[image: image1.png]United Nations Environment Programme

Bl suaiall ool el - BAFFHMUE
PROGRAMME DES NATIONS UNIES POUR LENVIRONNEMENT + PROGRAMA DE LAS NACIONES UNIDAS PARA EL MEDIO AMBIENTE
MPOMPAMMA OPTAHM3ALIMW OB BEOMHEHHBIX HALMIA MO OKPYXKAIOLWEN CPEOE





[image: image2.jpg]


 

THE ENVIRONMENT IN THE NEWS

Wednesday, 5 January 2005

South Asian Tsunami News
· Tsunami aid makes extraordinary progress but faces extraordinary problems – UN
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People and planet

World rushes relief to South Asian tsunami survivors

Posted: 04 Jan 2005

A week after the giant earthquake and tsunamis hit the Indian Ocean coast on December 26, the death toll was approaching 150,000, with double that number injured and some 5 million made homeless or otherwise affected. This report from the Environment News Service sums up the world's early reaction to the disaster.

The number of people killed in the giant earthquake and tsunamis that hit Indian Ocean coasts December 26 reached 144,000 in 11 countries today {January 3}, as over 14,000 more deaths were confirmed by Indonesian officials. Indonesia was hardest hit by the quake centered under the sea off northwestern Sumatra, and health ministry officials predicted the death toll on the island could top 100,000.

Sri Lankan officials said that the country's death toll would likely top 35,000 as casualty reports are still coming in. The confirmed number of deaths in Sri Lanka today is 29,755, and officials at the National Disaster Management Center put the number of people missing at 5,540.

The official toll in India has reached at least 14,962, including 5,510 people the government says are missing and feared dead.

India's remote, low-lying Andaman and Nicobar Islands were smashed by the giant waves. Spread over 700 square miles, they present a daunting challenge to any administrative effort. However, the Indian government has mounted the biggest relief operation since Independence with more than 15,500 troops, ships, planes and helicopters. But the devastation on Car Nicobar island is almost total, and officials fear the death toll will increase as those counted as missing are given up for lost.

In Thailand, interior ministry figures put the death toll at 5,046 - 2,459 foreigners, 2,287 Thais and 300 whose race could not be established.

Disease risk

The World Health Organization (WHO) said death rates are likely to rise due to communicable diseases such as cholera and typhoid fever "unless priority attention is given to prevention through quality of water and sanitation." WHO is not reporting any disease outbreaks as yet but says, "Outbreaks of these diseases could occur at any moment."

The UN health agency says millions of people are now under serious threat of disease outbreaks as a result of damaged water and sanitation systems, sea water contamination, and the congested and crowded conditions of the displaced, which number some five million people.

The WHO is focusing on health assessments, and is mobilizing emergency health kits to cover the essential medical needs of two million people for three months.

To address urgent environmental concerns that threaten human health, the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) has mobilized $1 million to respond to the immediate needs identified by the region’s governments. “We are sending experts to work with the governments and the United Nations country teams,” said UNEP head Klaus Toepfer.

“While the focus is to save lives and fight diseases, it is also important to address underlying risks, such as solid and liquid waste, industrial chemicals, sewage treatment and the salinization of drinking water," Toepfer said. "The damage to ports and industrial infrastructure may be severe, with untold risks to human health. Likewise, revitalizing local communities and their livelihoods will require rehabilitating and protecting vital natural ecosystems, in particular mangrove forests and coral reefs," he said.

US response

On his way to visit several nations in the Indian Ocean shattered by the earthquake and giant waves, U.S. Secretary of State Colin Powell stressed America's determination to do all it can in the relief efforts.

Traveling with Florida Governor Jeb Bush, who last year piloted his state through an unprecedented four hurricanes in six weeks, Powell will visit Bangkok and Phuket, Thailand. The American group will head to Jakarta, Indonesia, then to the separatist province of Aceh, closest to the epicenter of the quake.

On January 6, the Americans will participate in an international conference in Jakarta sponsored by the Association of Souteast Asian Nations (ASEAN) to raise donations for the relief and recovery effort. They intend to stop in Sri Lanka on the return leg of their journey.

In television interviews Sunday, Powell rejected suggestions that the United States, which has now pledged US$350 million for relief, reacted too slowly to the disaster. Powell said the United States was responsive from the beginning and increased its involvement "as we got our assessments in and as the magnitude of this really hit us."

Part of the $350 million will go directly to nongovernmental and private organizations that are providing services, or for the purchase of relief supplies. And part of the U.S. money will go to agencies of the United Nations, he said.

Emergency appeal

In a news conference in New York with UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan on December 31, Powell said past differences between the United States and the United Nations have been put aside in the face of this enormous tragedy. "This is not the time for squabbles," said Powell. "This is a time for all of us to work together to help people who are in desperate need."

Secretary General Annan said, "The UN needs the U.S. and the U.S. needs the UN, and we have to work together."

Annan will attend the ASEAN sponsored international conference in Jakarta to launch an appeal for emergency funds for the massive relief effort the UN is helping to coordinate in the aftermath of the disaster. The UN has planned its own pledging conference in New York also on January 6, in concert with the ASEAN fundraising effort.

While in the region, Annan is expected to visit some of the most affected areas, including Aceh. “This is the largest disaster we have had to deal with,” Annan told ABC television Sunday. He said that it will take "five to 10 years to complete the recovery effort."

UNICEF is seeking $81 million to support urgent humanitarian aid for the estimated 1.5 million affected children in South Asia. The initial appeal is part of the larger UN appeal to be issued this week.

With 40 countries offering support for the victims of the tsunami disaster, over $2 billion in pledges has already been recorded for the emergency and recovery phase, more than all of the pledges to all humanitarian appeals in 2004 combined, says a senior United Nations relief official.

Japanese pledge

Jan Egeland, the UN Emergency Relief Coordinator, told a press briefing at UN Headquarters in New York on Sunday, “The world is really coming together here in a way we probably have never seen before."

Egeland estimated that the casualties would mount to more than 150,000 dead, but he said it will never be known how many people were washed out to sea and will never be found. As a result of the disaster, he said, millions of people have lost their “near and dear” ones.

The international compassion had never ever been like this, Egeland said, noting that Japan's generous pledge of $500 million is the biggest so far.

Indian tsunami survivors in Tamil Nadu search the waves for human remains and material possessions.

The World Bank announced Thursday that it will provide US$250 million as its initial contribution for emergency reconstruction in the immediate aftermath of the tsunami disaster. This amount will cover the next six months while further financing for longer term reconstruction needs is identified.

Online donations

The Asian Development Bank announced that up to $325 million will be made immediately available in response to requests from Indonesia, Sri Lanka and Maldives to help finance priority reconstruction and rehabilitation work. "This is an unprecedented disaster and we are moving quickly to assist these countries in their hour of need," said bank President Tadao Chino.

