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The Chief Engineer

(Crestwood, IL) 

UN Announces Plan To Restore 'Garden of Eden' Marshes 
The United Nations announced an $11 million project to help restore the marshlands of southern Iraq, considered by some to be the site of the Biblical Garden of Eden, after they were massively damaged by dams on the Tigris and Euphrates rivers and a vast drainage operation carried out by the ousted regime of Saddam Hussein.

The project, funded by Japan, will support sustainable development through environmentally sound technologies, safe drinking water, sanitation and pilot wetland restoration for the Marsh Arabs, heirs to the 5,000-year-old civilization of the Babylonians and Sumerians, the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) said.

In 2001, UNEP released satellite images showing that 90 percent of these fabled wetlands, home to rare and unique species like the Sacred Ibis and African darter, and a spawning ground for fisheries, had been lost. Further studies released in 2003 showed that an additional three per cent, or 325 square kilometres, had gone. Experts feared the entire wetlands could disappear entirely by 2008.

The marshlands of Mesopotamia constitute the largest wetland ecosystem in the Middle East and Western Eurasia and are widely considered to be culturally significant.
UNEP Executive Director Klaus Toepfer said the agency has long been documenting their destruction and alerting the world to their demise. “I am, therefore, delighted that the Japanese Government has stepped in to support a new beginning for the Marshlands and the Marsh Arabs,” he said.

With the collapse of the former regime in mid-2003, local residents began opening floodgates and breaching embankments to bring water back into the marshland. Satellite images indicate that by April this year around a fifth, or 3,000-square-kilometres, had been re-flooded. The challenge now is to restore the environment and provide clean water and sanitation services for up to 85,000 people living there.

The new project will initially target around a dozen settlements with small-scale water treatment systems, some of which are likely to be solar powered. Reed beds and other marshland habitats that act as natural water-filtration systems will be restored, benefiting not only local residents but also providing new habitats for birds and other key wildlife. 

              __________________________________________________________________________________                                                                                   

Scoop (New Zealand)

North Korea: First-Ever UN Environmental Study
Thursday, 2 September 2004, 11:20 am
Press Release: United Nations
DPR Korea: First-Ever Un Environmental Study Documents Pollution, Degradation 

Forests in the Democratic People's Republic of Korea (DPRK) have declined, rivers and city air have become more polluted and major crop yields have fallen dramatically due to land degradation and natural disasters, according to the first-ever United Nations environmental study of the country, released today. 

The report provides recommendations for tackling these problems, which are exacerbating the already grim situation facing the DPRK, where estimates show four out of every ten children suffer chronic malnutrition. Experts say the food crisis will persist because of the limited national potential to increase production. 

The new study by the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) calls for stronger environmental laws, better environmental management, targeted financial investment, and improved statistics to support policy making. 

These measures are needed to respond to the reports findings: - Over the past decade forests have declined due to timber production, a doubling of firewood consumption, wild fires and insect attacks associated with drought. - In recent years, pollution of rivers and streams has become severe, particularly the Taedong flowing through central Pyongyang, with a dozen factories and plants discharging 30,000 cubic metres of wastewater into the river every day. - Reliance on coal for power generation has created serious urban air pollution problems. - Major crop yields fell by almost two thirds during the 1990s due to land degradation caused by loss of forest, droughts, floods and tidal waves, acidification due to over use of chemicals, as well as shortages of fertilizer, farm machinery and oil. 

UNEP chief Klaus Toepfer called on the international community to support the Pyongyang Government's efforts to safeguard natural resources. "We must respond so it can meet development goals in a sustainable manner," he said. 

Mr. Toepfer and the head of the DPRK delegation, Ri Hung signed a framework agreement to guide joint activities that will further strengthen capacity for environmental protection

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Brazil.com

Brazil and Neighbors Sign Fresh Water Pact  
Wednesday, 01 September 2004
Brazil took an important step to ensure the preservation and the quality of fresh water in the country over the next ten years. The Amazon Cooperation Treaty Organization (OTCA) and the Plata Basin Countries' Intergovernmental Coordinating Committee (CIC) endorsed a letter of understanding in which they pledge to exchange experiences and information regarding projects and activities implemented in the Amazon and Plata Basin regions.

The Amazon region is the world's largest hydrographic basin in terms of water quantity, accounting for 20% of the planet's fresh water. 

For its part, the Plata Basin, which comprises the Paraná, Paraguay, and Uruguay Rivers, is considered the second largest hydrographic basin on Earth. 

"We are dealing with humanity's most important resource. People's quality of life depends upon the quality of water we have in the world's most diversified regions," observed the Secretary-General of the OTCA, Rosália Arteaga. 

The Secretary-General said that she is optimist about the results cooperation will bring to South America, since the OTCA is formed by eight countries directly interconnected by freshwater rivers: Brazil, Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador, Guyana, Peru, Surinam, and Venezuela. 

"We are certain we are beginning an efficient job of water management," she emphasized. 

The Secretary-General of the CIC, Hélio de Macedo Soares, believes that the letter of understanding will make available the Committee's experience in water resource management. 

The CIC, which was created in 1969, contributed to negotiations involving the construction of the Itaipu Hydoelectric Plant (the largest in operation in the world, a binational undertaking by Brazil and Paraguay on the Paraná River, with an installed capacity of 12,600 MW), among other activities, and is presently endeavoring to guarantee the construction of the Paraná-Paraguay waterway. 

According to Macedo Soares, this year the Committee finished implementing a kind of "regulatory standard" for projects in the Plata Basin—an experience that can be transferred to the rivers of the Amazon region. 

In the next ten years, the OTCA intends to introduce the Program for Integral and Sustainable Water Resource Management in the Basin, which is expected to cost around US$ 30 million by the time it is finished. 

To begin with, the Organization has signed an agreement with the Organization of American States (OAS), which will assure US$ 700 thousand for the first phase of the program. 

The cooperative effort between the OTCA and the CIC is counting on resources from the Global Environmental Facility (GEF), according to each organization's requirements. 

The GEF is an international cooperation fund that receives donations from various bodies and provides resources to developing countries to finance environmental protection projects and activities. The OAS and the United Nations Environmental Program will coordinate the transfer of funds and the activities in connection with the integration between the two basins. 

The OTCA is already considering doing a study of the levels of mercury deposited in the rivers of the Amazon region by miners and adjoining municipalities. 

According to the Secretary-General of the OTCA, the objective of the organization is to expedite a joint study, making it possible to establish rules for the mercury indexes each country allows to be deposited in the rivers, since each country has specific laws governing this practice. 

Agência Brasil 
Reporter: Gabriela Guerreiro 
Translator: David Silberstein
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SEPTEMBER 1, 2004, WEDNESDAY, FINAL EDITION

World-renowned paleontologist presses for 'green California';

Richard Leakey begins bid to stave off extinctions in the face of global warming

SOURCE: Chronicle Environment Writer

BYLINE: Jane Kay

BODY:
Twenty years ago, on Lake Turkana in Kenya, paleontologist Richard Leakey found a Homo erectus skeleton of a 12-year-old boy dating back 1.6 million years.

Ten years ago, Leakey was embroiled in Kenyan politics, eventually winning a parliament seat and securing greater protections for the imperiled African elephant.

This year, at 60, the third-generation Kenyan is launching an international campaign to address global warming, noting that all the world's parks can't save animal and plant species from a phenomenon that has no respect for borders and boundaries. 

Leakey is in the Bay Area this week to build a constituency in, as he said, "green California" for his new work. A roundtable today at San Francisco City Hall, with Mayor Gavin Newsom, Oakland Mayor Jerry Brown and state Sen. Jackie Speier, D-Hillsborough, will give him a chance to become acquainted with the environmental issues confronting Northern California.

