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Warning by UN as dust storms worsenBy Andrew Ward in SeoulPublished: April 3 2004 5:00 | Last Updated: April 3 2004 5:00[image: image1.png]



For a few days each spring, the skies over Seoul turn a dull yellow as sand from the deserts of Mongolia and northern China is blown across the Korean peninsula. The dust storms bring an annual windfall for window-cleaners and car-washers. But the United Nations warned this week that the phenomenon was becoming a serious threat to people's health and damaging economies throughout a large section of east Asia.

The UN Environmental Programme (UNEP) said dust storms had intensified fivefold in Asia over the past half century, as deforestation, over-farming and climate change turn growing parts of the region into desert. The dust particles pick up toxic pollutants as they pass through the industrial belt along China's east coast.

In severe cases, the storms have caused schools to close and flights to be cancelled in South Korea. The dusty air disrupts semiconductor plants and halts paint work at shipyards and car factories, while farmers complain about the sandy film that gathers on crops.

With the dust sometimes reaching as far as Japan and elsewhere around the Pacific basin, the loss to the region's economy is $6.5bn a year, according to the UNEP. The issue was discussed at a meeting of the UN agency's governing council in South Korea this week.

Klaus Topfer, executive director of the UNEP, said Asian dust was an example of the growing number of environmental problems that straddled national boundaries, demanding an international response. In the late 1990s, man-made forest fires in Indonesia spread smog across much of south-east Asia, causing billions of dollars of losses to the region's tourist industry.

South Korea, Japan and China have launched a series of joint projects to tackle the dust problem. Monitoring stations have been established in China to provide early warning of approaching storms and tree planting programmes are under way to reverse the desertification process.

China's portion of the Gobi desert expanded by 52,400 square kilometres between 1994 and 1999, according to the UNEP.

"China's rapid desertification and [the] ensuing yellow dust has posed a serious threat to Korea and Japan," said the Korea Times newspaper. "Environmental changes in one part of the world eventually affect the rest."

A single dust storm can dump more than 8,000 tonnes of sand on South Korea, according to the country's Rural Development Agency. The concentration of heavy metals and other pollutants in the air rises by up to 20-fold, increasing the risk of respiratory and eye disorders and even lung cancer.

South Korea has had dust storms on average 12.5 days a year since 1998, compared with six days a year in the eight years before.

South China Morning Post
April 5, 2004

HEADLINE: Officials blind to need to unite on sandstorms

BODY:
Shi Jiangtao and Reuters

A gatekeeper at the Beijing Broadcasting Institute, Mrs Li, was riding her bicycle to work last Monday when one of the worst sandstorms in years struck.

"I could not ride at all. I had no choice but to walk, as other riders did," she said. 

"I could hardly breathe and open my eyes amid such a strong storm. Sand was blowing all over the sky."

Other Beijingers such as Liu Min were forced to stay indoors.

"There was sunshine and the sky was blue before it came. Then it quickly turned to yellowish and grey, and became as dark as six or seven o'clock at night," recalled Mr Liu, 28, a university student.

The storm, the eighth this year, affected more than 70 million people in 11 provinces and cities, the State Forestry Administration said. And a lack of co -ordination among government departments and the sheer scale of the problem mean the storms are not going to go away in a hurry.

In the past, officials usually blamed the sandstorms that hit Beijing almost every spring on worsening desertification in remote provinces such as Xinjiang and Gansu.

But scientists with the China Meteorological Administration said last week that the sand swept in by last Monday's storm came from local sources.

The difference in opinion among government departments and research institutions over where the storms originate and how to deal with them had slowed the process of finding a solution, the 21st Century Business Herald reported in its latest edition.

"There should be an institution which co-ordinates research, supervision and control," a researcher at the Chinese Academy of Sciences said.

Beijing was now surrounded by sand, the report said. There are deserts in the east, north and west, and the desertification-hit province of Hebei.

There are five sand belts in the city's suburban districts of Fangshan and Daxing, covering an area of 440 sq km, and a huge amount of underground sand that is constantly being unearthed by building projects throughout the city.

But many believed the problem had been solved when sandstorms failed to materialise last year. Then, last November, a national research project on dust and sandstorms folded due to a lack of funding, the Herald report said.

The taskforce - which was established in 1999 after severe sandstorms in Beijing, which caused concern among delegates at the National People's Congress - had been struggling with little funding to make progress in studying the origins of the sand and the storms' impact on Beijing, project leader Dong Xuhui said.

But the absence of storms last year appeared to have dealt a fatal blow to the cash-starved project.

"Sandstorms have returned again this year ... but the project has been stopped. What else can I say?" Mr Dong said in the report. "We are working on profitable projects now."

The sandstorms are not only causing headaches on the mainland. The United Nations Environment Programme says they are blowing out of the dry regions of northern China and Mongolia and crossing over into Japan and the Korean peninsula.

Sandstorms have been recorded for more than 1,000 years but they now affect the region nearly five times as frequently as they did 50 years ago.
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SciDev.Net

UNEP gets mixed reaction to environment panel idea [image: image2.png]


Ehsan Masood
2 April 2004
Source: SciDev.Net


Plans for an international scientific panel to assess changes in the global environment have failed to win consensus within the United Nations system.

A split has emerged between the European Union and a number of developing countries over a United Nations proposal to create a new intergovernmental panel of scientists to assess the extent of global environmental change, operating in a manner similar to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). 

The idea for such a panel had been put to governments by the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) in a major consultation exercise. In this, countries were asked for their ideas on how UNEP could improve its monitoring and assessment of environmental change. 

But in his report to a meeting of the world's environment ministers that ended in Jeju, South Korea, on Wednesday (31 March), UNEP executive director Klaus Toepfer revealed that there had been sharp differences of opinion on the idea for a new intergovernmental panel. 

Out of 59 governments that had responded to the consultation, 26 were in favour, six said that a new panel could be "useful", and 19 were opposed.  

The panel's strongest supporters include the European Union. Its critics include the United States, Japan, Russia and many developing countries, including Argentina, Brazil, China and India.

Most countries said they favoured strengthening UNEP's existing science initiatives. These include the UNEP World Conservation Monitoring Centre in Cambridge, United Kingdom, as well as the agency's periodic survey of the environment, known as the Global Environment Outlook.

They also suggested that UNEP should strengthen its links with other scientific institutions in different countries, as well as with the many other UN agencies involved in environmental protection.

But there was less unanimity about the idea of a new panel. UNEP suggests that it should include natural and social scientists from different environment-related disciplines, and would have strong representation from developing countries. Like the IPCC, its members would be nominated by governments, who would put their name to its research reports.

Supporters of the proposal argue that scientists are increasingly discovering that environmental issues — such as climate change and biodiversity — are closely linked. A better understanding of global environmental change therefore needs researchers from different disciplines to formally review each other's work, and eventually set joint priorities and carry out research together. 

They also believe that an intergovernmental panel would carry more weight with governments, encouraging them to take stronger political action to protect the environment.

Many of the critics, however, say that although the idea of a new panel is not in itself misguided, it faces many practical obstacles, including deciding which scientific disciplines should be represented.

The critics also foresee potential conflicts with existing intergovernmental panels such as the IPCC and the science panel attached to the Global Environment Facility. Most countries also agreed that the operation of the new panel would be very difficult to fund. 

The developing countries that opposed the panel said that UNEP should focus its attention more on helping them to improve their indigenous scientific capacity, and to secure unrestricted access to environmental data.

"We completely understand the need for more precise scientific information," says one official from the Indian government. "But countries do not want yet another new body."

He argues that, by helping to establish separate UN conventions on climate change and biodiversity, UNEP is responsible for environmental issues being addressed in a piecemeal fashion. "This is not how it should be," he says. "So either we completely change UNEP, or we learn to live with what we have."

The United States was more blunt in its response. It completely rejected the need for any new panel, arguing that its findings would be "meaningless", and that the panel would lead to "the politicisation of science".

_____________________________________________________________________________________

Le Bulletin

Les engrais à l'origine de « zones de la mort » dans les océans 
Jeju, 29 mars 2004 - Des « zones de la mort » privées d'oxygène se multiplient au fond des océans et ces cimetières de poissons et de la flore menacent les ressources de centaines de millions de gens, a déclaré le Programme de l'ONU pour l'environnement (PNUE). 

Certains de ces zones sont relativement petites, moins parfois d'un Km2, mais d'autres atteignent les 70.000 Km2, selon un rapport de l'agence présenté à une conférence internationale de trois jours réunissants ministres et spécialistes de 155 pays sur l'ile de Jeju. 

La pollution, en particulier l'usage excessif d'azote dans les engrais, est responsable de la multiplication de ces zones dont le nombre a doublé depuis 1990 à près de 150 dans le monde. 