The United Kingdom has offered US$95 million, Sweden has pledged US$75 million, Spain will provide US$68 million, China has offered US$ 60 million, Frances has come forward with US$57 million, Australia is giving US$46.7 million, and Canada has offered US$34 million.

Private companies have also been helpful. The online bookseller amazon.com has collected US$12.6 million in donations from some 157,240 of its customers. The donations will go to the American Red Cross for earthquake and tsunami victims.

Egeland said that the United Nations is now coordinating efforts with hundreds of relief organizations including the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC), in addition to the half dozen big UN humanitarian agencies that are involved in relief efforts.

Concrete assistance

Highlighting some of the most urgent needs of the relief effort, Egeland repeated his plea for concrete assistance, such as helicopter carriers for use outside the coasts to prevent clogging the inland airstrips, and five air traffic control units to assist in making small, damaged airstrips some of the busiest airports in the world.

Egeland said that overall, assistance is becoming increasingly effective in all of the countries and logistical bottlenecks are being sorted out. Commending the governments for their efforts to facilitate international assistance, he pointed out that such measures as waiving customs and removing all the other bureaucratic obstacles that might exist for normal transactions had helped to move the aid straight to those in need.

In food assistance alone, Egeland noted, it will be necessary to provide aid to an estimated 1.8 million people in the affected countries, and that number continues to rise.

Within about three days, he said, it will be possible to reach the 700,000 in need of food assistance in Sri Lanka, but it will take much longer to reach the one million people he believes will need food assistance in Indonesia.

Sri Lanka’s cricketing legend, Muttiah Muralitharan, who is also the World Food Programme's (WFP) celebrity partner, accompanied a WFP food convoy to the north of the island over the weekend.

Muralitharan, known as Murali, narrowly escaped the tsunami as he left the southern city of Galle where he had been meeting fans and signing autographs just 20 minutes before the waves hit. Eager to help WFP, Murali organized the hire and loading of five trucks of food in Colombo, said Selvi Satchithnandam, a WFP program officer in Sri Lanka who also made the journey north.

“One woman, Annamma, 45, told me in a hoarse voice - because she had been crying incessantly - that she had lost her husband and three children. Each woman I spoke to could not speak for long before breaking down,” said Satchithnandam.

Egeland said there are now 58 groups operating in Banda Aceh, the epicentre of the catastrophe, and other communities on the northern Sumatra coast and in Aceh.

One of those groups is the IFRC, working in the most vulnerable communities on the west coast of Aceh between Tapaktuang and Meulaboh. A Japanese Red Cross team specializing in emergency health care arrived by helicopter in the town of Meulobah on Saturday. At least 10,000 lives were lost in the town and many thousands of people have been displaced.

The team has begun distributing bandages, dressing materials and painkillers to those most in need. Equipment arriving in the coming hours from Medan airport will allow the team to provide immediate basic health care for up to 30,000 people. They have been joined by a Spanish Red Cross water and sanitation team which is putting in place equipment to provide clean water for up to 40,000 people.

The teams are among the first western aid workers to reach the devastated town, where access is now by helicopter only. Few roads across the disaster stricken region are open and the main airports are congested with planes loaded with relief items, making access difficult.

According to Red Cross health specialist Caroline Dunn, the humanitarian needs in Meulaboh are massive. “Many of the bodies buried under collapsed buildings are now starting to get to an advanced stage of decomposition," she said. "Survivors have nothing. Shelter, food, clean water and medicine are all lacking.”

From their position at Iskandaremuda Military Hospital in Banda Aceh, the Association of Medical Doctors of Asia (AMDA) says the capital city of Aceh province is "extremely short of gasoline, water, and foods."

UNICEF’s Media Coordinator of Emergency Operations, Gordon Weiss, is in Aceh. "The once emerald-green rice paddy-fields of Aceh have become graveyards for thousands of people," he writes on the UNICEF website. "Bloated, blackened bodies rise above the water and line the narrow roads. Corpses seem to be everywhere - wedged in piles of wood, between sheets of corrugated iron, and under snapped palm trees."

In the village of Pengungi, Weiss says the UNICEF group are the first international aid workers the villagers have encountered. Of the 6,000 people in the area, about 1,000 were killed. A third of the victims were children; another third, women.

"The children, traumatized by their experience, cling to their parents as we talk. The adults tell us that scabies has broken out, that the children are suffering from diarrhoea and respiratory infections. Of the 15 schools in this small cluster of villages, 13 have been destroyed. Many of the teachers have been killed."

Early warning

"Every few hours, aftershocks shake the ground here," writes Weiss. "The stench of death lingers in the air. Half of the city of Banda Aceh has been inundated and smashed. The figures for the dead rise each hour. Relief efforts are hampered by poor roads and destroyed infrastructure."

To help relieve such suffering, the international Christian relief and development organization World Vision has set a $50 million goal to help the victims of the South Asia disaster, the largest single commitment in the organization's 54 year history.

"This is the greatest human emergency of our time," says World Vision International President Dean Hirsch, who leaves today to survey damage and direct World Vision's short and long term responses.

Keeping such a disaster from ever happening again is the concern of several governments in the region. The most affected countries had no formal tsunami warning system in place, so coastal communities had no advance notice of the wall of water that was about to smash their lives to pieces.

They have stressed to UNEP the importance of developing effective early-warning systems.

This issue will be high on the agenda of the International Meeting on the Sustainable Development of Small Island Developing States, scheduled to take place in Mauritius from 10 to 14 January 10 through 14 and at the World Conference on Disaster Reduction set for Kobe, Japan, from January 18 to 22.

____________________________________________________________________________________________

UN News Centre

UN-backed expedition to sail to Antarctica to gauge impact of global warming
	

	


4 January 2005 – In a United Nations-backed project, a two-masted ship will set sail this month from the tip of South America for Antarctica to witness first-hand the impacts of global warming and environmental change on the world’s most southerly continent. 

The expedition by the Tara, which is supported by the UN Environment Programme (UNEP), is scheduled to take one month and will take it to various areas including the northern Weddell Sea. 

It will also serve as preparation for Tara’s next and arguably most important venture to date, also supported by UNEP – two years spent adrift in the Arctic from September 2006 to September 2008 as part of the 2007 International Polar Year in order to help better comprehend the inner workings of global warming. 

Etienne Bourgois, project manager for Tara Expeditions, and his team will be collaborating with international scientific research projects as a platform and on-site think tank. 

Also on board for this month’s expedition will be the internationally renowned Brazilian photographer Sebastião Salgado, who is part way through a project called Genesis. 