Leakey will also use the occasion to announce a series of conferences, starting in May, that will bring United Nations and World Bank officials together with top scientists and business leaders. The charge will be to stave off extinctions in the face of a growing body of evidence showing unprecedented changes in temperatures, water supplies and sea levels.

Wearing a checked shirt and khakis, his face pink from the African sun, Leakey appeared ready to meet the task. He's undaunted by the loss of his legs in a 1993 plane wreck, a crash that he says may have been an assassination attempt by political opponents, though he has no proof.

His fight is taking a quieter turn now. Leakey says he needs to change the minds of those who believe that nature is safe because 12 1/2 percent of the world's surface lies in national parks.

"I'm raising the position, is nature really protected?" he said. "You can stop poachers. You can stop pollution. But what are you going to do about the wretched sun?

"Climate change has driven evolution. If you change climate, you change the habitat."

In the past, he said, "whenever climate change happened, species could move." Now, humans surround many of the parks, and the animals have nowhere to go.

"Island fauna often go extinct," he said.

Leakey is the second of three sons born to anthropologists Mary and Louis Leakey, who discovered fossils leading to the understanding of human origins.

He recounts his Kenya battles to curb corruption and save natural resources in his 2001 book, "Wildlife Wars." He founded the Kenya Wildlife Service in 1989, then left in disgust and ran for the parliament in 1994. He left the parliament to return to the government in 1999. By 2001, he left the government after losing the support of President Daniel T. Arap Moi, his former ally.

This year, Leakey accepted a position as visiting scholar of anthropology at the State University of New York at Stony Brook, and he will use the location close to the world's ambassadors and the United Nations Environment Program to press for the formation of an intergovernmental agency to assess whether park boundaries will protect wildlife.

Jared Blumenfeld, director of the San Francisco Environment Department, worked with Leakey at the International Fund for Animal Welfare.

"He's a very determined, very political, very charismatic individual," Blumenfeld said. "He definitely knows how to get things done. Leakey was the last defense of the African elephant against poachers from Sudan and Somalia. Without him, it would have been a complete disaster for the species. A lot of people talk about conservation. He does conservation."

E-mail Jane Kay at jkay@sfchronicle.com.

GRAPHIC: PHOTO, Conservationist Richard Leakey: "What are you going to do about the wretched sun?" / Penni Gladstone / The Chronicle
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Reuters

New class of planets found
Wed 1 September, 2004 02:18 

	




By Deborah Zabarenko 

WASHINGTON (Reuters) - A new class of planets has been found orbiting stars besides our sun, in a possible giant leap forward in the search for Earth-like planets that might harbour life, scientists say. 

"We can't quite see the Earth-like planets yet, but we are seeing their big brothers, and hopefully we will be bearing down on these small-mass planets soon," said Paul Butler of the Carnegie Institution of Washington, the co-discoverer of one of the new planets. 

The two new planets are about 15 to 20 times more massive than Earth -- approximately the mass of Neptune -- and have diameters about two or three times the size of our home planet, astronomers said at a news conference at NASA headquarters. 

That makes these new bodies different from most of the other so-called exoplanets found in the last decade outside our solar system. These other planets, more than 100 of them, are generally about the mass of Jupiter -- about 318 times Earth's mass -- and are thought to be balls of gas, completely inhospitable to life as Earthlings know it. 

But the newly discovered planets indicate that planetary systems around other stars could have the same assortment of planets as in our solar system: big gassy ones like Jupiter, middle-weight rocky ones like Neptune and just possibly, relatively small rocks like Earth. 

If scientists find an Earth-mass planet, they could then search for one located just the right distance from its star, making it temperate enough to allow for the presence of water on its surface, considered a requirement for life. 

No one has ever seen an extrasolar planet. Most have been detected by looking for a characteristic wobble in a distant star, a sign that a planet's gravity is tugging on the star in a specific way. 

ZIPPING AROUND THE STARS 

Butler and fellow planet-hunter Geoffrey Marcy of the University of California, Berkeley, discovered one of the Neptune-mass planets around a small star called Gliese 436, some 30 light-years away in the constellation Leo, a stone's throw in cosmic terms. 

The other neptunian planet was discovered by Barbara McArthur of the University of Texas, Austin. This one is orbiting the star 55 Cancri in the constellation Cancer, about 40 light-years away. A light-year is about 6 trillion miles (10 trillion km), the distance light travels in a year. 

Both zip around their respective stars in three days or less, at a small fraction of the distance that Earth orbits the sun. 

The planet around 55 Cancri is the fourth planet detected there, but the others in that system fit the gas-giant mold, the scientists said. 

The two new discoveries are the smallest planets found so far around sun-like stars, the American astronomers said. They acknowledged that a European team of astronomers announced last week the discovery of a planet some 14 times Earth's mass, a so-called super Earth. 

However, Alan Boss of the Carnegie Institution said credit for such discoveries is based on when academic papers are submitted for publication, not on when they are announced to the media. Under this rule, Boss said, the European team would get credit for discovering the third Neptune-mass planet. 

"It's a stiff competition but we're quite friendly," Marcy said of the European planet-hunting team. "... We recognize that the best science is done when there's a bit of tension, a bit of competition, but friendly, with science as the ultimate goal." 

More information and images can be found online at http://www.nasa.gov/vision/universe/newworlds/extrasolar-083104.html. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

BBC

Need for carbon sink technologies 
	By Carolyn Fry 
in Stockholm 


Governments should consider setting lower targets for levels of CO2 in the atmosphere and investigate ways to extract surplus amounts of the greenhouse gas from circulation, say climate scientists. 
Before the industrial revolution, the level of CO2 in the atmosphere was around 280 parts per million by volume (ppmv) but that has risen to around 380ppmv due to our burning of fossil fuels. 

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change is focusing its efforts on emission scenarios that lead to concentrations of no less than 450ppmv while the UK government is working towards a concentration target of around double pre-industrial levels, at 550ppmv. 

If concentrations stabilise at 550ppmv, the corresponding global average temperature rise brought about by the greenhouse effect could still be as high as 5.5C, sufficient to melt the Greenland Ice Sheet and prompt a rise in sea level of six metres. 

Fair targets 
Scientists speaking here at EuroScience Open Forum 2004 said governments should be exploring the potential of Negative Emissions Technologies (NETs) which could actively remove CO2 from the atmosphere and stabilise atmospheric concentrations of the gas at much lower levels. 

"The current stabilisation targets are a social construction," said Professor Christian Azar, of Goteborg University's Department of Physical Resource Theory. 

"Governments are not looking at NETs because part of the cost of doing so will fall on certain industry sectors and they are powerful enough to protest." 

Current CO2 emissions vary greatly between countries of the developed and developing world. 

In 1998, the US released 5.4 tonnes of carbon per capita, European countries averaged around 1.9 tonnes and Africa emitted 0.3 tonnes. 

To meet a global concentration target of about 350-400ppmv would require a cross-the-board emission level of no more than 0.4 tonnes of carbon per person per year. 

In the developed world this would require per capita emissions to be cut to the level of Africa or Asia, while the people of the developing world would never be able to use the same amount of fossil fuels that the industrialised countries have to achieve the equivalent standard of living. 

The proposal closely resembles an idea developed by the UK-based Global Commons Institute, which has gained wide support among scientists and policymakers, called contraction and convergence. 

"Contraction" means cutting the world's output of greenhouse gases, and "convergence" means sharing out between countries the amount of climate pollution which scientists say the Earth can tolerate, so that by perhaps 2050 everyone in the world is entitled to emit the same amount of pollution. 

Leakage rules 
NETs offer a means of cutting emissions without the need for immediate extreme lifestyle changes. 

