.  I don’t have a precise figure for today; it’s probably in the area of 30.  That’s

     international staff; there are over 4,000 local staff.  Mr. Abbadi?

           Question:   Fred, has the new panel on the reforms been established and, if not, when will it be?

           Spokesman:  It has not.  The Secretary-General is still looking at possible candidates and I don’t have a

     time-frame for when it might be announced.  It won’t be long, but he’s not ready to announce it this week.  Yes?

           Question:   Fred, do you see any exodus of the local staff in Iraq?  Are those numbers still at what they were

     before?

           Spokesman:  I have to check with Baghdad, but I have not heard that there was any exodus of local staff.  We

     are as concerned for their safety as we are with our international staff.  They continue to work in very difficult

     circumstances and are to be commended for that.

           Question:   Have you heard any bit of reports of any that have just left the Organization; they’re not working

     with the UN?

           Spokesman:  I don’t have that information here.  We’d have to check with Baghdad; that’s kind of an

     operational detail.  So, if you’d like come back to my Office we’ll see if we can reach Baghdad by telephone.

           Okay, Michele?

           Spokesman for General Assembly President

           Thank you Fred, Good afternoon,

           The General Assembly continues its general debate today.  So far, several issues have been brought forward

     by delegations of Member States.  Many have stressed that security is no longer limited to political and military

     concerns -- transnational crime, economic stagnation, and the spread of pandemics also impacted peace and security

     and, therefore, demanded collective action from rich and poor countries alike.  A majority has stressed the growing

     importance of multilateralism among nations as the most effective means to seek peace and security, as well as

     human, social, and economic development.

           Amid fresh calls for radical United Nations reform, delegations have been urging the General Assembly not to

     ignore crippling debt, protectionist trade barriers, and the insidious spread of HIV/AIDS and other diseases -- all core

     concerns of developing nations.  The President of the Assembly will summarize the major trends of the general debate,

     the trends that have emerged in these last two weeks, at a press conference here next Tuesday, 11 a.m.  He will also

     discuss at the pres conference his own priorities for the 58th session.

           Today is, as Fred said earlier, the International Day of Older Persons, and the President of the Assembly,

     Julian Hunte, has also issued a statement where he notes that “the number of persons aged 60 years or older was

     estimated to be 629 million, representing one in every 10 persons”.  It is difficult to imagine how countries may

     progress if such a significant proportion of the population is not taken into account in the development process, he

     said.  “Let us now”, he said “reaffirm our commitment to embrace older persons as a most cherished resource, with an

     essential contribution to make to social, economic and cultural development.  Let us undertake to work with them to

     tap their wisdom, experience and skills in the building of our communities and societies.”  This will be available later as

     a press release.

           This is all I have for you, thank you.

           Questions and Answers

           Spokesman for the Secretary-General:  No questions?  Yes, Mr. Abbadi?

           Question:   What’s the President’s reaction on the Secretary-General’s proposal on the establishment of a

     panel on UN reforms?  Does he expect to play a role in that panel?

           Spokeswoman for General Assembly President:  Well, he certainly is waiting for the panel to be formed.  But,

     he is also, at the same time, consulting with the different members of the General Assembly about their own feelings

     about that reform, and he will definitely talk about that also at his press conference on Tuesday.

           Spokesman for the Secretary-General:  Okay, thank you very much.  I am told that Mr. Swing is on his way;

     so if you just want to sit back and relax for another couple of minutes, I think he will be here.  Thank you.

                                              * *** *
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