During 2004, Mr. Salgado photographed the Galapagos Islands, the Virungas forests and mountains of Africa and whales in the Valdès Peninsula of Argentina as part of his effort to show the purer face of nature and humanity in an attempt to strengthen the bond between our species and our planet. 
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Scienceblog

UN expedition to sail to Antarctica to gauge impact of global warming

In a United Nations-backed project, a two-masted ship will set sail this month from the tip of South America for Antarctica to witness first-hand the impacts of global warming and environmental change on the world's most southerly continent. The expedition by the Tara, which is supported by the UN Environment Programme (UNEP), is scheduled to take one month and will take it to various areas including the northern Weddell Sea.

It will also serve as preparation for Tara's next and arguably most important venture to date, also supported by UNEP – two years spent adrift in the Arctic from September 2006 to September 2008 as part of the 2007 International Polar Year in order to help better comprehend the inner workings of global warming.

Etienne Bourgois, project manager for Tara Expeditions, and his team will be collaborating with international scientific research projects as a platform and on-site think tank.

Also on board for this month's expedition will be the internationally renowned Brazilian photographer Sebastião Salgado, who is part way through a project called Genesis.

During 2004, Mr. Salgado photographed the Galapagos Islands, the Virungas forests and mountains of Africa and whales in the Valdès Peninsula of Argentina as part of his effort to show the purer face of nature and humanity in an attempt to strengthen the b
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UN-Backed Expedition To Sail To Antarctica To Gauge Impact Of Gobal Warming

Tuesday, January 04 2005 @ 06:22 PM

In a United Nations-backed project, a two-masted ship will set sail this month from the tip of South America for Antarctica to witness first-hand the impacts of global warming and environmental change on the world's most southerly continent.

The expedition by the Tara, which is supported by the UN Environment Programme (UNEP), is scheduled to take one month and will take it to various areas including the northern Weddell Sea. ....more

It will also serve as preparation for Tara's next and arguably most important venture to date, also supported by UNEP - two years spent adrift in the Arctic from September 2006 to September 2008 as part of the 2007 International Polar Year in order to help better comprehend the inner workings of global warming.

Etienne Bourgois, project manager for Tara Expeditions, and his team will be collaborating with international scientific research projects as a platform and on-site think tank.

Also on board for this month's expedition will be the internationally renowned Brazilian photographer Sebastião Salgado, who is part way through a project called Genesis.

During 2004, Mr. Salgado photographed the Galapagos Islands, the Virungas forests and mountains of Africa and whales in the Valdès Peninsula of Argentina as part of his effort to show the purer face of nature and humanity in an attempt to strengthen the bond between our species and our planet.

A two masted ship called the Tara and its crew are setting sail for Antarctica to witness at first hand the impacts of global warming and environmental change on the world’s most southerly Continent.

Tara Expeditions, which is supported by the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), hopes to generate public interest in both the beauty and frailty of planet Earth.

On board the vessel will be the internationally renowned Brazilian photographer Sebastião Salgado who is part way through a project called Genesis.

During 2004, he photographed the Galapagos Islands, the Virungas forests and mountains of Africa and whales in the Valdès Peninsula of Argentina.

Now Mr. Salgado has the haunting beauty of Antarctica in his lens.

The expedition, which will sail to various areas including the northern Weddell Sea, is scheduled to take one month. It will also serve as preparations for Tara’s next and arguably most important venture to date.

Between 2006 and 2008, the ship will spend two years adrift in the Arctic as part of the 2007 International Polar Year.

Etienne Bourgois, project manager for Tara Expeditions, and his team will be collaborating with international scientific research projects as a platform and on-site think tank, in order to help better comprehend the inner workings of global warming.

Salgado and Genesis

The planet is in danger. This alarming cry is proclaimed so often that it is rarely ever really heard. The earth’s biodiversity only manages to subsist in the rare zones that are still left to the wilderness.

These areas are also the only places that may still hold the key to our existence, and to the origin of our species.

Salgado intends to explore the world in order to show the purer face of nature and humanity, in an attempt to strengthen the bond between our species and our planet.

Salgado has named the project Genesis, going back in time as far as possible, to our planet’s very origins. He is working on four chapters:

· Creation : air, water and fire, which gave life;

· Noah’s Ark: the animals which have resisted domestication and remain “wild”;

· The first men: remote tribes with practically unchanged lifestyles, qualified as “primitive”;

· The first civilizations : the remnants of the very first human colonies, and early-organized society.

This journey is a form of planetary anthropology. It’s also a statement being made, in order for those parts of the globe that haven’t yet been contaminated to be preserved, and to avoid the term “development” being systematically synonymous with destruction.

The Genesis photos are to be published in major magazines and newspapers, such as Paris Match (France), The Guardian weekend edition (UK), Visão (Portugal) and Rolling Stone (USA).

The project in its whole will be undertaken with the collaboration of UNEP, UNESCO and other institutions. An article on the project will be published in the next edition of Our Planet, UNEP’s magazine

Itinerary and fauna in the Antarctic Peninsula

Embarkation will take place in Ushuaia, on Argentina’s southern extreme coast. Tara will then take the Beagle channel and, according to the weather, will stop on the island of Horn.

Then she will sail towards the Diego Ramirez archipelago where reside several large colonies of rock-hopper penguins, albatross and petrels in an exceptional environment for tussock (large sub-Antarctic Graminaceae).

If the ice allows for it, the expedition will follow its course to Marguerite Bay, the point of interest there being the large number of bird species and the reputed good weather conditions.

Tara will then sail on to the very rarely traveled waters near the islands of Argentina, where dwell colonies of Adelie penguins, crab seals and Weddell seals.

Passing by Port Lock Roy and Cuverville Island, the expedition will move towards the Chilean base Videla, completely taken over by penguins. This area is home to Papuan and jugular penguins, humpbacked whales and sea leopards.

The rest of the trip will be devoted to the northern part of Weddell Sea with the visit of Paulet Island (base camp remnants of the Larsen-Nordenskjöld expedition of 1902) and of Seymour, a strangely bare and sandy place within the icy environment of Smith Island.

Tara’s final destination will be the island of Deception and its huge crater, where the Chilean base of Pendulum Cove partly melted during the eruption in 1967. The last eruption there took place in 1992.

This itinerary describes the journey’s main framework, without going into too much detail, seeing how in Antarctica the weather and ice dictate their own conditions!
____________________________________________________________________________________________

Voice of Vietnam

Mangrove forests overexploited for aquaculture

Vietnam has worked closely with international environmental agencies in the past two years to ensure sustainable development for submerged forests, which are facing over-exploitation for aquaculture rearing.

There remain 14 mangrove forests of national strategic importance that need to be protected in the 2005-2010 period, according to a recent survey jointly conducted by the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development's Institute for Forest Science and the United Nations Environment Programme/Global Environment Fund's East Sea Project.