« A moins d'une réaction d'urgence pour traiter le problème à la source, il risque de s'agraver rapidement », a averti le directeur exécutif du PNUE, Klaus Toepfer. 

« Des centaines de millions de gens dépendant de l'environnement marin pour leur nourriture, pour leurs revenus et pour leur culture », a-t-il dit. 

Le poisson représente quelque 17% des protéines animales dans le monde mais les réserves de poisson sont menacées par des pêches excessives au cours des dernières décennies et par l'extension des zones où l'oxygène a disparu. 

Le phénomène apparu au début des années 1960 est lié à l'usage excessif d'engrais dans l'agriculture, dont le principal ingrédient est l'azote. 

L'azote favorise la croissance des végétaux sur terre mais lorsqu'il est répandu dans les mers par les rivières et sous l'effet des pluies, il provoque la floraison d'algues. Celles-ci se déposent au fond de la mer et se décomposent, y absorbant l'oxygène et étouffant la vie marine. 

Les déchets de carburants fossiles et des centrales électriques augmentent aussi la quantité d'azote dans les océans. 

La plupart des 160 millions de tonnes d'azote utilisées comme engrais chaque année finissent dans la mer. 

La consommation de l'oxygène a pour résultat à terme de tuer les poissons, coquillages et autres formes de la vie marine. 

Marion Cheatle, une spécialiste scientifique du PNUE, a ajouté que les zones de la mort servaient le plus souvent de zones de croissance des espèces marines. 

« Si elles sont touchées, le renouvellement des réserves de poisson sera également affecté », a-t-elle dit. 

Les grandes « zones de la mort » sont situées dans le Golfe du Mexique, la Baie de Chesapeake au large de la cote est des Etats-Unis, la Mer Noire et la Baltique, et certaines parties de l'Adriatique. 

D'autres sont apparues au large de l'Amérique du Sud, du Japon, de la Chine, de l'Australie et de la Nouvelle-Zélande. Certaines sont permanentes, d'autres temporaires. 

Le PNUE réclame que l'on mette fin au recours massif à l'azote. Cela a été fait en Europe par les pays riverains du Rhin qui ont réussi à réduire de 37% entre 1985 et 2000 la quantité d'azote en Mer du Nord. 

Source : AFP 

_________________________________________________________________________________________

Xinhua News Agency

Preparations in Full Swing for Int'l Environment Conference 
Senior officials from the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) arrived Saturday in Xiamen city, east China's Fujian Province, to confer on preparations for the Second International Environment Conference scheduled for the coastal city on Oct. 12-15.  

Cees Van de Guchte, a UNEP official, said the conference serves as a platform for experience exchange, sharing of new technology and cooperation for countries from across the world. 
 
The upcoming conference, at the co-sponsorship of the UNEP, China's State Environmental Protection Administration and the Xiamen city government, will probe into solutions to environmental problems, with topics involving the environment's effect on human health, and connection with social and economic growth, as well as technologies and measures to lessen environmental pollution. 
 
Approximately 500 representatives from around the world have confirmed their presence at the conference. 
 
In addition, UNEP will fund 20 to 30 destitute countries to send representatives to the conference. 
 
The first International Environment Conference was held in Beijing in 2001, with the attendance of more than 400 scholars and experts from over 30 countries and regions. 
 
It has been agreed that China will host the conference every three years in different cities. 
 
______________________________________________________________________________________

BNamericas.com via NewsEdge Corporation

04/02/2004 04:26:26

UNEP study says waste, sewage affecting island tourism

: A study carried out by the United Nations' Environment Program (UNEP) says that piles of garbage and sewage are burying small islands in the Caribbean and Pacific, discouraging tourists and hurting the region's economy, local press reported. Worldwide, it is estimated that one in 20 people contract illnesses from bathing in the oceans, as a result of untreated wastewater.

In some Caribbean islands, more than 80% of wastewater is dumped untreated into the coastal zones, while that number reaches 98% for the islands in the Pacific northeast, Chilean paper La Segunda said.

Since 1990, the amount of plastic waste on small islands has increased fivefold.

The study also shows 150 "dead zones" as a result of fertilizers, contamination and waste disposal. Dead zones are oxygen-deficient areas in the seas and oceans.

Waste buildup now rates among rising sea levels, overfishing and water shortages as a top danger to these small island developing states, and may, in turn, lead to drops in tourist levels - often their major business, the

Jamaica Observer quoted the UNEP study as saying.

The growing tourism industry has created a new trend of health and economic hazards in the region, leaving island nations without space or funds to dispose of garbage and sewage. These islands across the Caribbean, Indian and Pacific oceans are some of the most vulnerable because of their remote location and limited natural resources, the paper added.

In the Caribbean, the number of tourists rose 19% to 17.1 million people/y from 1993-1997.

Most of the environmental damage from tourism comes during the construction of resorts, not their operation, because of decisions to build too close to fragile coastlines and industrial waste, the paper quoted study coordinator Veerle Vandeweed as saying.

The Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS), a group of 45 island nations, is working with aid agencies, the private sector and other governments to gain access to better waste disposal technology and funds, the paper quoted AOSIS president Jagdish Koonjul as saying. .end (paragraph)<<BNamericas.com

-- 04/01/04>> <P><< Copyright &copy;2004 BNamericas.com >>
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Oxygen-Deprived "Dead Zones" Increasing in World's Oceans                                                                        

 by Roddy Scheer                                                                                                                  

     Last week the U.N. Environment Program announced that the number of oxygen-deprived "dead zones" in the world's oceans has been  increasing since the 1970s and has nearly reached 150, threatening fisheries as well as humans who depend on fish.               

     These "dead zones" are caused by dumped sewage, emissions from vehicles and factories, and an excess of nitrogen from farm fertilizers. In what experts call a "nitrogen cascade," the chemical flows untreated into oceans and triggers the proliferation of plankton, which in turn depletes oxygen in the water.                                                                         

     While fish might flee this suffocation, slow moving, bottom-dwelling creatures like clams, lobsters and oysters are less able to escape.                                                                                                                          

     UNEP program executive director Klaus Toepfer noted that 146 dead zones--most in Europe and the U.S. East Coast--range from under a square mile to up to 45,000 square miles. "Unless urgent action is taken to tackle the sources of the problem," he said, "it is likely to escalate rapidly."                                                                                              

     The program noted that some of the earliest recorded dead zones were in Chesapeake Bay, the Baltic Sea, Scandinavia's Kattegat  Strait, the Black Sea and the northern Adriatic Sea. The most infamous zone is in the Gulf of Mexico, where the Mississippi River dumps fertilizer runoff from the Midwest.                                                                                  

                       __________________________________________________________________________________________

Environmental Media Services

Source: International Children's Conference on the Environment
Posted by: International Children's Conference - archive 
Posted on: Sunday, April 4, 2004 at 6:39 PM
New London, Connecticut (USA): Organizers of the 2004 Tunza International Children's Conference on the Environment have announced that 11 majestic Tall Ships from all over the world are scheduled to grace local waters this summer. This ships will be sailing into New London as part of a Tall Ships Environmental Festival, which is being hosted to raise public awareness about pressing environmental problems.
A parade of sail on July 22 will mark the start of the Tall Ships Environmental Festival, which will be held in conjuction with the children's conference. The fleet will dock at the Festival at State Pier in downtown New London until July 25th. 

Participating ships include Cuauhtemoc (Mexico), Eagle (USA), Gloria (Colombia), Capitan Miranda (Uruguay), Mircea (Romania), Iskra (Poland), Pogoria (Poland), Quinnipiak (USA), AJ Meerwald (USA), Clearwater (USA), and Amistad (USA).

Mike Van Leesten, Chair of the Board, International Coalition for Children and the Environment and emcee at the press conference introduced Captain Edgar Cabrera, Colombian Naval Attaché, Captain Scot Graham, Deputy Sector Commander, United States Coast Guard, Richard Brown, City Manger, New London, CT. and Peter Mello, American Sail Training Association, who each said a few words in support of the Tall Ships Environmental Festival.

As part of the press conference, representatives from The Day Publishing Company and News Channel 8 WTNH were on hand to announce their respective partnerships with the Conference and Festival as official media sponsors. Each Major Sponsor will provide extensive media promotion for both events.

Also present at the press conference were representatives from several of the participating Tall Ships including: Rear Admiral Conrado Aparicio Blanco; Mexican Naval Attaché, Tall Ship CUAUHTEMOC; and Dipl. Eng LTC Mircea Mocanu, Assistant Defense, Military, Air and Naval Attaché, Tall Ship MIRCEA, Romania.