They ideally involve using biomass from planted forests to produce energy and then capturing the CO2 produced, or alternatively extracting CO2 directly from the atmosphere. 

Recovered CO2 would then be injected into deep underground or sub-sea stores to remove it from circulation. 

Opponents of the technologies suggest such methods would be costly and that CO2 could still leak back into the environment, with unknown consequences. 

However, modelling the various options for achieving emissions targets of between 350ppmv and 450ppmv between 1990 and 2200 at the least cost, Professor Azar found not only that it was feasible but that in certain cases the cost barely exceeded that of running large fossil fuel plants. 

"The capture and storage of CO2 offers a great opportunity to get lower stabilisation targets at lower cost," he said. 

"We need a regulatory framework on how to deal with carbon capture and storage. It should include rules for leakage and how to deal with capture from biomass. 

"We also need to support technological development so that solar and other renewables can come to the marketplace and become viable options." 

Story from BBC NEWS:

 __________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Reuters

West Africans Draw Up Battle Plans Against Locusts


DAKAR - Only a military-style operation with bases across West Africa can stop the worst locust invasion for 15 years, Senegal's President Abdoulaye Wade said Tuesday as the insects swept into his capital. 

As Wade and delegates from a dozen West African nations met in Dakar to draw up a battle plan, the airborne pests appeared over some parts of the coastal city like dark snowflakes. 

"The war is far from being won," Wade told the conference, saying more planes and pesticides were needed now to battle the desert locusts. 

"We should set up four operating bases. One could be in Senegal, one in Mali, one in Mauritania and another in Niger... I stress the need for the mobilization of the army, because for me this is a real war," he said. 

As a first wave of insects arrived in Dakar, others were busy mating in nearby fields, threatening to unleash fresh devastation on vital crops when a new generation comes of age in about six weeks. 

The United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) warned last week that the locust swarms infesting countries from Mauritania to Chad could develop into a full-scale plague without additional foreign aid. 

Farmers across the region, backed by soldiers and agricultural experts, have managed to spray just three percent of the 2.3 million hectares at risk, according to a joint statement issued at the Dakar conference. 

The FAO has said $100 million in aid is needed to fight the infestation, but Wade said only planes and pesticide, not cash, could win the war. 

"I don't want money. I need materials - pesticides and aircraft to go to the front line. If I'm given $2 million, by the time I have invited bids for the work, the locusts will have eaten everything up to my palace," he said. 

Mauritania's President Maaouya Ould Sid'Ahmed Taya saw his palace gardens eaten earlier this month as the desert locusts swept down from northern Africa. 

In a sign of how far the swarms have spread, experts raced to watch mating, yellow insects tuck into a field of water melons about 30 miles southeast of Dakar Monday. 

They warned the situation there was critical, with a hungry young generation expected to appear by mid-October unless the larvae are killed beforehand. 

Story by Diadie Ba 

Story Date: 2/9/2004 
Reuters

Laos Defends Dam Project Against Environmental Critics
BANGKOK - Communist Laos defended a billion-dollar hydro-electric project this week against activists who insist Indochina's biggest dam will be a social and environmental disaster for the tiny, impoverished nation. 

Laos officials told a World Bank workshop in Bangkok the proposed Nam Theun 2 dam was the best option for development and fighting poverty in a nation where 70 percent of the people live on less than $2 a day. 

"My government is committed to balancing development with conservation," Somboune Manolom, a senior Ministry of Industry and Handicrafts official, said in a bid to alleviate environmental concerns about the project. 

The Bangkok meeting was the first in a series planned by the World Bank in Tokyo, Paris and Washington to seek input on the controversial dam. 

Nam Theun 2 will have a generation capacity of 1,070 megawatts, with 95 percent of the power sold to Thailand, earning Laos some $80 million a year. 

"Nam Theun 2 has the potential to deliver a significant, predictable revenue stream that will have a positive impact on national development," Somboune said. 

However, the $1.4 billion project, to be built on a tributary of the Mekong River in central Laos, still needs a risk guarantee from the World Bank. 

Critics say the dam will force thousands of people from their homes and threaten wildlife, including fish stocks in the Nam Theun river and endangered Asian elephants on the Nakai Plateau. An estimated 6,000 people will have to be resettled from flooded areas on the plateau, with another 40,000 people who live along the river affected. 

Offsetting the impact of the project is a contractual obligation of dam operator Nam Theun 2 Power Co (NTPC). 

"The commitments that the NTPC has in terms of social and environmental mitigation are binding," said NTPC chairman Jean-Pierre Serusclat. 

THAI LEGACY 

But environmentalists fear the mistakes of a controversial Thai dam built in the 1990s will be repeated. 

"Nam Theun 2 is the Laotian version of Thailand's infamous Pak Mun Dam," said Tyson Roberts, a Bangkok-based researcher with the Smithsonian Tropical Research Institute. 

Pak Mun was built on the Mun river, a tributary of the Mekong, in the 1990s but has never performed up to expectations. Local fishermen complained it damaged fish stocks severely and they angrily demanded compensation from the Thai government. 

A 2000 study by the World Commission on Dams concluded that, with hindsight, the costs of the dam outweighed the benefits and it was unlikely that a dam would be built under similar circumstances now. 

World Bank officials, who faced criticism from Thai NGOs for the bank's support for Pak Mun, said the lessons of past mistakes had been learned. "We are all aware that we have a legacy of unsuccessful stories in hydro development in the past 30 years. We are learning from these lessons," said Zhang Chaohua, a World Bank resettlement specialist. 

EDF International, a unit of Electricite de France, holds a 35 percent stake in dam operator NTPC, while Thai construction firm Italian-Thai Development has 15 percent. 

Electricity Generating Plc, an affiliate of Thailand's EGAT, and state-owned Electricite du Laos each own 25 percent. 

Story by Darren Schuettler 

Story Date: 2/9/2004 
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

ENS

Environmental Protection Off-Stage at Republican Convention 
NEW YORK, New York, September 1, 2004 (ENS) - None of the speeches made here in New York have addressed, or even mentioned, the environment. First Lady Laura Bush spoke last night about watching her husband "wrestling with these agonizing decisions that would have such profound consequence for so many lives and for the future of our world." 

[image: image23.jpg]


First Lady Laura Bush addressed the Republican National Convention in Madison Square Garden on Tuesday evening. (Photo courtesy GOP Convention)
California Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger recalled coming to the United States from Austria and becoming a Republican after listening to President Richard Nixon speak because he "sounded more like a breath of fresh air." 

Education Secretary Rod Paige defended the No Child Left Behind program under which, he said, "States, not Washington, set the standards. Schools that need assistance get assistance." 

Opening the convention on Monday night, Senator John McCain spoke of the necessity of war in Iraq. On Tuesday, Senate Majority Leader Bill Frist, M.D. spoke of medicine and drugs and denigrated trial lawyers. 
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Senator John McCain of Arizona addressed the convention on Monday evening. (Photo courtesy GOP Convention)
But there was no mention of the natural resource conservation, or energy, forests, water, oil, oceans, chemical contamination or the environmental causes of disease. 

The Republican Party platform, approved by the convention on Monday, includes several statements of environmental policy most related to the supply of energy - support for drilling in the Arctic, for a revival of the nuclear power industry, for clean coal and hydrogen research. 

It hails the record of President George W. Bush in "incorporating appropriate labor and environmental concerns into U.S. trade negotiations," and facing with China "shared health and environmental threats, such as the threat of HIV/AIDS, SARS, and other infectious diseases..." 

It upholds the Takings Clause of the Fifth Amendment, which declares "private property shall not be taken for public use without just compensation." This clause has been used to require compensation when an environmental regulation reduces the value of property or makes any part of a parcel of property unusable. "We oppose efforts to diminish the rights of private citizens to the land they own," the platform states. 