The Eastern Nam Bo (Southern Vietnam) region is home to the Can Gio Biosphere Reserve in Ho Chi Minh City, while the Mekong delta boasts seven mangrove forests in Soc Trang province, southernmost Ca Mau province, Kien Giang province, and Ben Tre province.

The survey reported that Vietnam's mangrove forests have to date dwindled to 155,290 hectares, a 50 percent drop from 1980. The reduction was blamed for the conversion of these forests to aquaculture and farming. Environmentalists said the situation has seriously ruined the mangrove forests' ecosystem and impacted the sea environment.

____________________________________________________________________________________________

IPS

SOUTH AMERICA:
Reviving the Ancient Guaraní Pathways

Alejandro Sciscioli* 


ASUNCION, Jan 4 (IPS) - In 1524 Spanish conquistador Alejo García walked the paths of Tapé Avirú. Today this ancient network of trails is being rescued from oblivion by scientists and government officials from Paraguay and Brazil as they attempt to protect the indigenous Guaraní culture. 

That means tourists will soon be able to follow the network of paths in those two South American countries that Guaraní Indians followed centuries ago. 

The web of pathways was woven in the Guaraní people's constant search for the ''Land Without Evil'', and connected what is currently the southern Brazil state of Santa Catarina with the Peruvian Andes, passing through Paraguay and Bolivia. 

A semi-nomadic people, ''the Guaraní Indians organised migrations that combined economics with religion,'' historian Rubén Darío Lugo explained to Tierramérica. 

On the one hand, they were looking for a mythical land where they believed evil did not exist, ''a sort of heaven, in the Christian sense, where people live in eternal joy,'' added Lugo, an expert from the National University of Asunción (UNA). 

But the tribes also left behind the lands that no longer provided them with sustenance, and searched for precious metals, like those they knew the Incas had. ''It was not to accumulate the metals as riches,'' but because for them the shining brilliance of gold, for example, ''was the symbol of something holy,'' said the historian. 

When Alejo García was shipwrecked in 1516 off the coast of what is now Brazil's Santa Catarina state, he had no choice but to stay and live in the region. Eight years later, after learning the Guaraní language, he led an expedition of 2,000 Indians towards Peru. 

Guided by the South American natives, the expedition traversed the territory of what is now Paraguay and Bolivia, and even obtained the treasures the explorers and Indians had dreamed of. But on the return trip García was killed by the Guaraní in San Pedro de Ycuamandiyú, capital of the northern Paraguayan department of San Pedro. 

Paraguay's national tourism department, SENATUR, has embarked on a project to transform the Tapé Avirú paths into an adventure for tourists that ''will help recover this part of Guaraní culture from oblivion and revitalise the story of the Land Without Evil,'' Rosana González, another UNA historian, told Tierramérica. 

González is part of an expert team advising SENATUR and of the Paraguayan delegation that visited Brazil in mid-2004 to delve into similar efforts being made by Brazilian specialists under the Peabirú Project. 

The Brazilians ''are 10 years ahead of us, and have made a great deal of progress,'' she said. 

Santa Catarina and the neighbouring state of Paraná seek to attract tourists with activities that include re-creating what researchers believe were the routes of the Tapé Avirú. 

The pre-Hispanic route was indicated by very specific geographic references, among them rivers, waterfalls and mountains, for example the Salto del Monday, in the city of Presidente Franco, or the Cerro Lambaré hill, in Asunción. 

''Following the stretches of existing highways, they also propose eco-tourism, contact with indigenous communities, museum tours and an in-depth look at the historic Guaraní worldview,'' said González, underscoring an idea for a travelling planetarium in which the constellations identified by this native culture would be presented. 

Now, Asunción and the Brazilian state governments are studying ways to integrate their projects. 

On the Paraguayan side, they would like to see tourists visiting the country's eastern departments that Alejo García passed through, and, after a stop in Asunción, continue the trek through the arid Chaco region in the west. 

''We are looking at ways in which Bolivia could also form part of the route,'' González said. 

The promoters of the Tapé Avirú project have requested funding from the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO), says Juan Manuel Prieto, SENATUR advisor. 

The initiative was presented in June in the southeastern Ciudad del Este, on the border across from Brazil's Foz de Iguacu. In late October the Paraguayan Geographic Society organised an ''eco-adventure'' from the Tres Kandú mountain, the tallest in the country, to Itá Letra, which holds pre-Colombian runic inscriptions. 

Authorities from both sides of the border have consulted with Guaraní representatives on the project. In Brazil, says González, they won support ''as long as the indigenous culture and traditions are respected.'' 

Meanwhile in Paraguay the project includes the participation of Margarita Mbywangy, chief of the Aché (from the Tupí branch of the Guaraní) in the northeastern area of Kuetuby. 

Mbywangy ''has provided us with valuable information and gave a noteworthy presentation at the conference we held in Ciudad del Este,'' said Prieto. 

But ''Tapé Avirú will entail a long-term process, because even though we have already identified several stations along the Guaraní's pre-Columbian route, research is needed to trace out the definitive paths,'' added the SENATUR advisor. 

On the Paraguayan side, there is a lack of road and hotel infrastructure for the tourist aspect of the project, and there are areas where social conflicts continue to simmer -- related to the demands of landless rural workers -- in the department of San Pedro, where conquistador Alejo García was killed five centuries ago. 

(* Alejandro Sciscioli is an IPS correspondent. Originally published Jan. 1 by Latin American newspapers that are part of the Tierramérica network. Tierramérica is a specialised news service produced by IPS with the backing of the United Nations Development Programme and the United Nations Environment Programme.) 

(END/2005)

__________________________________________________________________________________________

UN News Service

Tsunami aid makes extraordinary progress but faces extraordinary problems - UN 

	

	Carol Bellamy speaks with girl at welfare centre in Sri Lanka


4 January 2005 – As Secretary-General Kofi Annan and other world leaders headed for Indonesia to launch an emergency appeal for countries devastated by last week's Asian tsunami, the top United Nations relief coordinator said today the emergency operation was making extraordinary progress but also faced extraordinary problems. 

"We are making extraordinary progress in reaching the majority of the people affected in the majority of the areas," Emergency Relief Coordinator Jan Egeland told a news briefing on day 10 of the disaster that killed more than 150,000 people - with the number still rising - injured 500,000 more and left up to 5 million lacking basic services. 

"We are also experiencing extraordinary obstacles in many, many areas and nowhere do we have bigger problems again than in northern Sumatra and the Aceh region," he added. "We still have logistical bottlenecks although that's part of the extraordinary progress that we have been solving many more of the bottlenecks earlier than we've done in similar disasters before." 