The Tall Ships Environmental Festival will help raise awareness about the significant environmental issues being addressed at the International Children's Conference. Sponsored by the United Nations Environmental Programme, the prestigious conference will bring children ages 10-13 from 100 countries to the campus of Connecticut College from July 19-23, 2004. The next generation of environmental leaders, these children will learn about the environment, meet new international friends with common interests, and develop the skills necessary to impact future environmental practices and policies.

The Tall Ships Environmental Festival will include a large environmental expo where environmental groups will explain their programs and companies will display cutting edge environmental technology. There will be plenty of family-friendly events, live entertainment, and much more. 

The Mashantucket Pequot Tribal Nation is the Founding Sponsor of the 2004 Tunza International Children's Conference on the Environment. Other Sponsors include Cross Sound Ferry and the Mohegan Tribe. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________

New Zealand News

Profit comes before preserving the planet 

05.04.2004
COMMENT 
One morning recently I woke up and read through my usual array of international media. In the middle of the lead story from the Washington Post about mercury levels in seafood, I began to feel a deep wash of shame. 

The article warned women of childbearing age to limit their intake of fish from species such as white tuna. Issued by the Food and Drug Administration, the advisory was immediately criticised for understating the risks of eating fish. 

The Environmental Working Group, a non-profit group of environmental investigators, said the FDA was misusing scientific data and withholding information regarding the true level of mercury in seafood. 

Senior vice-president Richard Wiles said the coal and seafood industries' interests beat out the health interests of America's children. 

And here's where New Zealand comes in, with Conservation Minister Chris Carter giving the go-ahead to develop the Pike River coalfield. 

Against vigorous opposition, the minister decided that an access road through pristine forested areas, the potential for seepage, scarring and vastly reduced river flows was not enough to protect this unique area of spectacular conservation and landscape values. 

But while this destruction should have been enough on its own, the issue is much broader. About 1.1 million tonnes of Pike River coal will be exported to Asia, Europe and possibly the United States each year for 15 to 18 years. The coal will be used to power steel mills, the single largest source of mercury pollution in the world. 

Mercury is a potent neurotoxin that once in the air, falls down with rain and washes into the nearest body of water, where it is absorbed by fish, becoming increasingly toxic as it works its way up the aquatic food chain, until it ends up in concentrated levels in widely eaten deep-sea fish such as tuna and swordfish. 

The poisons then accumulate in the women who eat the fish, transferring to their offspring and causing serious neurological and developmental problems. 

But it's not just mercury. Burning fossil fuels turns rain acidic, leading eventually to everything from asthma to Alzheimer's and brain damage. 

Acid rain destroys lakes and forests and is blamed for the death of hundreds of thousands of hectares of forests across North America and Europe and the unprecedented death of fish and bird species that eat the toxic fish and insects. 

No doubt New Zealand Oil and Gas, the majority owners of the Pike River mine, will argue that, as a good corporate citizen, it adheres to all government standards in the countries they export to. And maybe it does. 

But does that absolve it from responsibility when it knows that in the US the Bush Administration's approach to pollution is tailored to the continued use of coal with incentives to keep filthy plants operating - without having to install more pollution controls - and that coal-burning power stations have just been excused from complying with the Clean Air Act? 

And that a United Nations Environment Programme report says coal-fired power stations now account for 70 per cent of new, quantified man-made mercury emissions to the atmosphere, with the lion's share coming from Asia. 

Here's the odd thing. As individuals we're encouraged to think global, act local. But for corporations, where all enterprise is equal and weighed only in terms of economic outcomes, the maxim becomes act global, think local. 

In other words, when outcomes such as environmental destruction emerge, globalisation switches seamlessly to localisation, the problem left neatly behind in some filthy Asian or American backyard. 

But perhaps I'm being a little harsh. After all New Zealand Oil and Gas is simply going about the legitimate business of increasing shareholder value. In our society that's considered a noble enterprise and it would be naive to expect the company to be less environmentally blind than any other in the extractive industry. 

That's where the Minister of Conservation comes in. As an elected official it is his role to offer up a social counterweight to the rapacious demand of a dinosaur industry denuded of responsibility for the common good. It is his responsibility to look past the local situation to the international picture of New Zealand's role in preserving the planet. 

This minister has made a mockery of the Department of Conservation and his trusted role in it. If the minister, the elected representative of the people of this country, won't come down on the side of common good, who will? 

Certainly not us ordinary folks. After all, when did any of us last attend a protest meeting, send a submission to Parliament or call a local MP to voice concern over an environmental issue? And I wonder how many of us are preparing to buy shares in Pike River when it lists on the stock market. 

Shame on you, Chris Carter, for your decision. You may hide behind your Government mandate, but by playing your hand this way you are feeding climate change, with all its concomitant effects - from mass species extinction and ecosystem breakdown to worldwide human suffering. 

And shame on us for allowing you to do it. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________

BBC

Britain to ratify seabird treaty 
Britain is to ratify a global treaty to help reduce the 300,000 seabird deaths caused every year by long fishing lines - often used to catch tuna. 
Fishing vessels using the waters of ratifying countries must take measures to protect albatrosses and petrels. 

Measures include setting lines at night, using bird-scaring streamers and weighting lines to make hooks sink. 

Britain's overseas territories the Falklands, South Georgia and Tristan da Cunha are the birds' breeding grounds. 

Countries ratifying the Agreement on the Conservation of Albatrosses and Petrels will also be required to protect the birds' breeding grounds, reduce habitat loss and tackle marine pollution in the waters under their jurisdiction. 

Dr Euan Dunn, of the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) and BirdLife International, said: "UK ratification is welcome and timely news and a hugely significant breakthrough in our battle to prevent albatross extinctions. 

All the nations into whose waters these species range, must urgently ratify the treaty if we are to prevent extinctions 
Dr Euan Dunn 
RSPB and BirdLife International 

"All 21 albatross species face extinction - but this threat can still be reversed if more countries ratify this treaty and take decisive action. 

"This move by the British government should be a powerful catalyst for that to happen." 

"The strength of the treaty is in its international cooperation to protect seabirds, which cross oceanic boundaries at will. 

"All the nations into whose waters these species range, must urgently ratify the treaty if we are to prevent extinctions." 

According to BirdLife International, two albatross species are classed as critically endangered, three as endangered and a further 12 as vulnerable. 

Conservationists are also hoping to collect more than 100,000 of signatures urging the United Nations to act against pirate fleets. 

This senseless slaughter must be halted before we lose albatrosses for good 
Dr Mark Avery 
RSPB director of conservation 

RSPB director of conservation Dr Mark Avery said: "We need help to force governments to combat the appalling actions of these pirates. 

"This senseless slaughter must be halted before we lose albatrosses for good. 

"We are at the eleventh hour and face tragic consequences if action is delayed. 

"Albatrosses are some of the most evocative birds in the world. 

"They are a magnificent sight, gliding thousands of miles on globetrotting journeys across the southern hemisphere." 

Story from BBC NEWS:

________________________________________________________________________________________

BBC

Korean wetland plan 'to go ahead' 
By Alex Kirby 
BBC News Online environment correspondent in Seoul, Korea 


South Korea will inevitably complete a highly controversial project to reclaim a huge area of coastal mudflats used by migrating birds, a scientist says. 
Dr Peter Bridgewater, secretary-general of the international wetlands treaty, said he was certain it would go ahead. 

Dr Bridgewater said he believed the Korean government would try to make the project environmentally acceptable. 

Ornithologists say the mudflats, at Saemangeum on the Yellow Sea, are vital to about two million migrating birds. 

Dr Bridgewater, who heads the Ramsar Convention on wetlands, made an official visit to several ministries here on 1 April, including the ministries of foreign affairs and environment. 

Try to act 
He told BBC News Online: "They all said Saemangeum was well advanced, and they had plans to complete the key design feature of closing the estuary by the end of 2005. 

"They said they'd listened to people's concerns, and that the project would be eco-friendly as a result. 

[Saemangeum is] simply the most important site for shore birds in the whole of east Asia, on present knowledge 
Nial Moores, ornithologist 

"I pointed out to them that while it was excellent to design wetland systems into the proposed reclamation, these resources might not be available to migrating birds. 

"I offered to provide further advice if it would help, and urged the idea of nominating new Ramsar sites to the north and south of Saemangeum so as to make an integrated approach to conservation and development. 

"I was impressed at the way they listened to my suggestions and feel they are striving for the best solution for a project which is now so advanced it will inevitably have to be completed. 

"It will certainly go ahead, but there are ways to make it more environmentally acceptable and I think they will try to act on the ideas." 

'Time to lead' 
The South Korean government says it needs the land for farming and supplying fresh water. The 33-km embankment central to the scheme will be the world's longest sea dyke. 

Conservationists say Saemangeum is an essential place for birds to feed and rest on their migrations between the Arctic and the South Pacific. 