The platform urges Congress to pass the President's energy bill, which "includes over 100 recommendations, nearly half of which addressed renewable energy, energy efficiency, and conservation." The policy statement warns that "Recent electricity blackouts, the California energy crisis, natural gas and oil price spikes, and high gasoline prices remind us that only a comprehensive energy policy will produce energy stability for America’s families and businesses. 

[image: image25.jpg]


Delegates on the floor of the Republican National Convention Monday evening. (Photo courtesy GOP Convention)
The future of energy lies in clean coal research and development and President Bush’s Clear Skies Initiative which "would create a $50 billion private market to deploy these clean coal technologies," the Republican platform says. 

The policy statement supports FutureGen, a $1 billion initiative to build the world's first zero-emissions fossil fuel plant that integrates carbon sequestration and hydrogen production research. 

A hydrogen economy would be of "enormous benefit" and put the United States on "the cutting edge of energy technology," the platform says. The FreedomCar Partnership and Hydrogen Fuel Initiative include $1.7 billion over five years to begin building hydrogen cars and the infrastructure to support them is part of this platform plank. 

Drilling in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge should move ahead immediately using "sophisticated technologies," the Republican platform says. 

"Our Party continues to support energy development in the coastal plain of the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge (ANWR), which, according to the U.S. Geological Survey, holds as much as 16 billion barrels of oil – enough to replace oil imports from Saudi Arabia for nearly 20 years. The drilling footprint can be confined to just 2,000 acres (the entire refuge contains 19 million acres), about the size of Washington’s Dulles Airport, on ice roads that melt away in the summer, leaving little trace of human intervention. We have already wasted precious time." 

"If the previous Administration had not vetoed the ANWR proposal passed by the Republican Congress in 1995, at this moment ANWR would be producing up to one million barrels of oil a day," the platform states, referring to the administration of President Bill Clinton. 

The current President's father, former U.S. President George Herbert Walker Bush at the convention. Seated in red is the President's mother, former First Lady Barbara Bush. (Photo courtesy GOP Convention)
Natural gas development is endorsed. Republicans strongly support removing unnecessary barriers to domestic natural gas production and expanding environmentally sound production in new areas, such as Alaska and the Rocky Mountains. "Increasing supply, including the construction of a new natural gas pipeline from Alaska to the lower 48, will bring needed relief to consumers and make America’s businesses more competitive in the global marketplace," the platform states. 

Establishment of mandatory, enforceable reliability rules for electric utilities to reduce the likelihood of future blackouts is part of the platform, a reference to the blackout of August 2003 that left some 50 million people in the northeast and Canada without power for up to 48 hours. 

Republicans say they support renewable energy through extension of the production tax credit for wind and biomass, as well as efforts to expand the use of biodiesel and ethanol, which can reduce America’s dependence on foreign oil while increasing revenues to farmers. 

Nuclear power finds support in the Republican camp. It "provides America with affordable, emissions-free energy. We believe nuclear power can help reduce our dependence on foreign energy and play an invaluable role in addressing global climate change. 

President Bush "supports construction of new nuclear power plants through the Nuclear Power 2010 initiative, and continues to move forward on creating an environmentally sound nuclear waste repository," the platform says, referring to the Yucca Mountain repository in Nevada for which the Department of Energy is preparing a license application. 

The platform plank on communities gives environmental conservation a nod, saying the framework in which communities can flourish "requires access to affordable and accessible health care, protection of America’s environment and natural resources, the maintenance of public safety and prosecution of people who violate the peace of communities, guaranteed rights and equal opportunities for all members of society, and compassionate help for our fellow citizens who are trapped in unhealthy or harmful situations." 

And except for the balloons, and the confetti and streamers, that has been the extent of the Republicans' consideration of the environment at the convention. 

The 100,000 balloons, plus the 300 pounds of "flame retardant and environmentally sensitive" confetti and streamers, are biodegradable. 

Out in the streets of New York, hundreds were arrested again on Tuesday in wave after wave of autonomous, planned but unpermitted direct actions in protest of Republican policies on the environment and the war in Iraq. They stopped traffic, performed street theater and crashed delegate parties. 

In the afternoon, a banner was dropped at Port Authority by Bus Riders Against Bush that read, "Four More Months." 

Protesters surged through the streets of Manhattan all day on Tuesday. (Photo courtesy Indymedia)
The War Resisters League gathered at Ground Zero, the site of the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center, to hold a vigil followed by a march to Madison Square Garden, where they planned to hold a die-in to protest the Bush administration's prosecution of the war in Iraq. Police arrested some 200 marchers before the group left. 

The die-in took place in the evening, blocking traffic at Broadway and 28th Street for an hour until police arrested protesters and took them away. 

At the New York Public Library, about half a mile north of the convention at Madison Square Garden, several hundred demonstrators and a foiled banner drop attracted an onslaught of police, wielding metal barricades and arrest nets. The library was shut down as protesters were pushed across the street, where a scene of violence and mass arrests ensued. 

Police used nets to arrest protesters, people reportedly broke through the nets, pepper spray was used and a spontaneous street theater piece recalling prisoner abuse at Abu Graib was performed. 

Ten people were allowed by the police to wear hoods in protest of the treatment of prisoners. One hooded participant in the action broke onto the MSNBC live set, colliding with its host, Chris Matthews. 

New York City Police Department says that as of six o'clock Monday 548 people were arrested since August 26 for incidents related to the Republican National Convention. No figures were given as yet for Tuesday's arrests.

ROWA MEDIA UPDATE

Bahrain

Teams lining up for treasure hunt

PREPARATIONS are in full swing for the MTC-Vodafone Treasure Hunt.

Teams are still welcome to register for the event being organised by T and M Eventscom in conjunction with the Public Commission for the Protection of Marine Resources, Environment and Wildlife.

It will be held on October 1 under the patronage of commission head Shaikh Abdullah bin Hamad Al Khalifa

The deadline for registration is September 15. In addition to the main event, there will be a variety of supporting events leading up to the big day, which will be open to the public.

Among those planned are an environmental exhibition, a Green Film Festival, seminars, workshops and national competitions.

http://www.gulf-daily-news.com/arc_Articles.asp?Article=90621&Sn=BNEW&IssueID=27165

UAE

Sharjah to boost recycling of waste

About 50 per cent of collected waste can be utilised again through proper recycling to generate valuable materials, according to a recent study conducted by the Environment Protection Section and a German environment engineering advisory firm. 

The high organic content, which constitutes about 49 per cent of the waste volume, can be transformed into organic fertiliser for the ongoing landscaping efforts of the municipality, a source at the municipality told Khaleej Times.

The existing operational city waste plant is also expected to be upgraded with bigger capacity, the source added.

“Besides recycling the organic part of the waste, a new plant at the landfill area is utilising the green wastes of grass and trees with wastewater treatment plant sludge - between 150 to 200 tonnes per day with solid contents of about 21 per cent - to convert wastes into valuable fertiliser and initiate some greenery and beatification projects in the city,” he explained, adding the municipality believes that this is considered to be the only cost-effective and innovative mean for utilising such materials in an environment friendly conservation project.

The source said that the vision of Sharjah Municipality to combine all efforts and needed resources for a strategic and long-term sustainable integrated waste management concept, would be soon finalised.

“The municipality collects more than 2,500 tonnes of household garbage and different kind of waste every day within the city. About 15 per cent of this waste is municipal household waste whereas approximately 49 per cent originates from commercial and industrial sources,” he noted.