Warning that diseases were worsening by the day in areas that the massive relief operation was not reaching, Mr. Egeland said the top priority "on his wish list" were C-17 transport planes to fly in heavy earth moving equipment to increase the capacity of the airport in Banda Aceh, Indonesia, which registered the worst devastation among the dozen countries hit by the tsunami. Britain has already promised one of the aircraft. 

"We still need more trucks, we still need more helicopters, we still need more aircraft, we still need more landing crafts and boats, we still need more base camps with staff support, we need more fuel stores and handling units, we need more water treatment units, we need more generators and deployment kits for personnel. But in all of these areas we are making progress," he declared. 

But he added: "I still feel a sense of desperation that a lot of the people on the Sumatra coast we are not reaching." Relief officials have stressed the vital importance of bringing in clean drinking water and sanitation equipment to avoid deadly epidemics that in a worst case scenario could claim as many or more lives than the tsunami itself. 

Mr. Egeland said aid pledged so far has topped $2 billion but he emphasized that it must be long-term and that donors must come up with the money they have pledged, which has not always happened in the past. 

He also again stressed the vital need for coordinating the operations. "I think that it is now amply proven that if anybody can coordinate the world's generosity it's the United Nations or nobody," he said. 

"We are very adamant that everything has to be coordinated. We do not want a thousand organizations to try to send things to Aceh today. It would be a disaster in a disaster." 

Meanwhile UN agency heads were touring the area to fine-tune the response to the disaster. Arriving in Indonesia following a two-day tour of flood-ravaged Sri Lanka, UN Children's Fund (UNICEF) Executive Director Carol Bellamy called for four basic measures to "give this devastated tsunami generation a fighting chance." 

These are: a focus on keeping children alive with an emphasis on clean water, adequate sanitation, basic nutrition and routine medical care; caring for separated children, reuniting those who have lost their immediate families with their extended families and communities; ensuring that children are protected from exploitation; and helping children cope with their trauma by getting them back in school as soon as possible. 

Earlier estimates put the number of children killed by the tsunami at a third of the total, but yesterday in Sri Lanka Ms. Bellamy said this might be too low since children in relief camps formed too small a proportion of survivors. She also said it was believed that 1.5 million children had in some way been affected by the disaster. 

The Director-General of the UN World Health Organization (WHO), Lee Jong-wook, has already arrived in the Indonesian capital of Jakarta, where on Thursday Mr. Annan will launch a flash appeal at a global conference on the catastrophe, at the start of a five-day visit to the worst-hit of all the devastated countries as well as to Sri Lanka. 

"It is a race against time to act quickly to respond to disease outbreaks," WHO said, stressing the vital need to provide clean drinking water to prevent infectious and water-borne illnesses such as diarrhoeal diseases, dysentery and typhoid. 

"Millions of people are now under serious threat of disease outbreaks as a result of damaged water and sanitation systems, sea water contamination and the congested and crowded conditions of the displaced," it warned, although no epidemic outbreaks have been reported so far. 

For its part, in what it called an unprecedented response to a natural disaster, the UN refugee agency said it is planning a six-month, multi-million dollar emergency relief operation in Aceh and Sri Lanka. "This is indeed a very special situation," UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) Ruud Lubbers declared, adding that the agency, whose mandate is to protect, assist and find solutions for refugees fleeing persecution and conflict, had taken the exceptional decision to provide its resources and operational expertise to help natural disaster victims because of the immensity of the crisis. 

The UN World Food Programme (WFP) said it had managed to bring in 380 tons of food and 40,000 litres of water to Aceh, enough for 100,000 people for a week.

____________________________________________________________________________________________

New Zealand Herald
Airstrips key for disaster relief, disease fears rise

A damaged 737 was towed off the runway at Banda Aceh last night, allowing flights to resume. Picture / Reuters

05.01.05 1.00pm

by Michael Perry

JAKARTA - Aid workers cleared landing strips in Asia's tsunami-hit regions on Tuesday to start flying food, clean water and medical staff to hungry and injured survivors, but the global relief operation continued to struggle.

There was an ever-increasing threat of diseases such as cholera and malaria which could kill tens of thousands of people, with survivors desperate to find water uncontaminated by seawater and sewage, said health officials from Sri Lanka to Indonesia.

As exhausted doctors, nurses, aid workers and troops continued their around-the-clock operations, world leaders began arriving in Asia ahead of a Jakarta conference on Thursday where the United Nations will launch a major aid appeal.

A total of US$2 billion ($2.81) billion has already been pledged for tsunami relief, the biggest humanitarian mission since World War Two. The toll continued to climb, with around 150,000 confirmed killed and millions left homeless or displaced.

The World Health Organisation (WHO) estimates there are more than 500,000 people injured and in need of medical care across six Asian nations.

In the devastated town of Meulaboh in Indonesia's Aceh province, effectively cut off from the world for a week and with an estimated 40,000 feared dead, a damaged airstrip was cleared sufficiently for use by small Twin Otter aircraft, enabling medical teams to distribute bandages, dressings and painkillers.

But the key airport of Banda Aceh on the tip of Sumatra island -- the main gateway for incoming aid flights -- had to be closed for most of Tuesday after a cargo plane's landing gear collapsed.

By late last night engineers managed to jack up the damaged plane so its broken undercarriage could be welded into place and the aircraft rolled clear.

The Boeing 737 cargo plane had touched down from Jakarta early yesterday morning and was turning when its left engine and undercarriage hit a buffalo, which had strayed on to the runway. The left side of the chartered jet collapsed, blocking the strip.

The accident delayed a flight by a New Zealand C-130 Hercules aircraft, which was due to fly to Banda Aceh with a load of tents. The Hercules had already flown five missions into Aceh. On Monday it delivered 6350kg of freight, two vehicles and biscuits.

The World Health Organisation (WHO) said cases of pneumonia, diarrhoea, malaria and skin infections were appearing along with some cases of gangrene because survivors had been exposed to polluted water and not treated carefully enough.

Vijay Nath, a WHO medical officer supervising the emergency response programme in Banda Aceh said he had a fairly good picture of the health situation in the provincial capital and there had been no confirmed cases of cholera.

In Meulaboh, 175km to the southwest of Banda Aceh and just 150km from the epicentre of the December 26 quake, officials estimate one third of the 120,000 people in the town were killed by the ensuing tsunami.

"The casualty rates in Meulaboh defy imagination," said Aitor Lacomba, Indonesian director of aid group International Rescue Committee. "Tens of thousands need immediate assistance there."

The International Red Cross said it was focusing on Meulaboh, with Japanese, Spanish and Singaporean medical teams now operating in the town on Sumatra's west coast, which saw the force of the tsunami destroy buildings and wash fishing boats 3km inland.

"There is a strong smell of putrefaction and, whilst body retrieval has commenced, it can be assumed that there are still hundreds, possibly thousands of bodies remaining underneath the debris," said Red Cross engineer Sara Escudero.