Nial Moores, a British ornithologist living in South Korea, is one of the founders of WBKEnglish (Wetlands and Birds Korea English), a conservation group. 

He describes Saemangeum as "simply the most important site for shore birds in the whole of east Asia, on present knowledge". 

He told BBC News Online: "South Korea's a global leader in terms of its economy and social influence. 

"It's time for it to live up to its responsibility and become a regional leader in conserving its wetlands and other shared natural resources." 

Some of the birds which visit Saemangeum each year undertake spectacular migrations. 

A knock out 
Mr Moores said: "Most of the birds which pass through breed in Siberia, and some in Alaska, and they spend the northern winter in south-east Asia, Australia and New Zealand. 

"The bar-tailed godwit is an unspectacular bird, about the size of a pigeon. Going south, they've been known to fly non-stop from Alaska to New Zealand in four or five days. 

"Coming back they fly from Australia to the Yellow Sea, where they stop to feed at Saemangeum. 

"If the scheme does go ahead, it will knock out from 10% to 30% of the world's population of great knots, because there's no equivalent habitat anywhere else in South Korea." 

The government has not declared Saemangeum a Ramsar site, though Dr Bridgewater said last year it richly deserved to be listed. 

The Observer
Bush attacks environment 'scare stories' 

Secret email gives advice on denying climate change 
Antony Barnett in New York
Sunday April 4, 2004
 

George W. Bush's campaign workers have hit on an age-old political tactic to deal with the tricky subject of global warming - deny, and deny aggressively. 

The Observer has obtained a remarkable email sent to the press secretaries of all Republican congressmen advising them what to say when questioned on the environment in the run-up to November's election. The advice: tell them everything's rosy. 

It tells them how global warming has not been proved, air quality is 'getting better', the world's forests are 'spreading, not deadening', oil reserves are 'increasing, not decreasing', and the 'world's water is cleaner and reaching more people'. 

The email - sent on 4 February - warns that Democrats will 'hit us hard' on the environment. 'In an effort to help your members fight back, as well as be aggressive on the issue, we have prepared the following set of talking points on where the environment really stands today,' it states. 

The memo - headed 'From medi-scare to air-scare' - goes on: 'From the heated debate on global warming to the hot air on forests; from the muddled talk on our nation's waters to the convolution on air pollution, we are fighting a battle of fact against fiction on the environment - Republicans can't stress enough that extremists are screaming "Doomsday!" when the environment is actually seeing a new and better day.' 

Among the memo's assertions are 'global warming is not a fact', 'links between air quality and asthma in children remain cloudy', and the US Environment Protection Agency is exaggerating when it says that at least 40 per cent of streams, rivers and lakes are too polluted for drinking, fishing or swimming. 

It gives a list of alleged facts taken from contentious sources. For instance, to back its claim that air quality is improving it cites a report from Pacific Research Institute - an organisation that has received $130,000 from Exxon Mobil since 1998. 

The memo also lifts details from the controversial book The Skeptical Environmentalist by Bjorn Lomborg. On the Republicans' claims that deforestation is not a problem, it states: 'About a third of the world is still covered with forests, a level not changed much since World War II. The world's demand for paper can be permanently satisfied by the growth of trees in just five per cent of the world's forests.' 

The memo's main source for the denial of global warming is Richard Lindzen, a climate-sceptic scientist who has consistently taken money from the fossil fuel industry. His opinion differs substantially from most climate scientists, who say that climate change is happening. 

But probably the most influential voice behind the memo is Frank Luntz, a Republican Party strategist. In a leaked 2002 memo, Luntz said: 'The scientific debate is closing [against us] but not yet closed. There is still a window of opportunity to challenge the science.' 

Luntz has been roundly criticised in Europe. Last month Tony Blair's chief scientific adviser, Sir David King, attacked him for being too close to Exxon. 

Rob Gueterbock of Greenpeace condemned the messages given in the Republican email. He said: 'Bush's spin doctors have been taking their brief from dodgy scientists with an Alice in Wonderland view of the world's environment. They want us to think the air is getting cleaner and that global warming is a myth. This memo shows it is Exxon Mobil driving US policy, when it should be sound science.' 

The memo has met some resistance from Republican moderates. 

Republican Mike Castle, who heads a group of 69 moderate House members, senators and governors, says the strategy doesn't address the fact that pollution continues to be a health threat. 'If I tried to follow these talking points at a town hall meeting with my constituents, I'd be booed.' 

Vermont Senator Jim Jeffords, who left the Republican Party in 2001 to become an independent partly over its anti-green agenda, called the memo 'outlandish' and an attempt to deceive voters. 

'They have a head-in-the-sand approach to it. They're just sloughing off the human health impacts - the premature deaths and asthma attacks caused by power plant pollution,' Jeffords said. 

Republican House Conference director Greg Cist, who sent the email, said: 'It's up to our members if they want to use it or not. We're not stuffing it down their throats.' 

He said the memo was spurred by concerns that environmental groups were using myths to try to make the Republicans look bad. 

'We wanted to show how the environment has been improving,' Cist said. 'We wanted to provide the other side of the story.' 
________________________________________________________________________________________
Reuters

Canadian Bird Flu Cases Spreading
ABBOTSFORD, British Columbia - Bird flu is spreading quickly in British Columbia, and officials said last week they were studying an industry proposal that could lead to the slaughter of up 16 million birds to bring the situation under control. 

Avian influenza has been diagnosed on 18 poultry farms in the Fraser Valley region east of Vancouver with up to 500,000 birds, but none of the strains identified so far were of a type known to cause serious illnesses in humans. 

"It's spreading, and its spreading quickly," said Brian Evans, chief veterinarian with the Canadian Food Inspection Agency. 

Officials have been trying to control the spread by eliminating flocks in the immediate area of Abbotsford, where the first case was discovered last month, but industry representatives want the "depopulation" extended to a much wider area. 

"We have said to the industry that what they are proposing to us is an aggressive action," Evans told reporters in Abbotsford. 

The industry proposal would include chickens, turkeys and other commercial poultry. 

Federal Agriculture Minister Bob Speller, who toured the region last week, said he would decide on the industry's proposal once he had received a recommendation from his staff. Evans said a decision would be made "in days rather than weeks." 

Officials said they believe the disease was spread between the farms by human activity rather than by ducks or other wild birds, which are believed to have been the source of infection at the first farm. 

Evans said CFIA was concentrating on ensuring farmers use proper "bio-security measures" to limit the accidental spread of the disease by people or equipment. 

Although the strain of the virus at the heart of the outbreak is not known to cause serious illness in humans, a health official said they want to eradicate it before it mutates into a more serious strain. 

Two workers involved in eradicating infected birds have suffered mild illnesses doctors believe were contracted from the animals but have both since recovered. 

British Columbia is not a significant source of poultry exports, but the outbreak has prompted the food inspection agency to ban the shipment of chickens out of the Fraser River region of southwestern British Columbia. 

The flu strain found at the first farm was originally diagnosed as a low-pathogenic version of the virus, but officials later discovered it had mutated to a high-pathogenic version. 

The pathogenicity is a measure of how the virus behaves in birds, agriculture officials stress. 

Story by Allan Dowd 
 ________________________________________________________________________________________
ROWA MEDIA UPDATE

Bahrain

ISO grade boost for company

Gulf Industrial Investment Company (GIIC) held a luncheon at its clubhouse to celebrate the certification of its quality and environment integrated management system to ISO 9001:2000 and 14001:1996.

The event was attended by chief executive officer Chequer Bou-Habib, senior mangers, ISO steering committee members, internal audit team members and representatives of the GIIC Workers Trade Union board.