“It has been observed that in past few years, the amount of waste generated in Sharjah has been steadily increasing: as in the year 2002, the total waste generated was 634,931 tonnes comparing with the year 2003 as 761,848 tonnes - almost 20 per cent increase,” he explained, observing that this quantity is expected to reach approximately one million tonnes by the end of the current year. The source said the increase is mainly due to the enormous land development and construction activities in the city, which is also a clear indicator of the socio-economic development as well as the rapid and vast growth of the city.

http://www.khaleejtimes.com/Displayarticle.asp?section=theuae&xfile=data/theuae/2004/september/theuae_september31.xml
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*
UN officials call for immediate release of Russian school hostages

*
Sudan: Security Council studies assessment report ahead of meeting on Darfur

*
Rebels release abducted UN staff and aid workers in Darfur, Sudan

*
Annan warns of dire economic impact of continuing violence in Côte d’Ivoire

*
Israel bars agency head from leaving Gaza in unprecedented ban on UN mobility

*
Countries’ failure to pay dues hampers work of UN Rwanda genocide court

*
UN tribunal sentences former leading Bosnian Serb politician to 32 years’ jail

*
Miloševic denies deliberately delaying genocide trial at UN tribunal

*
Economic insecurity fosters world ‘full of anxiety and anger’ – UN report

*
Annan voices sadness at death of veteran Yemeni ambassador

*
UN Guatemala Mission deplores clashes affecting hundreds of peasants

*
Annan welcomes proposals to streamline UN Volunteers programme 

*
UNICEF head wraps up Tibet visit aimed at slashing disparities with rest of China

* * * *

Russian Federation

1 September – United Nations officials today strongly condemned the hostage-taking of hundreds of people, including many children, at a school in southern Russia, with Secretary-General Kofi Annan calling for their immediate release and an end to “this criminal act directed against the most vulnerable members of society.”

In a statement released by his spokesman in New York, Mr. Annan said he was “appalled” to learn that more than a hundred pupils were being held hostage at a secondary school in Beslan, Russian Federation, in an attack that has already resulted in deaths. 

“He calls for the immediate release of the children, their parents and teachers, and condemns in the strongest terms this criminal act directed against the most vulnerable members of society,” the statement added.

Also appealing for the immediate and unconditional release of the youngsters, UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) Executive Director Carol Bellamy said their safety should be the paramount concern of all parties involved.

“Children must never be used for political purposes, and schools must never be degraded to places of violence,” she added. “They must be preserved as safe havens for children to learn and play. If we don’t respect the sanctity of childhood, then we have nothing.”

* * *

Sudan

1 September – The Security Council’s 15 members have received a United Nations report assessing the latest developments in the war-torn Darfur region of Sudan, a day before the senior UN envoy to the country briefs them on what progress Khartoum has made on its pledges to restore security there and disarm the militias accused of brutal attacks.

UN spokesperson Marie Okabe told reporters today at UN Headquarters that the report, which examines implementation of the Council’s latest resolution on Sudan, has been circulated to the members – but not officially made public – ahead of tomorrow’s open meeting on Darfur.

At Thursday’s meeting Jan Pronk, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Sudan, will brief the Council on the situation in Darfur following his visit last week to the troubled region.

More than 1.2 million people are internally displaced within Darfur and another 200,000 Sudanese live as refugees in Chad because of attacks by the Janjaweed militias and fighting between the Government and two rebel groups.

On 30 July the Council adopted Resolution 1556, which stated it may take action against Khartoum under Article 41 of the UN Charter if the authorities do not show after 30 days that they are fulfilling earlier promises to the UN to disarm the Janjaweed and restore security.

Article 41 measures include unspecified economic penalties and the severing of diplomatic relations. The Council’s 30-day deadline expired on Monday.

Speaking outside the Council, which is holding consultations today, Sudanese Ambassador Elfatih Mohamed Ahmed Erwa told journalists his Government was “on the right track” and had done “lots of things” to improve the humanitarian and security situation in Darfur.

Ambassador Erwa said Khartoum has no problem with more African Union (AU) troops being deployed to monitor the ceasefire in Darfur, but added that the situation would be “complicated” if the AU troops were mandated to disarm the parties.

He said that only the peace talks currently taking place in Abuja, Nigeria, between Khartoum and the two rebel groups will solve the political problems in Darfur.

In other developments on Sudan:

· The World Food Programme (WFP) today appealed for $12 million to expand a special feeding programme for malnourished refugees living in camps in eastern Chad. The agency said the effort will target children under five as well as pregnant women and nursing mothers.

· Violent clashes continue to be reported in Darfur’s three states, and most internally displaced persons (IDPs) remain reluctant to return to their home villages, Radhia Achouri, a spokesperson for Mr. Pronk, told reporters in Khartoum.

· Regarding the separate civil war in the south of Africa’s largest nation, the Sudanese Government and the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement (SPLM) agreed during peace talks being held in Naivasha, Kenya, to extend their current ceasefire until 30 November.

* * *

Sudan

1 September – Announcing the safe release of its three staff members and three other relief workers captured by rebels in the strife-torn Sudanese region of Darfur, the United Nations World Food Programme (WFP) today condemned the targeting of humanitarian personnel by armed groups.

The aid workers were freed today after negotiations between a UN security team conducting a search for them and the rebel Sudan Liberation Army (SLA), which had abducted the six workers in North Darfur on Saturday.

The three WFP staff and the three workers for the Sudanese Red Crescent – not five as previously reported – were then flown by helicopter to El Fasher, the capital of North Darfur.

WFP Senior Deputy Executive Director Jean-Jacques Graisse said the agency was delighted that the six people were released unharmed.

But he warned that “any continuation or escalation of incidents such as the one just resolved is likely to have far-reaching consequences for the relief operation.”

Radhia Achouri, a spokesperson for Jan Pronk, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Sudan, told reporters today that international humanitarian law demands that aid workers have safety and security and that they also have unimpeded access to those in need.

Earlier this week a separate Darfur rebel group, the Justice and Equality Movement (JEM), detained 22 Sudanese health workers for several hours near Nyala, the capital of South Darfur.

In June the SLA detained a large group of aid workers from UN agencies and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) operating in North Darfur before eventually releasing them unharmed.

SLA and JEM have been in conflict with Khartoum in Darfur, a remote, impoverished region in Sudan’s west, since early last year. Notorious militias known as the Janjaweed, who have been linked to the Sudanese Government, also stand accused of committing deadly and brutal atrocities against civilians. More than 1.2 million people are internally displaced and another 200,000 live as refugees in neighbouring Chad.

* * *

Côte d’Ivoire

1 September – Stressing that the economic and social fabric of Côte d’Ivoire is seriously deteriorating because of the continuing violence there, and the conflict is having a spill-over effect on other West African nations, Secretary-General Kofi Annan is urging the country’s political leaders to take substantive steps towards peace immediately.

In his quarterly report to the Security Council on the progress of peacebuilding efforts in Côte d’Ivoire, Mr. Annan says the economic consequences will be dire if the Ivorian parties do not meet their commitments to the peace process outlined in the so-called Linas-Marcoussis Agreement which was signed in 2003.

“Economic indicators all point to a severe recession,” he states, noting that many businesses have closed down or relocated to neighbouring countries. Unemployment and the prices of basic foods are rising.

The percentage of people below the poverty line has jumped to 44 per cent from 38 per cent since the political crisis began in September 2002, according to the report, which also warns there could be a sharp increase in the proportion of people with HIV/AIDS. Côte d’Ivoire already has the highest AIDS rates in its region.

Mr. Annan says the conflict between the government-controlled south and the rebel-dominated north, separated by the forces of the UN Operation in Côte d’Ivoire (UNOCI), is hurting the landlocked neighbours of Burkina Faso and Mali.