Said Taufik, 40, who owned a furniture store in Meulaboh, lost nine family members including his wife, son and father.

"I'd never heard the word tsunami before but I was standing near the beach and I saw the water pull away about 10m and I just started running," he told Reuters.

A Singapore military medical unit has set up in Meulaboh and a surgical team established on Monday saw 150 patients in the first few hours, mainly with upper respiratory infections, unspecified infectious diseases, wounds and diarrhoea.

The Red Cross said it would use Meulaboh as an aid staging post for the Sumatran west coast, as Singapore deployed a second helicopter landing ship there on Tuesday, with 200 men, food supplies and trucks.

Environmental group Greenpeace was sending its flagship, Rainbow Warrior, to Meulaboh with aid and a team from Medecins Sans Frontieres (MSF).

"We plan to use the ship to travel along the west coast with a full package of food, medical supplies and materials such as plastic sheeting and mosquito nets on board," David Curtis, MSF emergency coordinator in Jakarta, said in a statement.

US amphibious ships arrived off Sumatra on Tuesday and started loading aid via helicopters from Medan, before sailing around Sumatra's northern tip and down the isolated west coast.

With roads, bridges and airstrips washed out, aid groups issued a call for shallow-draft boats to try and reach survivors.

"With the coastline decimated, the boats will have to traverse very shallow waters," said aid group International Rescue Committee in Indonesia. "We will also use motorcycles as a few roads are accessible this way."

In Banda Aceh, military from the United States, Australia, India, Malaysia, Singapore and Germany spent the day unloading plane loads of aid that had landed before the airport was shut because of the damaged cargo jet. The airport remained open to helicopters and crews flew aid sorties to remote areas.

"The situation in Banda Aceh overall is improving. The backlog of relief supplies is starting to clear," said the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, which is leading the relief operation in Indonesia.

But the United Nations said some requests for assistance were still not being met, such as an urgent call for five air traffic control units in Banda Aceh to help ease airport logjams, 150 trucks, fixed-wing aircraft and boats and landing craft.

The Indonesian Health Ministry said nearly 400,000 people were refugees in Aceh.

Parts of Banda Aceh city were deserted on Tuesday, especially the downtown area near the waterfront, where buildings were flattened by the quake and killer waves. Small fires smouldered in a desperate attempt to burn stacks of debris.

In front of a collapsed shopping mall where food and water were being distributed, at least 1000 people queued for water from a private aid station set up by businessmen.

Volunteers handed out rice, marking people's fingers with ink that would wash off after a day to allow them to collect more.

"If you don't live in a refugee camp, you have to queue like this. It's very hard for us also out here," Ramzi, 27, told Reuters as he queued for water. He said he and 15 relatives were living in a house undamaged by the tsunami.

In Sri Lanka, the second hardest hit nation with more than 30,000 dead, the first of 1200 US Marines had arrived with helicopters, bulldozers and generators to help speed up relief efforts, hindered by a lack of trucks and warehouse capacity.

Heavy rain again lashed parts of eastern Sri Lanka on Tuesday, flooding camps housing hundreds of thousands.

A US aid group said it would use the remains of damaged buildings to create new homes in Sri Lanka for tens of thousands.

"The foundations of many homes seem to be fine, but anything above the foundations was destroyed," said Tony Senewiratne, a director with Habitat for Humanity in Sri Lanka.

"Using materials from some of the damaged homes, we could likely build some of the core houses for as little as US$100."

Across Asia the fear of disease outbreaks was mounting.

"It is a race against time," said the WHO in its latest report.

The UN agency said it had already received a handful of reports of malaria and dengue fever in Thailand and hundreds of reports of diarrhoea and infected wounds in most tsunami-hit countries.

In India, aid groups said ensuring hygiene in overcrowded survivor camps was paramount.

"In camps built for 300 people there are often twice that number living there, with open defecation and urination everywhere," said CM Mathew from ActionAid in India.

"So ensuring sanitation and hygiene, along with distributing food, is a key priority of our work," he said.

The United Nations said 37 islands in the low-lying Maldives were reporting either no water or only enough to last three to four days and 20 islands had contaminated water.

A Spanish water and sanitation team, consisting of six specialists including a geologist, chemist and biologist, were in Sumatra trying to locate a body of water to purify.

"The water source could be a lake, a river or a pool, it doesn't really matter," said Inigo Vila, leader of the team.

· REUTERS
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US and Thailand agree on early tsunami warning system as Powell visits

01-04-2005, 12h31

Pornchai Kittiwongsakul - (AFP)

PHUKET, Thailand (AFP) - Secretary of State Colin Powell toured relief operations on this tsunami-battered resort island and pledged US help to develop an early warning system to avert future tsunami catastrophes.

Powell, accompanied by President George W. Bush's brother Jeb, met Thai and US officials and US military commanders on the first leg of a tour of three of the countries ravaged by last week's waves that killed more than 145,000 people across the Indian Ocean.

He toured relief tents on Phuket, the centre of a major multinational assistance mission after at least 5,000 people died in Thailand, and viewed a bulletin board carrying photos of hundreds still missing.

Powell promised to make more US forensic experts available, if needed, to help identify the dead across the region. The United States and Thailand have also agreed to cooperate in developing an early warning system to avert future tsunami disasters.

Thai Foreign Minister Surakiart Sathirathai said earlier in Bangkok that the warning system, and technological aid for environmental preservation, topped the agenda of his talks with Powell.

"We would like to have expertise and technical assistance from the United States to install an early warning system in the Indian Ocean and the South China Sea," Surakiart said.

The Thai minister said nobody knew yet how much a regional system would cost but that "it may be funded by the United Nations".

"Thailand is ready to be the center for the regional warning center and if there is no agreement (at an emergency summit in Jakarta Thursday) we are ready to set up our own," he said.

Powell, flanked by Jeb Bush who governs the hurricane-prone state of Florida, told a press conference they could build on existing systems set up for typhoons.

The challenge was "how do you use and augment existing broadcast systems ... so the information can get out in an actionable manner," Powell said.

Powell and Bush met Surakiart and Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra at the start of their tour.

Amid an early barrage of media criticism of the Bush administration for its perceived slow response to the crisis, Powell heard welcome praise from the Thai foreign minister for Washington's "prompt and very effective assistance".

Powell told his hosts: "We are in solidarity with you as you deal with this crisis."

He added: "The aftermath of the tsunami is a tragedy for the entire world. The United States will not turn away from those in desperate need."

The delegation from Washington, which has pledged some 350 million dollars in relief, again stressed the need for long-term recovery efforts.

"We have committed 350 million dollars and of that amount 40 million has already been allocated," Powell said.

But he was cool to the notion of a region-wide programme on the lines of the Marshall Plan mounted in Europe after World War II.