Mr Bou-Habib said obtaining the ISO 9001:2000 certification is a validation of the company's integrity and transparency and that the ISO 14001:1996 certification shows its commitment to sustainable economic and environmentally friendly principles.

http://www.gulf-daily-news.com/arc_Articles.asp?Article=78283&Sn=BUSI&IssueID=27015
Syria

Syrian-Lebanese committee meets on water issues

The Syrian-Lebanese Ministerial Committee on Water yesterday held a meeting chaired by Minister of Irrigation, Nader Bonni, and Lebanese Minister of Energy and Waters Ayoub Hamid. ‏ 

During the meeting which was attended by Secretary General of the Syrian-Lebanese Higher Council, Nassri Khouri, the conferees discussed issues of waters and joint ventures in the framework of the Treaty of Condition and cooperation between Syria and Lebanon. ‏ 

The Syrian minister indicated that the aim of his visit is to pursue the execution of projects connected with upper Orontes, and the Southern Big River that ensure the best utilization of the waters. ‏ 

He added that the Syrian-Lebanese Higher committee was authorized to contact the European commission and the ESCWA to get the technical and financial aid to conduct an integrated environmental study of the jointly used Orontes river. ‏ 

http://www.teshreen.com/syriatimes/_politic.asp?FileName=20040402061447
__________________________________________________________________________________________
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F R I D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
*
UN envoy warns of ethnic cleansing in Sudan as Security Council calls for ceasefire

*
Future of Cyprus now in hands of its people, Security Council members say

*
Annan asks UN human rights office to probe deadly political clash in Côte d’Ivoire

*
Security Council to tackle draft resolution on spread of WMDs, President says

*
Chiefs of UN bodies convene for Spring 2004 board meeting in Vienna

*
UN envoy to Kosovo holds talks with leader of Serbia and Montenegro

*
Independent UN human rights committee examines situations in five countries

*
Minor damage reported after fire hits UN war crimes tribunal for Rwanda

*
UN issues urgent plea for $95 million to help Zimbabwe out of humanitarian crises

*
Guatemala: UN hails Government’s promise to halve army, military budget

*
UN official visits Burundi as thousands of refugees return from Tanzania

*
Western Sahara: UN’s family visits exchange scheme set to shift to second city

*
UN refugee agency to establish foothold in Panama to help fleeing Colombians

*
UN health agency speeds up access to latest data in battle against disease

* * * *

Sudan

2 April – As the Security Council today called for a ceasefire to the conflict engulfing the Darfur region in western Sudan, a senior United Nations humanitarian official said a coordinated, “scorched-earth” campaign of ethnic cleansing was taking place there.

Jan Egeland, Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs and Emergency Relief Coordinator, briefed the Council in New York on what he described as a growing humanitarian crisis in Darfur.

UN agencies estimate that some 750,000 Sudanese have become internally displaced in Darfur since fighting erupted early last year between the Sudanese Government, allied militias and rebel groups. Another 110,000 people have fled into neighbouring Chad.

Mr. Egeland later told reporters that field staff from UN agencies and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) were receiving credible reports almost daily about “widespread atrocities and grave violations of human rights” of civilians.

“We have now seen an organized campaign being undertaken of forced depopulation of entire areas,” he said, adding he could find no other words than ethnic cleansing to describe what has been happening.

Mr. Egeland said reports showed that the Janjaweed militias were “primarily responsible” and the targets of the campaign are the region’s black African population, especially the Fur, Zaghawas and Massalit ethnic communities.

“Scorched-earth tactics are being employed throughout Darfur, including the deliberate destruction of schools, wells, seeds and food supplies, making whole towns and villages uninhabitable.”

He said reports indicated that at least 212 civilians were killed last month in Darfur, but he said this was a conservative estimate because the UN does not have unrestricted access to the region.

The envoy said stopping the attacks against civilians must be the priority, and he called on the Sudanese Government to commit to disarming the Janjaweed militias and dissuade them from targeting civilians.

The Security Council, in a statement read out by this month’s President, Ambassador Gunter Pleuger of Germany, expressed its deepest concern about the “massive humanitarian crisis” in Darfur and called on all parties to the conflict to protect civilians and reach a ceasefire.

The Council also called for all parties to allow humanitarian agencies full and unimpeded access to Darfur. The UN and NGOs are largely confined to the provincial capitals of Darfur because of the security situation.

Peace talks are currently taking place in N’Djamena, the Chadian capital, between the Sudanese Government and two rebel groups, the Sudan Liberation Movement/Army (SLM/A) and the Justice and Equality Movement (JEM).

But Mr. Egeland said he was concerned that no substantive progress has yet been made, and that the discussions so far have merely been “talks about talks.”

Mr. Egeland also said the UN has had to drastically increase the size of its appeal for funds to help the people affected by the conflict in Darfur. Last September it asked for $23 million, but he said the crisis has grown so much that a “minimum” of $115 million is now required to respond.

The UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) today issued a separate appeal for Sudanese refugees living in Chad since the conflict broke out. OCHA said it needs $30 million this year to provide food, water and other assistance to the refugees.

In another development, a spokesperson for the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) said it was preparing to send a fact-finding mission to Darfur “in the coming days.” The mission would interview refugees in Chad and try to gain access to Darfur.

The Acting High Commissioner for Human Rights, Bertrand Ramcharan, said he was alarmed about the human rights situation, calling for all parties to stop the violence immediately.

Mr. Ramcharan said he was extremely concerned about reports that militia groups such as the Janjaweed and Muraheleen were heavily involved in the violence.

The UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), meanwhile, announced it has now transferred more than 20,000 people away from their temporary shelters along the border zone to five safer camps in Chad’s interior. The camps were set up to protect the refugees, who had been the subject of cross-border raids from armed militias.

UNHCR said it is now looking for sites to set up more camps inside Chad as demand is outstripping the facilities currently available. Three of the five existing camps are expected to reach maximum capacity within 10 days. The agency is rushing to relocate as many people as possible ahead of the start of the rainy season next month.

* * *

Cyprus

2 April – After hearing a briefing on United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s plan to reunite Cyprus before its entry into the European Union on 1 May, Security Council members said today that the future of the island nation is now up to its people.

Speaking through its President for April, Ambassador Gunter Pleuger of Germany, Council members thanked the Secretary-General and his Special Adviser, Alvaro de Soto, for their efforts and their commitment to finding a solution to the Cyprus question.

“They noted that it is now for the Cypriots to decide their future at this important juncture,” Ambassador Pleuger said in a press statement.

On Wednesday the Secretary-General stepped in under a prearranged formula to finalize the settlement plan after more than six weeks of talks between the Greek and Turkish Cypriots failed to clinch a deal.

In his briefing to the Council today, Mr. de Soto described the blueprint for a United Cyprus Republic as “inevitably a compromise.” While it does not meet all the demands of each side, “the Secretary-General believes it is a fair and balanced plan, and he hopes that, as they consider it, the people on each side will agree,” he added. 

In addition to outlining some of the final version’s provisions, Mr. de Soto said the Secretary-General would soon be submitting a proposal to the Council for a revised UN operation in Cyprus. The current UN Peacekeeping Force in Cyprus (UNFICYP) was set up in 1964 to prevent further fighting between the Greek and Turkish Cypriots and since 1974 has been supervising ceasefire lines, maintaining a buffer zone and undertaking humanitarian activities.

Under the plan, the UN would supervise activities relating to the transfer of areas subject to territorial adjustment. The mandate of the UN operation would be strengthened “not only to provide for the assumption of territorial responsibility for agreed areas and time periods prior to transfer of territory, without prejudice to local administration of the population, but also to provide for the UN to monitor political developments and provide advice and good offices as required,” Mr. de Soto explained.

He added that the Secretary-General hopes the Council will act before the referenda, conditional upon their approval of the plan.

“For the people of Cyprus, the next month is the most critical in the last 30 years,” Mr. de Soto stressed. “They will have the democratic right to decide whether to reunite their country on the basis that has been suggested.”

“We hope they appreciate what a unique opportunity this is, and that they will seize the chance for a just and lasting peace in Cyprus.”

* * *

Côte d’Ivoire

2 April – Responding to requests from Côte d’Ivoire and the monitoring committee established under its internal peace agreement, Secretary-General Kofi Annan has asked the United Nations Human Rights office to lead an investigation into fatal clashes that took place during protest marches last month in the West African country.

“Following requests from the Monitoring Committee, as well as President Laurent Gbagbo and Prime Minister Seydou Diarra, urging the United Nations to institute an international commission of inquiry to investigate the tragic events that occurred in Abidjan on 25 March 2004, the Secretary-General has asked the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) to take the lead in the establishment of such a Commission, which will commence its work as soon as possible,” UN spokesperson Marie Okabe told reporters.

The Monitoring Committee was set up under the agreement reached in January 2003 in Linas-Marcoussis, France, ending fierce civil fighting in Côte d’Ivoire and setting up a government of national unity. 

Violent attacks broke out at the March demonstrations in the main commercial centre of Abidjan, where sporadic shooting was heard, according to the UN Mission in Côte d’Ivoire (MINUCI). MINUCI staff members reported later that they have had great difficulty in conducting their investigation of the events.

According to the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), the number of deaths in Abidjan ranged from a government report of 37 to an opposition estimate of 300. One person was also killed and 25 wounded during demonstrations in the capital, Yamoussoukro, OCHA said.

Referring to the investigation, Ms. Okabe said: “The Secretary-General expects all Ivorian authorities and political forces to extend all the necessary cooperation to this Commission.” 

He also called on all Ivorians to exercise restraint and avoid any steps that could cause further deterioration in the situation in the country.

* * *
Security Council

2 April – The Security Council is poised this month to discuss a draft resolution dealing with the spread of weapons of mass destruction (WMDs) to non-State actors, the Ambassador of Germany, which holds the presidency of the 15-member body for April, said today.