The two countries have long used the Ivorian city of Abidjan as their gateway port for exports, but the closure of rail links means they have had to turn to ports in Ghana and Mauritania instead. Many Burkinabé and Malian workers are also unable to reach their jobs in Ivorian cocoa and coffee plantations. Mali’s Government has estimated it loses $15 million every month because of the situation in Côte d’Ivoire.

The Secretary-General says he is heartened that all parties signed the Accra III Agreement, which outlines how to work towards establishing durable peace, in late July.

However, “the international community looks to President [Laurent] Gbagbo and the Ivorian leadership as a whole, with whom primary responsibility lies for restoring normalcy, to ensure that substantive progress” is made towards achieving that peace.

Mr. Annan also expresses concerns about the human rights situation, saying the perpetrators of recent atrocities must be brought to justice, and adding there have been unacceptable attacks against UN staff and property.

* * *

Middle East

1 September – Israel has barred the head of the main United Nations body for Palestinian refugees from leaving the Gaza Strip to perform his duties in the West Bank in what the agency today called a “flagrant” step and “unprecedented and serious development” in a security clampdown.

“It is unheard of for the executive head of a UN agency to have his freedom of movement flagrantly curtailed by a member state of the UN in this way,” the UN Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA) said of the closing of the Erez crossing to the agency’s Commissioner-General and UN Under-Secretary-General Peter Hansen.

“I fail to see any rational reason – and we have not been offered any – for this unacceptable disrespect for international law and just common decency,” Mr. Hansen said of the closure, which Israel has attributed to the discovery of explosives on a Palestinian worker using the labourers’ crossing point at Erez from Gaza to Israel. “The Agency’s ability to carry out its essential humanitarian operations is being seriously undermined.” 

UNRWA stressed that Israel had refused to open the crossing to the UN, although Palestinians use an entirely different passage, UN staff have diplomatic visas issued by Israel and a UN-issued Laissez Passer, no international staff has ever been implicated in a security matter and no false Laissez Passer has ever been presented.

“As a signatory to the Convention on the Privileges and Immunities of the United Nations, and to specific agreements between UNRWA and Israel, the Government of Israel is again failing to live up to its obligations under international law and to allow freedom of movement for UN personnel,” the Agency added.

UNRWA, established by the General Assembly in 1949 to carry out direct relief and works programmes for Palestinians after the first Israeli-Arab war, is today the main provider of basic services, including education, health, relief and social services, to over 4.1 million registered Palestinian refugees in the Middle East.

* * *

Rwanda

1 September – The United Nations war crimes tribunal for Rwanda has recently frozen staff recruitment because of budget shortfalls caused by the failure of some countries to pay their dues, according to a new report which warns that without adequate funding, the court will not meet a Security Council target to complete all trials by 2008.

The report by the President of the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR), Judge Erik Møse of Norway, recommends “sufficient resources” be made available to enable the court to complete its work within the time frames set by the Council.

Last year, in Resolution 1503, the Council called on the ICTR – as well as the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia – to “take all possible measures” to finish its investigations by the end of this year, complete trials by 2008 and wind up all of its work by 2010.

Saying the ICTR is on schedule to meet its completion strategy, Judge Møse asked States to help arrest and transfer the 17 indictees and 16 suspects at large to the tribunal’s custody in Arusha, Tanzania.

But he added: “Some may never be found and others may be dead.”

Between 1 July 2003 and 30 June this year, the ICTR issued five judgments in the trials of nine accused, taking the total number of judgments to 17 (involving 23 accused) since the first trial began in January 1997.

Five new trials, involving 11 accused persons, have also started since July 2003, and the ICTR said it expects to complete these trials by 2005-06. Depending on the progress of individual trials, it is estimated that the ICTR will have completed trials involving 65 to 70 accused persons by 2008.

* * *

ICTY

1 September – The United Nations war crimes tribunal for the former Yugoslavia today sentenced the former prominent Bosnian Serb political leader Radoslav Brdjanin to 32 years in prison for torture, wilful killing and other war crimes.

But the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY), sitting in The Hague in the Netherlands, cleared Mr. Brdjanin of four of the 12 charges he faced, including genocide and extermination.

Three ICTY judges found Mr. Brdjanin guilty for his role in a campaign of ethnic cleansing in the Autonomous Region of Krajina (ARK), an area created by Bosnian Serbs as part of a self-styled state during the Balkan wars of the 1990s.

They found there had been a systematic and strategic plan by the organizers of the Bosnian Serb state to remove Muslims and Croats from the ARK. They also said Mr. Brdjanin had taken part in a propaganda campaign against non-Serb groups.

The prosecutors had told the court that while Mr. Brdjanin had not physically carried out any of the crimes, he had “participated in a joint criminal enterprise” of ethnic cleansing.

The judges said that Mr. Brdjanin served as First Vice-President of the ARK Assembly and President of the ARK Crisis Staff, and later as a minister and acting vice-president in the Republika Srpska Government, and therefore exercised much authority in the area.

Until his subsequent resignation, Mr. Brdjanin was also a member of the Serbian Democratic Party headed by Bosnian Serb leader Radovan Karadzic, who has also been indicted by the ICTY but remains at large.

In announcing the sentence, the judges gave Mr. Brdjanin five years’ credit for the amount of time he has already spent in the ICTY’s custody.

* * *

ICTY

1 September – The former Yugoslav President Slobodan Miloševic today denied deliberately altering his medicine intake to delay proceedings during his trial on charges of genocide and other war crimes at the United Nations-run International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia.

A day after opening his defence case, Mr. Miloševic told the ICTY he was taking medication prescribed by his own doctor because the medicine prescribed by tribunal-appointed doctors was making him drowsy, according to a summary of the day’s proceedings given by ICTY press officials to the UN News Service.

The judges in Mr. Miloševic’s trial, being held in The Hague, are considering whether to force him to accept defence counsel, even though he wants to continue representing himself, because they are concerned that the workload may exacerbate his heart problems.

The prosecution team told the Tribunal that Mr. Miloševic’s ill-health, which has already led to several long delays in the trial, is so poor that he should be given defence counsel. They also said he had manipulated his medicine intake.

Lawyers appointed by the ICTY to ensure Mr. Miloševic gets a fair trial, and known as amici curiae or “friends of the court,” told the judges that if they do impose counsel, then they should choose someone already familiar with the case.

According to the summary given by tribunal officials to the UN News Centre, Mr. Miloševic also said the doctors assigned to monitor his health should not come from NATO member countries because of its opposition to him during the Balkan wars of the 1990s. 

Mr. Miloševic – who has been on trial since February 2002 – is facing is facing charges of genocide, crimes against humanity and other war crimes for his role in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia and Kosovo during the 1990s.

* * *

ILO

1 September – People in countries where income is protected report high levels of happiness, but about three quarters of the world’s workers live in circumstances of economic insecurity that foster ‘a world full of anxiety and anger,’ according to a new United Nations study published today.

Only 8 per cent of people – fewer than one in 10 – live in countries providing favourable economic security, according to the survey produced by the International Labour Organization (ILO). A socio-economic safety net, rather than income level, not only promotes personal well-being, happiness and tolerance but also benefits growth, development and social stability, it says.

“Unless we can make our societies more equal and the global economy more inclusive, very few will achieve economic security or decent work,” ILO Director-General Juan Somavia said in connection with the study’s release in Geneva.

The report marks the first attempt to measure global economic security as perceived by ordinary people and was based on detailed household and workplace surveys covering over 48,000 workers and more than 10,000 workplaces worldwide.

Survey results paint a mixed global picture, showing that some lower-income countries achieve higher levels of economic security than certain rich nations. South and South-East Asia have a greater share of global economic security – 14 per cent – than their share of world income – 7 per cent. By contrast, Latin American States provide their citizens with less economic security.