"We have to see it as a regional problem but then the solution will be country by country," Powell said.

He toured a relief centre at Bangkok airport, inspecting hangars piled with boxes of relief goods while metal and wooden coffins stood in rows outside.

Powell also met Lieutenant General Robert Blackman, commander of the US military relief effort which includes two aircraft carrier groups, 20 patrol and supply ships, helicopters and some 12,000 military personnel.

He was to leave Phuket later Tuesday for Jakarta to confer with officials and visit the devastated province of Aceh, where some 94,000 people are estimated to have died.

Powell will also attend the emergency summit in Jakarta on Thursday and then head for Sri Lanka.

Powell said Monday that Washington had no immediate plans to add to the aid already pledged but was ready to boost the figure if necessary.

___________________________________________________________________________________________

BBC

'Hundreds feared dead' in Burma

The death toll from the Asian tsunami in Burma may be higher than official figures suggest, a UN agency has said.

A World Food Programme official said researchers found 200 households where at least one member was out fishing when it hit and is still missing.

Burma's government has released initial figures of 53 dead and 21 missing.

Burma rarely gives figures of dead from natural disasters, but aid agencies did say the country nevertheless appears to have escaped the tsunami's worst.

The WFP also said around 30,000 Burmese were still in need of clean water, food, medicine and shelter in affected villages.

A BBC correspondent in South East Asia, Tony Cheng, says the government casualty figures had been met with scepticism.

But independent research by aid groups - the International Federation of the Red Cross and Medecins Sans Frontieres - suggests that coastal communities may in fact have been spared the devastation seen in other countries bordering the Indian Ocean.

However, Heather Hill, a WFP official in Bangkok, said that UN and WFP staff in Burma have found evidence to suggest that some 200 fishermen are missing in the coastal region of Kawthaung.

But our correspondent says that what complicates matters is that many areas which would have been in the path of the tsunami are sensitive military installations, including a Chinese naval listening post near the Andaman Islands.

Independent observers are unlikely to gain access to these remote areas, which means that an accurate picture of the impact of the tsunami on Burma may never be known.

___________________________________________________________________________________________
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Germany Plans Disaster Early Warning Conference 
GERMANY: January 5, 2004

BERLIN - Germany hopes to host an international conference this year designed to enhance early warning systems and limit the damage from natural disasters following Asia's devastating tsunami. 

About 150,000 people were killed across the Indian Ocean when a massive earthquake on Dec. 26 triggered the tsunami. Those who lost lives and livelihoods received no warning even though the huge waves took from one to six hours to strike. 
Deputy Foreign Minister Klaus Scharioth told reporters on Tuesday Germany suggested holding a conference on early warning systems to United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan last week. 

"The theme of tsunamis would of course play a large role. I am fairly certain that the secretary-general will agree to our proposal," Scharioth said. 

Germany has already hosted two such disaster early warning conferences in 1998 and 2003. 

Countries around the Pacific Ocean already have an early warning system to protect against tsunamis, which are far more frequent there. 

A donor conference in Jakarta on Thursday is to look at an Asian early warning system, but it is unclear what the huge array of world leaders to attend can achieve in one day. 

A long-planned World Conference on Disaster Reduction will also take place in Kobe, Japan on Jan. 18-22. 


REUTERS NEWS SERVICE
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Reuters
UN Says 54,000 Somalis Stricken by Tsunami 
KENYA / SOMALIA: January 5, 2004

NAIROBI - An estimated 54,000 Somalis have been stricken by a tsunami that tore across the Indian Ocean and smashed into the Horn of Africa nation, the United Nations said on Tuesday. 

At least $13.1 million is needed immediately to help victims in some of the remotest areas of the anarchic country and that figure could rise, the UN said in an aid appeal on Tuesday. 
Aid workers say the death toll in Somalia, the east African nation worst hit by the tsunami, has risen to about 150 people from 110 last week. 

But numbers are difficult to verify because Somalia lacks infrastructure after 13 years without national government. 

The transitional government, yet to leave Nairobi because of insecurity at home, says more than 200 people were killed and many are still missing. "We don't know the exact number of the missing people, but I don't know for how long we can call them missing people. It's a question mark," presidential spokesman Yusuf Mohammed Ismail told Reuters. 

Somalia was the western terminus of the wall of water that rampaged across the Indian Ocean after an earthquake on Dec. 26 off the coast of Indonesia. 

The country has suffered years of hunger, drought, floods, lawlessness and domination by warring militias. 

The wave struck during the high fishing season when the coastal population swells with fishermen, the UN said. Most of the dead were fisherman at sea when the wave struck. 

The damage is concentrated in the northeastern Somali region of Puntland, which encompasses the tip of the Horn of Africa. 

The water destroyed 1,180 homes, smashed 2,400 boats and rendered freshwater wells and reservoirs unusable, the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs said in a report on Tuesday. 

Aid agencies with small ground operations in Puntland have delivered food and relief supplies, mostly from existing stocks. A German Navy helicopter has also delivered supplies. 

A larger effort is being planned by aid agencies and the transitional government, since Somalia presents the dual challenges of insecurity and a nearly non-existent road network. 

This latest estimate of victims is higher than an assessment by the UN World Food Programme last week that said between 30,000 and 50,000 needed immediate aid. 

The UN appeal should help victims restart their livelihoods and covers the cost of food, agricultural assistance and the rebuilding of homes. 
____________________________________________________________________________________________
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Rains, Floods Hamper Tsunami Relief 
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ASIA: January 5, 2004

UNITED NATIONS - Heavy rains and floods are holding up efforts to help victims of the Asian tsunami, but the United Nations said on Tuesday that "extraordinary progress" was being made and the total amount of aid pledged had risen to between $2 billion and $3 billion. 

There was a growing threat of diseases such as cholera and malaria which could kill tens of thousands of people, with survivors desperate to find water uncontaminated by seawater and sewage, said health officials from Sri Lanka to Indonesia. 
Bottlenecks in the aid pipeline remained, but a top UN official said these were being overcome more quickly than in previous disasters. 

The US military announced plans to double to about 90 the number of helicopters it was providing for the aid effort, boosting the capability to supply badly damaged areas where airplanes cannot land. 

"We are making extraordinary progress in reaching the majority of the people affected in the majority of the areas. We are also experiencing extraordinary obstacles in many, many areas," UN Emergency Relief Coordinator Jan Egeland said at a news conference. 

He said donations toward disaster relief were growing daily, and "we are somewhere between $2 billion and $3 billion in total pledges," including funds intended for longer term reconstruction. 

One aid agency, Medecins Sans Frontieres (Doctors without Borders), urged donors to stop sending it money for tsunami victims, saying it had collected enough funds to manage its relief effort in the region. The French government reacted by urging people to keep on giving. 