Speaking at a press briefing on the Council’s monthly work programme, Ambassador Gunter Pleuger predicted that the most politically sensitive discussion would concern the draft resolution on WMDs, around which a “positive groundswell” was forming to let the Security Council solve the problem through a resolution, which would be binding international law.

Ambassador Pleuger noted that the fact that the five permanent Council members – China, France, the Russian Federation, the United Kingdom and the United States – had been working on the measure for the past five or six months showed that it was a very important question, and that it entailed several difficult and complex problems.

He added that he believed Washington was “absolutely right” in saying there was a gap in international law pertaining to non-State actors. And because the traditional ways of adopting new international law – either by waiting for customary international law to develop or by negotiating a treaty or convention – took a long time, everyone felt that there was an “imminent threat” to be addressed and therefore could not wait for the customary way.

The German Ambassador said he believed it was “the first major step” towards having the Security Council legislate for the rest of the UN membership. “It is important that not only the members of the Council but all [176] other members of the General Assembly have a chance to look at this resolution, because in the end it is not enough to adopt a Security Council resolution with legitimacy and acceptance. It is also important that the resolution is being implemented,” he stressed.

Meanwhile, the role of business in conflict prevention, peacekeeping and post-conflict peace building will be discussed at an open meeting on 15 April, Ambassador Pleuger said. The idea for the session originated from the German-led Security Council mission to Afghanistan last year, which saw the vital importance of the disarmament, demobilization and reintegration (DDR) of former combatants in the peace-building phase.

He stressed that while the DDR process required jobs to which the disarmed fighters could turn to, private business could not be forced to invest in post-conflict areas. “You have to create an environment conducive to luring private business into that area and contribute to stabilizing the economic and social situation and providing the jobs that will make it possible to demobilize and reintegrate combatants,” the Council President said.

* * *

Secretary-General

2 April – Secretary-General Kofi Annan today opened the spring session of the Chief Executives Board (CEB), the twice-yearly meeting that brings together the heads of United Nations agencies, funds and programmes.

After a three-hour regular session in Vienna, the Board members attended a luncheon hosted by Mohamed ElBaradei, Director-General of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), according to a UN spokesperson. They then flew by helicopter to Baden, just outside the Austrian capital, where they had a three-hour private discussion.

The World Tourism Organization is the most recent addition to the meeting, having just been added as a UN specialized agency.

This evening, Board members were scheduled to attend a dinner hosted by Foreign Minister Benita Ferrero-Waldner.

Last night the Secretary-General had a three-way meeting with Austrian President Thomas Klestil and Crown Prince Abdullah of Saudi Arabia, who was on an official visit to Austria, the spokesperson said.

They discussed the Israeli-Palestinian dispute, including the humanitarian situation of the Palestinians and blockages at checkpoints that are threatening international aid efforts. They also discussed efforts to make progress in the search for peace, in light of Israel’s declared intention to withdraw from Palestinian areas.

In other news, the Secretary-General’s Deputy, Louise Fréchette, wrapped up yesterday four days of discussions with high-level European officials in Strasbourg, France, and Brussels to develop further areas of cooperation between the UN and the European Union, before joining the CEB meeting.

Ms. Fréchette met with the President of the European Parliament, Pat Cox, and with European Commission President Romano Prodi, among other officials, and also spoke about UN reform at a forum organized by the European Policy Centre.

* * *
Kosovo

2 April – The United Nations’ top envoy to Kosovo met today with the Prime Minister of Serbia and Montenegro, Vojislav Kostunica, in Belgrade to discuss last month’s wave of deadly ethnic violence in the troubled province.

Harri Holkeri, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Kosovo, told Mr. Kostunica of the measures being taken by the UN Interim Administration Mission (UNMIK) and the international security force (KFOR) to improve security.

Patrols have been increased in areas inhabited by minority communities, he said, while UNMIK Police and KFOR troops are also providing security for abandoned villages and homes.

According to a spokesperson for the UN, Mr. Holkeri told Mr. Kostunica that the international community is determined to bring the organizers of the recent violence to justice, with more than 140 people already arrested. The violence left 19 people dead, hundreds injured and many properties damaged.

Mr. Holkeri also said the UN was working to provide humanitarian relief and to help reconstruct churches and monasteries destroyed during the riots and attacks.

* * *

Human rights

2 April – The United Nations Human Rights Committee, ending its three-week examination of reports from five governments, found violations of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights governing domestic violence and warned that much counter-terrorism legislation was framed in such a way that it could reduce human rights protections. 

In their concluding observations on Colombia, Germany, Lithuania, Suriname and Uganda, the committee of 18 independently elected experts, at its 80th session, noted a high incidence of violence against women and children, despite efforts to pass anti-violence laws. 

Each country sent a delegation to explain to the Committee why violations of the Covenant had taken place and to point out any improvements.

The Covenant was adopted by the General Assembly and opened for signature in 1966. Together with the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, it entered into force in 1976 and it now has 152 states parties.

The Civil and Political Rights Covenant states that everyone has the right to self-determination and to life, liberty and security of person. It prohibits torture, cruel or degrading treatment or punishment and the arbitrary deprivation of life. 

At a news conference held by four officers of the committee, Sir Nigel Rodely of the United Kingdom said that in addition to forced disappearances, abduction and extrajudicial killings in Colombia, human rights workers felt gravely threatened.

“One of the concerns that the Committee has is that some pretty intemperate language has been used by political and military officials at the highest level, calling into question some human rights defenders in a way that makes all human rights defenders feel they are open to a possible lack of support,” he said.

The experts had also been concerned by the Colombian Government’s draft proposals to Congress that would limit challenges to judicial decisions on constitutional grounds, prevent constitutional challenges to certain acts the presidency could take during declared states of emergency, and giving the military in such emergencies the status of judicial police.

In northern Uganda, where the Lord’s Resistance Army was conducting what Sir Nigel called “terrorist activities,” the government was failing to protect sufficiently the people under its protection and hundreds of people had been killed.

Suriname had recently submitted its 1985 report, but under committee rules, members could examine a country’s record even without a report, Rafael Rivas Posada said, and the Surinamese delegation had been very frank about the problems of lack of resources that the country faced.

Massacres that took place in 1982 and 1986, before the present Surinamese government had taken office, had not been investigated and the perpetrators had not been punished, leading to problems of impunity, he said. 

In addition, criminal laws applied to defendants as young as 10 years old. Suriname had been asked to bring its laws into line with international standards, he said.

Both Germany and Lithuania, though they had some positive aspects in their reports, had problems with trafficking in women, Roman Wieruszewski said.

Besides that, Germany had “not taken a position regarding the applicability of the Covenant to persons subject to jurisdiction in situations where troops or police forces operate abroad, particularly in the context of peace missions,” he said.

Under Lithuania’s counter-terrorism laws, suspects risked being extradited to countries where they could be tortured, violating Article 7 of the Covenant, he said.

The Lithuanian state did not furnish enough protection to witnesses to and victims of domestic violence, or to people seeking asylum, he added.

* * *

ICTR

2 April – A small fire broke out at the United Nations war crimes tribunal for Rwanda early today, but there were no injuries and damage was minimal, a spokesperson for the UN said.

The spokesperson, Marie Okabe, said security staff for the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) and local fire authorities in Arusha, Tanzania, where the ICTR is based, acted quickly to contain the fire this morning. Damage was limited to office documents and equipment.

Ms. Okabe said initial investigations pointed to an electrical problem as the cause of the fire, but a thorough probe would continue. Court proceedings have been adjourned until Monday.

The ICTR was set up by the UN Security Council to hear cases relating to the 1994 genocide in Rwanda, when some 800,000 Tutsis and “moderate” Hutus were killed in less than three months.

* * *

Zimbabwe

2 April – Hoping to stem the rising tide of HIV/AIDS infection, the growing number of people dying of starvation and an eroding socio-economic system, the United Nations today launched an urgent appeal for $95 million to support relief efforts in Zimbabwe through the end of the year.

The request is a revision of the Consolidated Appeal launched last July and covers health care, safe water, sanitation, education, and recovery at household and community levels. The $95.4 million in funding requirements include $31.1 million requested by local and international non-governmental organizations (NGOs).

“The generosity of the international community in response to the first six months of the Appeal has already contributed to mitigating the humanitarian consequences of this crisis,” said Victor Angelo, the UN Humanitarian Coordinator in Zimbabwe. “But a lot more must be done to prevent the further erosion of basic services.”