Other key findings of the survey include:

· The most important determinant of national happiness is the extent of income security, measured in terms of income protection and a low degree of income inequality.

· Employment security is diminishing almost everywhere, due to the informalization of economic activities, outsourcing and regulatory reforms.

· Job security – defined as a position with good prospects of satisfying work and a career – is weak in most countries.

· Women usually experience more employment insecurity on average than men and face more types of insecurity.

· Political democracy and civil liberties significantly increase economic security but economic growth has only a weak impact on security over the longer-term.

* * *

Yemen

1 September – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today paid tribute to Yemen’s former Permanent Representative to the United Nations Abdullah Saleh Al-Ashtal, who served in his post for almost 30 years.

“As one of Yemen’s most articulate diplomats and a widely popular delegate to the United Nations, he was a leading advocate of economic and social development,” Mr. Annan said in a statement issued by his spokesman voicing sadness at the death of a man who was “deeply committed to the work and ideals of the UN.”

Ambassador Al-Ashtal presented his credentials on 29 May 1973, as Permanent Representative of the People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen, and continued to represent a united Yemen from 1990 until July 2002.

* * *

Guatemala

1 September – The United Nations Verification Mission in Guatemala (MINUGUA) has deplored recent violent clashes over land in the country, calling for a strategic response to the overall problem.

During the violence confrontations on Tuesday, riot police tried to evict armed squatters from a ranch in the southern province of Retalhuleu.

Stressing that the current crisis is affecting hundreds of peasant families, MINUGUA called for land conflicts to be resolved through dialogue and public policies.

* * *

UN Volunteers

1 September – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today welcomed proposals to streamline the United Nations Volunteers programme (UNV), which seeks to mobilize people worldwide in the service of peace and development in sectors ranging from agriculture and health to support of human rights and electoral processes.

In a note to the General Assembly, Mr. Annan generally endorses as “balanced and constructive” a report by the Joint Inspection Unit (JIU) that evaluated UNV and recommended improvements to ensure the most efficient use of resources.

He also notes that the JIU concluded that the programme had proven to be dynamic and quick to respond to changing and expanding demands.

The report’s proposals to UNV include focussing on a more limited number of high-priority activities and trying to achieve a balance between ongoing activities and new initiatives and projects.

It also calls for management to continue improving the representation of volunteers from under-represented countries as well as women and youth.

Created the General Assembly in 1970 to serve as an operational partner in development cooperation at the request of member states, UNV encourages people to become active in volunteering in their countries and is administered by the UN Development Programme (UNDP), working through UNDP offices around the world.

Some 5,000 qualified and experienced women and men of nearly 160 nationalities serve each year in developing countries. Since 1971, 30,000 UN Volunteers have worked in about 140 countries. Currently, nearly 70 per cent are citizens of developing states while the remaining 30 per cent come from the industrialized world.

They work in technical cooperation with governments, with community-based initiatives, in humanitarian relief and rehabilitation and in support of human rights, electoral and peace-building processes.

* * *

China 

1 September – UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) chief Carol Bellamy has completed a two-day visit to Tibet as part of an effort to refine strategies to reduce the stark disparities that affect much of Western China.

“There has been much progress for women and children here, but there is still much work to do to catch up with the rest of China,” Ms. Bellamy said yesterday. “We need to strengthen preventive health and do a better job of packaging interventions like education, sanitation and hygiene,” she added.

Although there has been significant progress in primary health care in the last decade, Tibet still has the highest maternal and child mortality rates in China. UNICEF has been working with local government in Tibet since 1980.

In the last decade, child and maternal death rates in Tibet have dropped by around half, reflecting enormous gains. Still, child mortality stands at 53 per 1,000 live births and maternal mortality is over 400 per 100,000 live births, up to eight times higher than the national rate.

The UNICEF China programme is mounting intensive efforts, in collaboration with local partners, to develop new strategies to tackle these disparities over the next five years.

Ms. Bellamy, who visited families, health clinics and elementary schools in Naidung and Chongjie counties and received an up-close look at issues faced at village level through numerous discussions with parents, health workers and teachers, called for expanding preventive health practices as opposed to relying on traditional treatments of disease.

Tibet and much of Western China lag behind the rest of the country in the use of iodized salt to combat iodine deficiency, a problem which reduces IQ by 10 to 15 points. Household usage of iodized salt in Tibet is 39 per cent while the rate for China as a whole is over 95 per cent.

“We are gratified to see how the Government has met the substantial challenges in basic education, but with the dramatic social changes coming to China time is running out to help Tibet and all the Western provinces to catch up,” Ms. Bellamy said, summing up her visit.

* *** *

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

DAILY PRESS BRIEFING BY THE OFFICE OF THE SPOKESMAN FOR THE SECRETARY-GENERAL
Following is a near-verbatim transcript of today’s noon briefing by Marie Okabe, Associate Spokesperson for Secretary-General Kofi Annan.

Good afternoon.  Sorry I’m a few minutes late.