According to the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), the socio-economic situation in Zimbabwe has seriously deteriorated during the past five years and continues to decline. Inflation has shot to 600 per cent at the beginning of this year from approximately 100 per cent in 2000. The Gross Domestic Product (GDP) decreased by 13 per cent in 2003. The latest assessment of the urban population indicates that almost 2.5 million are vulnerable due to food insecurity and lack of access to basic services.

At the same time, an estimated quarter of Zimbabwe’s sexually active population is HIV positive and some 2,600 adults and 690 children die each week because of related illnesses, OHCA said. Nearly 800,000 of the country’s children have been orphaned due to AIDS, while for many of these and other children, education must often take a back seat to securing food or other survival priorities. Cholera outbreaks are also now occurring in areas previously out affected, as access to clean water and sanitation deteriorates. The result is increasing demands on health and social services colliding with dramatically reduced human resource capacity to address these needs.

“Funding is required to prevent loss of life, decrease human suffering and mitigate the impact of the crisis on the most vulnerable groups through nutrition, critical health, water and sanitation, education interventions and protection initiatives,” OCHA said in a news release.

“The appeal also seeks to strengthen household livelihoods, improve food security, develop minimum standards in essential services, address the impact of HIV/AIDS to support recovery efforts, and bolster coordination,” it added.

* * *

Guatemala

2 April – The UN Mission in Guatemala (MINUGUA) has welcomed the country’s decision to reduce its army and military budget by half.

MINUGUA hailed the drastic cut, announced yesterday by President Oscar Berger, as the most significant change for the Guatemalan Army in decades, and one fully in keeping with the spirit of the 1996 Peace Accords. 

The initiative reflects changes which have taken place in recent years both nationally, with the end of the internal armed conflict, and globally, with the increase in threats posed by terrorism and drug trafficking requiring an adapted military response, the Mission said. It will also serve to reduce Guatemala’s army to a size comparable to those of other Central American nations.

In addition, the 50 per cent reduction in the Guatemala’s military budget will allow funds to be freed up for priority social needs such as education, health and public security, MINUGUA said.

* * *

Burundi

2 March – A senior United Nations official is touring Burundi to speak to government officials and examine the situation of the tens of thousands refugees returning home from Tanzania, the Office of the High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) said today. 

Assistant High Commissioner Kamel Morjane, who arrived yesterday, was scheduled to meet President Domitien Ndayizeye today.

He was going tomorrow to Ruyigi province, an area where many thousands of returnees per week are pouring through border crossing-points at Gisuru, Kobero and Gahumo. More than 27,400 Burundian refugees have returned home from Tanzania this year through the three crossing-points, 2,400 of them per week through Gisuru, which was opened in late January, according to UNHCR. 

The agency is using a fleet of 43 heavy vehicles to take the returning refugees to their final destinations.

Meanwhile, UNHCR has also been working with 9,000 refugees from the eastern region of the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) living in Cishemeye temporary refugee camp, in the hills of northwestern Burundi, to find creative ways of comforting rape victims and training men and women to eliminate rape. 

One innovative approach involved the appointment of 72 older refugee women as “mères volontaires,” or volunteer mothers, who help identify and provide special care to rape victims. 

The commission has also trained a group of young male and female community assistants to teach others how to eradicate sexual and gender-based violence and the spread of HIV/AIDS and sexually transmitted diseases.

The mères volontaires and the community assistants have already reduced the number of rapes by convincing young women not to make unnecessary trips outside the camp to pluck cassava leaves for traditional cooking, gather firewood or grind grain. 

UNHCR responded to local recommendations by arranging deliveries of smaller pieces of wood and installing grain mills in the camps, said Leonie Nyakageni, a community service worker.

* * *
Western Sahara

2 April – The United Nations refugee agency’s family visits exchange programme in Western Sahara – which allows some refugees to see their relatives for the first time in almost three decades  – enters its second phase next week when it begins transferring people to and from the city of Dakhla.

A spokesman for the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), Ron Redmond, told reporters today in Geneva that flights carrying Saharans will operate between Dakhla in the Territory and the Algerian town of Tindouf for about four weeks starting next Friday.

Since early last month, the UN Mission for the Referendum in Western Sahara (MINURSO) has been operating flights so that refugees who have lived near Tindouf for years because of the conflict in the Territory can see their relatives, and vice versa, for five-day periods.

“The operation has been going extremely well,” Mr. Redmond said. “People are overjoyed at finally getting a chance to see their relatives, sometimes after a separation of nearly 30 years.”

The UNHCR has registered more than 8,500 Saharans who want to take part, with priority being given to the elderly and the sick.

So far the programme has been restricted to flights between Tindouf, where thousands of Saharan refugees live in five nearby camps, and the city of Laayoune in the Territory. Today another round of flights carried more than 50 people between those two areas.

Mr. Redmond said that after the Dakhla phase, flights will shift to Smara and Boujdour before returning to Laayoune.

The programme is designed to promote face-to-face contact between people who have been separated since the outbreak of war after Spain withdrew from the Territory in the mid-1970s.

Since then, Morocco and the Frente POLISARIO (Popular Front for the Liberation of Saguia el-Hamra and Rio de Oro) have been in conflict over Western Sahara’s future status. MINURSO has been in place since April 1991 to try to resolve the dispute.

* * *

Colombian refugees

2 April – With hundreds of Colombians fleeing their country’s civil conflict, the United Nations refugee agency announced today that it would establish a permanent presence in neighbouring Panama to improve its assistance.

“Although we have been working for several years with Panamanian authorities and civil society from our offices in other countries, having a foothold in Panama will help to reinforce local partnerships and support efforts to protect and assist refugees and other persons in need of international protection,” UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) spokesman Ron Redmond told a news briefing in Geneva.

The head of UNHCR’s Americas Bureau, Hope Hanlan, signed an agreement yesterday with the Panamanian Government in Panama City yesterday to pave the way for establishing the permanent presence.


There are some 1,970 refugees, asylum seekers and persons under temporary humanitarian protection in Panama, the vast majority of them Colombians living in the border regions of Darién and Kuna Yala.

UNHCR is currently providing technical and financial support to relevant state institutions and implementing projects through its counterpart, the Panamanian Office for Assistance to Refugees and other partners.

The programmes focus on legal and humanitarian assistance, health and education. In Darien and Kuna Yala, the agency is carrying out quick impact projects to promote self-sufficiency and integration of refugees with the local population. These include water supply, garbage treatment and small agricultural, fishing and trade projects, as well as the construction of a health centre and a river boat ambulance.

* * *

WHO

2 April – In a bid to speed up the war on disease, especially among the poor and marginalized populations of developing countries, the United Nations health agency today announced a new initiative to facilitate free Internet access to the latest data on clinical trials aimed at prevention, treatment and rehabilitation.

As of today all randomized controlled trials approved by the World Health Organization (WHO) ethics review board will be assigned an International Standard Randomised Controlled Trial Number (ISRCTN), making it easier for the scientific community to keep up-to-date with current research.

The initiative is a joint effort by the Geneva-based WHO and an independent publishing house called Current Controlled Trials (CCT) which is committed to providing immediate free access to peer reviewed biomedical research.

An ISRCTN is a unique number providing a means of identifying and unambiguously tracking a trial throughout its life cycle. Information about trials that have received this number can be obtained from an online register maintained by CCT.

“The ISRCTN Register is an important first step within a wider context of the new emphasis on the need to increase international access to and utilization of health-related knowledge,” said the Director of WHO’s Department of Research Policy and Cooperation, Tikki Pang.

Randomized controlled trials are considered the best way to compare – in an unbiased manner – the effects of particular treatments and are one of the main sources of medical knowledge, but information about these trials is difficult to find because several trials may have the same title, one trial may be reported in several places under different titles, and many trials are never reported at all.

Information is even more difficult to find about neglected diseases that disproportionately affect poor and marginalized populations where WHO supports and funds much of the research. But until now there had been no mechanism to make such data easily available to researchers, particularly those in developing countries most affected.

In the first phase, all trials involving human reproduction have now been included in the ISRCTN Register. Randomised trials in the other major research areas that the WHO supports, such as infectious diseases, childhood diseases, vaccines, will be added shortly.

 * *** *

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 the Secretary-General.

Good afternoon.

**Statement Attributable to the Spokesman on Côte d’Ivoire
I’ll start with a statement attributable to the Spokesman for the Secretary-General.  It’s on Côte d’Ivoire:

“Following requests from the Monitoring Committee, as well as President Laurent Gbagbo and Prime Minister Seydou Diarra, urging the United Nations to institute an international commission of inquiry to investigate the tragic events that occurred in Abidjan on 25 March 2004, the Secretary-General has asked the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) to take the lead in the establishment of such a Commission, which will commence its work as soon as possible.

“The Secretary-General expects all Ivorian authorities and political forces to extend all the necessary cooperation to this Commission.  In the meantime, he calls on all Ivorians to continue to exercise restraint and avoid any steps that could cause further deterioration in the situation in the country.”

There is more on this in today’s briefing notes from Geneva from the Human Rights Commissioner’s office.

**Security Council
Turning to New York, the Security Council this morning approved the programme of work for April and then heard a briefing on the deteriorating humanitarian situation in Darfur, Sudan.

Jan Egeland, the Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs, who is also the UN’s Emergency Relief Coordinator, gave that briefing.  He is scheduled to talk to you here in Room 226 following the briefing by Security Council President, Ambassador Gunter Pleuger.  Ambassador Pleuger will be here immediately after this briefing is finished.

At the stakeout microphone just a few minutes ago following consultations, Ambassador Pleuger read out a press statement on behalf of the Council on the Darfur situation.  Council members urged the parties concerned to fully cooperate to address the grave situation, to ensure the protection of civilians and facilitate humanitarian access.  They also called on the Sudanese Government and opposition groups to conclude a ceasefire and reach a political settlement.  Talks on this are ongoing in the capital of Chad, as you know.

**Sudan
Also on Sudan, the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights announced in Geneva that it was in the process of fielding a fact-finding mission to look into the situation in Darfur.  The mission members would interview refugees from Darfur who are in Chad, and the Office was also seeking access to Darfur itself.  Given the urgency of the situation, the Commissioner says that the mission would deploy in the coming days.

Seven UN agencies, meanwhile, have issued a humanitarian appeal to provide immediate assistance to more than 100,000 people in eastern Chad, who had fled the conflict in Darfur.  The amount of the appeal is about $30.1 million.

The World Food Programme said that 1.2 million people were in need of food aid but the prevailing dangerous conditions were restricting access.  WFP could only reach about 300,000 people at present.  And, the UN Refugee Agency says that it is becoming increasingly urgent that additional refugee camps be set up in Chad because most of the existing sites are quickly approaching capacity.

**Security Council - Cyprus
Also at the Security Council this afternoon at 3 p.m., the Secretary-General's Special Adviser for Cyprus, Alvaro de Soto, will brief the Council in an open meeting on the developments since the February 13th agreement in New York and the recently concluded talks in Bürgenstock, Switzerland.

In his statement to the Council, de Soto will outline the plan, unveiled on Wednesday, which will go to two separate referenda on 24 April. Following the open meeting, Council members will move into closed consultations to continue their discussion on Cyprus.  Alvaro de Soto will afterwards be at the Security Council stakeout microphone should you have any questions for him.

**SG in Vienna
The Secretary-General this morning was in Vienna and he opened the spring session of the Chief Executives Board, which brings together, twice every year, the heads of UN agencies funds and programs.

The World Tourism Organization is the most recent addition to the meeting, having been recently added as a UN specialized agency.

After a three-hour regular session, the members of the Board attended a luncheon hosted by International Atomic Energy Agency Director-General Mohamed ElBaradei.  They then flew by helicopter to Baden, just outside Vienna, where they had a three-hour private discussion.

This evening, they will attend a dinner hosted by Austrian Foreign Minister Benita Ferrero-Waldner.

**SG-Abdullah Meeting
Yesterday evening, the Secretary-General had a three-way meeting with Austrian President Thomas Klestil and Crown Prince Abdullah of Saudi Arabia, who was on an official visit to Vienna.

They discussed the Israeli-Palestinian dispute, including the humanitarian situation of the Palestinians and blockages at checkpoints that are threatening international relief aid efforts.  They also discussed efforts to make progress in the search for peace, in light of Israel’s declared intention to withdraw from Palestinian areas.

**Holkeri - Kostunica
Turning to Kosovo, Harri Holkeri, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative there, met today in Belgrade with Serbian Prime Minister Vojislav Kostunica.  They discussed the recent events in Kosovo, which left 19 people dead, hundreds injured and many properties damaged.

Holkeri stressed to Kostunica that the international community’s current priority is to bring the organizers of the violence to justice, and he noted that 140 arrests have already been made in connection with the riots.  We have a press release on that upstairs.

**Rwanda Tribunal
Now turning to Rwanda, or actually to Arusha, a small fire broke out early this morning at the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda’s premises in Arusha, Tanzania.  The Tribunal’s security and local fire authorities acted quickly and were able to contain the flames with a minimum of damage to office documents and equipment.  There were no injuries.

Preliminary investigations have determined the cause of the fire to be of an electrical nature, but a thorough and comprehensive investigation is still under way.  As a result of the fire, trial proceedings have been adjourned until Monday.

**Zimbabwe Appeal
The United Nations is urgently seeking additional funds to meet massive humanitarian needs in Zimbabwe.  The UN’s Humanitarian Office there says that while the response in the first six months to an appeal has helped ease some of Zimbabwe’s humanitarian problems, a lot more must be done to prevent the erosion of basic services.  The funding requirements now stand at close to $100 million.  We have more details on that appeal upstairs.

**Guatemala
The UN Mission in Guatemala (MINUGUA) has welcomed yesterday’s announcement by the President that Guatemala will reduce the size of its army and its military budget by 50 per cent.  We have a copy of a press release from MINUGUA on this upstairs.

**DSG Travels
And yesterday, Deputy Secretary-General Louise Fréchette wrapped up four days of meetings with high-level European officials in Strasbourg and Brussels, to review and develop further areas of cooperation between the United Nations and the European Union.

She met with the European Parliament’s President, Pat Cox, and with European Commission President Romano Prodi, among other officials, and also spoke about UN reform at a forum organized by the European Policy Centre.

**Aggressive Driving Seminar
Now to an item, which at first glance perhaps seems outside of the scope of what we normally mention here, but is nonetheless an important issue.

The UN Economic Commission for Europe is holding in Geneva on Monday an International Seminar on Aggressive Driving.  It’s worth noting that road accidents cause over 120,000 deaths and 2.4 million injuries every year throughout the Economic Commission for Europe region, which includes Europe, the Caucasus, Central Asia and North America.  Also, the seminar will also be the launch of Road Safety Week in that region.  In addition, next Wednesday is World Health Day for Road Safety.

**The Week Ahead at the United Nations
And we have copies of The Week Ahead for other events planned for next week.

**Press Conferences Today
As I mentioned, press conferences:  immediately after I am done here, Ambassador Gunter Pleuger of Germany will be here to brief you on the April programme of work.  And at 1 p.m., Jan Egeland will be here to brief you on the situation in Darfur.  And at 1:30 p.m., Bishop Artemije of the Diocese of Prizen and Raska, and head of the Serbian Orthodox Church in Kosovo and Metohija will be here to talk about the consequences of the latest violence in Kosovo.

**World Chronicle Television Programme
And one last item:  World Chronicle programme featuring Legweila Joseph Legweila, the UN Special Representative in Ethiopia and Eritrea will be shown today at 3:30 p.m. on in-house television channel 3 or 31.

And that’s all I have for you.  Before we call in Ambassador Pleuger, do you have any questions?  Yes, David?

Questions and Answers
Question:  The Fifth Committee today apparently asked the SG to review and re-issue a staff bulletin of January about domestic partnerships.  What is the reaction of the Secretariat to that, and will the Secretary-General consider retracting or revising his initial bulletin?

Associate Spokesman:  I have nothing further at this moment to add beyond what the Secretary-General said when he spoke on this subject when he was asked about it.  So, let me follow up.  This is the first I have heard about the action today.  [She later told the reporter that the Assistant Secretary-General for Human Resources Management, Rosemary McCreery told the Fifth that the Secretariat will carefully review the views and concerns expressed by Member States and will reissue the bulletin promptly after the review has been completed.]

If there are no more questions, let me go outside and try and get Ambassador Pleuger.  Thank you.

* *** *



UNEP and the Executive Director in the News





� HYPERLINK "warning" ��Financial Times - Warning by UN as dust storms worsen�


� HYPERLINK "blind" ��South China Morning Post - Officials blind to need to unite on sandstorms�


� HYPERLINK "gets" ��SciDev.Net - UNEP gets mixed reaction to environment panel ideaLe Bulletin - Les engrais à l'origine de « zones de la mort » dans les océans 


�� HYPERLINK "conference" ��Xinhua News Agency - Preparations in Full Swing for Int'l Environment Conference� 


� HYPERLINK "tourism" ��BNamericas.com via NewsEdge Corporation - UNEP study says waste, sewage affecting island tourism�


� HYPERLINK "oceans" ��E MAGAZINE  - Oxygen-Deprived "Dead Zones" Increasing in World's Oceans                                                                       � 


� HYPERLINK "children" ��Environmental Media Services - Source: International Children's Conference on the Environment�


� HYPERLINK "comes" ��New Zealand News - Profit comes before preserving the planet� ��
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