**Statement on Hostage-Taking in Russian Federation
I have a statement attributable to the Spokesman for the Secretary-General on the hostage-taking in the Russian Federation.
The Secretary-General was appalled to learn that more than 100 pupils are being held hostage at a secondary school in Beslan, Russian Federation.  The attack on the school has already resulted in deaths.  He calls for the immediate release of the children, their parents and teachers, and condemns in the strongest terms this criminal act directed against the most vulnerable members of society. 
**Bellamy on Hostage-Taking
Also on this issue, United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) Executive Director Carol Bellamy appealed for the “immediate and unconditional release of the children”.
“Children must never be used for political purposes, and schools must never be degraded to places of violence”, she said.
“They must be preserved as safe havens for children to learn and play.  If we don’t respect the sanctity of childhood, then we have nothing.”
Bellamy added that the children's safety should be the paramount concern of all parties involved.
Her statement is available upstairs.
**Moscow Subway Terrorist Attack
In a statement we issued yesterday, the Secretary-General condemned in the strongest terms the terrorist attack at the Rizhskaya subway station in Moscow, which resulted in the death and injury of many innocent victims.  He conveyed his heartfelt condolences to the Russian people and the families of the victims.
**Security Council
Here at United Nations Headquarters, Spain has assumed the presidency of the Security Council for the month of September.  The Council President, Ambassador Juan Antonio Yañez-Barnuevo of Spain, is currently holding bilateral meetings today on the month’s programme.
We announced to you a short while ago that the Council President has scheduled consultations at 5:00 p.m. today on the programme of work, the situation in the Middle East and Threats to International Peace and Security caused by terrorist acts, and other matters.
The Security Council President is scheduled to brief you here in room 226 around 1:00 p.m. tomorrow on the September programme of work.
**Security Council - Sudan
And as you know by now, the Security Council has received the report on the implementation of Security Council Resolution 1556 concerning Darfur, Sudan.
And the Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Sudan, Jan Pronk, will brief the Council on the report in an open meeting tomorrow.  He will speak to you at the stakeout following that open briefing.
**Sudan - Release of WFP Staff
On Sudan from the field, the World Food Programme (WFP) today announced the safe release of three of its employees who had been held captive by rebels in Darfur.
While welcoming their release, WFP condemned the fact that humanitarian workers were being targeted by armed groups.
The three WFP staff, as well as three members of the Sudanese Red Crescent, disappeared in north Darfur on Saturday afternoon, while they were on a mission to register displaced people.
Their release was secured on Wednesday, following negotiations by a United Nations security team with rebels from the Sudan Liberation Army (SLA) who had abducted them.
The WFP, meanwhile, appealed for $12 million to expand its special feeding in refugee camps in Chad to save tens of thousands of children under the age of five as well as women fleeing Darfur.
**Sudan - Other
Insecurity and violent clashes continue to be reported in the three states of Darfur, according to information reported at the weekly press briefing by the UN mission in Khartoum today, and a general feeling of fear remains among the internally displaced persons (IDPs) who are reluctant to return to their villages at this time.
Major gaps in humanitarian relief remain, despite an increase in many types of assistance that has been delivered over the past few weeks.
The briefing notes also mention that on the Naivasha talks in Kenya, on the North-South Sudan peace process, the Government of the Sudan and the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement -- the SPLM -- renewed yesterday the agreement on cessation of hostilities for another three months, until 31 November of this year.
Briefing notes from Khartoum are available upstairs.
**Iraq
Turning to Iraq:  from Baghdad, the Secretary-General’s Deputy Special Representative, RossMountain, today met with Ms. Pascale Isho, Iraq’s Minister of Displacement and Migration.
They discussed the issue of the resettlement of internally displaced persons in the north and the returning refugees from Iran in the south of Iraq.  The continuing United Nations support for the Ministry and their facilities in Basra was also discussed.
More information is available upstairs.
**Nepal
And yesterday afternoon, for those who may have missed it, we issued a statement on behalf of the Secretary-General regarding the killing of the 12 Nepalese hostages in Iraq.  Through the statement, the Secretary-General said he was appalled and dismayed by the gruesome murder.
He conveyed his deepest sympathy and sincere condolences to the bereaved families.  
We have a full text of that statement upstairs.
**Côte d’Ivoire
On the racks today, is the latest report to the Security Council on Côte d’Ivoire by the Secretary-General.  In it he says that it is encouraging that some progress has been made in Côte d’Ivoire towards implementing the Accra Agreement, but adds that much remains to be done, within a short period of time.
The Secretary-General urges the Ivorian parties to ensure that crucial deadlines for the adoption of legal reforms, and for the revision of Article 35 of the Constitution on the eligibility criteria for the Presidency, are closely adhered to.
He reminds the Ivorian parties of their personal responsibility for ensuring that the commitments made in Accra are translated into concrete actions on the ground that will urgently move the peace process forward.
The report notes that the deployment of the UN Mission in Côte d’Ivoire has had a general positive impact on the security in the country, which has continued to become more stable during this period.
**UNRWA
The United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA) today protested to the Israeli Government at the ongoing closure of the Erez Crossing into the Gaza Strip. 
The closure, which began on Tuesday, that’s the 31st of August, yesterday, seriously damages UNRWA’s ability to carry out its humanitarian mandate in the occupied Palestinian territory.
In an unprecedented and serious development, the Israeli authorities have barred Peter Hansen, the Agency’s Commissioner-General, from leaving Gaza to carry out his duties in the West Bank.  It is unheard of for the executive head of a United Nations agency to have his freedom of movement flagrantly curtailed by a memberState of the United Nations in this way.
We have more upstairs in a press release from UNRWA.
**Rwanda Tribunal
Also out today is the ninth report of the Rwanda Tribunal, saying the Tribunal is on schedule to complete all trials by 2008.  To accomplish that task, the Tribunal would complete trials involving some 65 to 70 persons over the next few years.
By the end of this year, 25 persons will be on trial, the report says. 
However, it adds, the Tribunal needs sufficient resources to complete its work.  Recently, recruitment of new staff was frozen because certain member States had failed to pay their contributions to the ad hoc tribunals.  It is essential that this situation be resolved as soon as possible.
**Afghanistan
And today in Afghanistan, the Afghan Government and the United Nations Mission launched a joint appeal for $71.3 million to deal with the drought in parts of the country.  That includes $51.8 million for food and $19.4 million for non-food items.
**Guatemala
And the UN Mission in Guatemala (MINUGUA) has deplored the violent clashes which took place yesterday when riot police tried to evict armed squatters from a ranch in the southern province of Retalhuleu.  In a press release, MINUGUA stresses that the current crisis is affecting hundreds of peasant families and calls for land conflicts to be resolved through dialogue and public policies.
**UNFPA - Reproductive Health
Developing countries are making real gains in promoting reproductive health and women’s rights, but they’re hampered by inadequate support from rich nations and serious problems persist.
That was the message of Thoraya Ahmed Obaid, Executive Director of the United Nations Population Fund, at an NGO conference in London yesterday.
We have her comments available in a press release upstairs.
**United Nations Volunteers
Also available today, in a note on the racks today, is the Secretary-General saying that he is pleased that the Joint Inspection Unit has concluded that the UN Volunteers programme has proven to be dynamic and quick to respond to changing and expanding demands.  
**ILO - Economic Security
And finally, economic security remains out of reach for most of the world's workers with about three quarters of them living in circumstances of economic insecurity that foster "a world full of anxiety and anger”.  That’s one of the findings a new study by the International Labour Organization (ILO).
The report highlights that people's economic security promotes personal well-being, happiness and tolerance, while benefiting growth and development.
But that only eight per cent of people -- fewer than one in 10 -- live in countries providing favourable economic security.
You can read more about that upstairs in our office as well.
That’s all I have for you.  Any questions?  Yes, Richard?
**Questions and Answers
Question:  I realize it’s not an official document, but how significant is the Secretary-General’s report on Sudan -- do you believe -- in this humanitarian crisis, what the findings are for the Security Council? 
Associate Spokesperson:  I think we have to defer comment on this report until tomorrow.  The Security Council members just received an advance copy of the report in English overnight.  They’re studying it now.  Jan Pronk, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative, will be briefing in an open meeting tomorrow morning, and he will take questions from you at the stakeout microphone immediately afterwards.
Question:  Can you give us one highlight, though; that it seems to be a report that indicates the Sudanese Government is still not doing enough?
Associate Spokesman:  Richard, the document that you’re reading from is not out as an official document yet.  It was transmitted to members of the Council to study prior to the briefing tomorrow.  
Question:  Actually, I’m reading something else here.  The Governor of California, in his speech to the Republican National Convention, said if you’re in favour of democracy, then the United States, in effect, is your best hope, not the United Nations.  That makes you a Republican.  What is your comment on that? 

Associate Spokesperson:  Well, I don’t think we’re going to comment on every speech made at a political convention.  But I would like to point out to you that by the end of today, the United Nations will have hosted about 1,000 Republicans who are in New York to attend the convention.

In an event sponsored by the UN Foundation later today, over 650 young Republicans will be attending a briefing on the United Nations, where they are going to be hearing from UN officials on issues from United Nations reform to the United Nations role in Iraq, Sudan and Afghanistan.

And last night, a reception was held for the International Democrat Union (IDU), an international associate of conservative political parties.  We had some very senior UN officials there as well.  

Additionally, free tours of the United Nations were offered to all Republican delegates and their families.  And we just looked into that and we expect by the end of today to have given organized tours to close to 900 convention attendees.

Question:  So is he taking a cheap shot at the United Nations?

Associate Spokesperson:  As I said, we’re not going to comment on individual speeches at the convention. 

Question:  Has Security been alerted that so many Republicans are in the building?  

Associate Spokesperson:  Security is aware of everything going on in the building.  Thanks.  

Question:  Can you give me any more details about the WFP people who were taken?  Was that by the Sudanese Government, what happened to them and how many of them were there?  Were there three?

Associate Spokesperson:  Yes, there’s a press release upstairs from the WFP, as well as from the UN Mission in Khartoum.  But what happened was that  three Sudanese local staff of the WFP, and also a few -- three -- Sudanese Red Crescent workers on a routine mission went missing as of 3:00 p.m. on Saturday.  And we just heard the good news that they had been released.  

If there are no other questions, have a very good afternoon.

* *** *
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