Rich industrialized nations, criticized in the early days of the crisis for what was seen as an inadequate response, have stepped up efforts to help countries devastated by the tsunami by offering to freeze billions of dollars in debt repayments. 

Britain's finance minister, Gordon Brown, said this could lead to "the possibility of some write-off of debt." 

In Washington, Congress was expected to approve more aid on top of the already announced $350 million US contribution. 

"I intend to ensure that aid is flowing as efficiently and effectively as possible," said Senate Majority Leader Bill Frist, a Republican from Tennessee. 

Germany was expected to boost its aid contribution from $27 million to $680 million, according to a government source, which would make the country the biggest single contributor to relief funds. Chancellor Gerhard Schroeder promised to announce "a significant sum" on Wednesday. 

He was a little upstaged by German racing driver Michael Schumacher, the Formula One world champion, who is to make a donation of $10 million. 

WORLD LEADERS 

As exhausted doctors, nurses, aid workers and troops continued their around-the-clock operations, world leaders began arriving in Asia ahead of a Jakarta conference on Thursday where the United Nations will launch a major aid appeal. 

The toll continued to climb, with around 150,000 confirmed killed and millions left homeless or displaced. 

The World Health Organization estimates there are more than 500,000 people injured and in need of medical care across six Asian nations. The United Nations estimates that 5 million people need some kind of aid and 1 million are homeless. 

At least a third of those killed were children and there were fears that a "tsunami generation" of children was likely to suffer more than adults in the aftermath of the tragedy. 

"We probably underestimated the impact on children," said UNICEF spokeswoman Wivina Belmonte. "Many people are already talking about the tsunami generation." 

The main airport in Indonesia's Banda Aceh, a hub for relief flights, was closed to fixed-wing aircraft for much of Tuesday after a cargo plane hit a buffalo, the UN World Food Program reported. 

In the devastated town of Meulaboh in Aceh province, effectively cut off for a week and with an estimated 40,000 feared dead, a damaged airstrip was cleared sufficiently for use by small Twin Otter aircraft, enabling medical teams to distribute bandages, dressings and painkillers. 

"The casualty rates in Meulaboh defy imagination," said Aitor Lacomba, Indonesian director of aid group International Rescue Committee. "Tens of thousands need immediate assistance there." 

'WALL OF CONCRETE' 

When the tsunami hit western Sumatra "it was like a wall of concrete exploding on that coastline," Egeland said. 

US amphibious ships arrived off Sumatra on Tuesday and started loading aid via helicopters from Medan, before sailing around Sumatra's northern tip and down the isolated west coast. 

In Sri Lanka, the second hardest hit nation with more than 30,000 dead and 788,000 displaced persons in 800 camps, the first of 1,200 US Marines had arrived with helicopters, bulldozers and generators. 

Heavy rain again lashed parts of eastern Sri Lanka on Tuesday, flooding camps housing hundreds of thousands. 

Across Asia the fear of disease outbreaks was mounting. 

"It is a race against time," said the WHO. 

The UN agency said it had already received a handful of reports of malaria and dengue fever in Thailand and hundreds of reports of diarrhea and infected wounds in most tsunami-hit countries. 
____________________________________________________________________________________________

San Francisco

"Tsunami Impacts on Coral Reefs in Thailand Under Investigation"

January 04, 2005 — By Reef Protection International (RPI) 

San Francisco, CA - In addition to the horrible toll on human life caused by this week's Indian Ocean tsunami, people around the world anxiously await word on its impact to Thailand's famous coral reefs, one of the key natural features that draws so many international visitors to these tropical areas. As aerial photos trickle in, the devastating effects of the tsunami clearly illustrate how the landscape has forever been altered by this natural disaster. In addition to ongoing relief efforts, assessments of how the powerful tsunami may have altered the fragile coral reefs of the region are currently underway. 

Drew Weiner, Director of Reef Protection International (RPI) says that "reports on the condition of the coral reefs around the affected areas in Thailand are starting to trickle in, but it is not yet known the full extent of the damage to coral reefs as a result of this natural disaster. Of course the priority is to attend to the human tragedy, however, we will soon need to support efforts to clean up and rebuild local facilities and coastal waters. Many of the people impacted by the tsunami depend on the ocean for their livelihood." Every year, thousands of visitors from around the world flock to Phuket and the surrounding area to enjoy the sun-drenched beaches and world-class scuba diving. Tourism is the lifeblood for the locals, now displaced due to the tsunami. 

Anupong Torranin, of Whalesharkthai, tells RPI that the tourism authority of Thailand, the Department of Marine and Coastal Resources, several universities, and a group of volunteer dive professionals are organizing an extensive damage survey. The survey will be carried out January 5-9 and will include the reefs around the Similan, Richelieu, Phi Phi, and several other islands in the area. 

It is unknown yet how the change in ocean water quality will affect coastal marine life. Dr. Wallace J. Nichols of Blue Ocean Institute observes, "The retraction of the tsunami waves brought with them a high amount of contaminants, including raw sewage and other polluting flotsam. It is possible that much of this material will affect human and ocean health for some time. This is the next deadly wave of the tsunami and should be watched closely as restoration and rebuilding efforts are put into place." Dr. Nichols is a marine biologist and a member of the RPI Board of Advisors. 

Weiner adds, "The coral reefs in the areas affected by the devastating tsunami are home to some of the most famous dive sites in the world. RPI will continue to investigate the status of the reefs impacted by this disaster and do whatever possible to help disseminate information and facilitate restoration. The scuba diving community can help promote restoration efforts by coming to the region and supporting ocean-based tourism." 

Reef Protection International (RPI), a project of Earth Island Institute, is an international marine conservation organization headquartered in San Francisco, CA. RPI educates the public about the marine aquarium trade and promotes consumer behavior that enhances coral reef conservation. 

Some facts about coral reefs and the global marine aquarium trade: 

Coral reefs are some of the oldest ecosystems on Earth; 

An estimated 10% of the world's coral reefs have already been lost and 60% are threatened by global warming, overfishing, destructive fishing practices, and unsound coastal development practices; 

If current man-made pressures continue unabated, it is estimated another 30% may perish by 2050; 

1,471 species of coral reef fish are traded worldwide for aquarium use, with global trade ranging between 20 and 24 million individual fish annually; 

The global trade in live coral has increased by more than 500% over the last 10 years, also predominantly for aquarium use, with over 1.2 million wild-harvested stony corals in trade during 2002; 

Most of these corals originate in Southeast Asia and the South Pacific. Indonesia emerged as the largest source of stony corals in the late 1980s and currently supplies 70-80% of the global trade in live corals. 
___________________________________________________________________________________________
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As tsunami reminds us, `Mother Nature will win when she wants to'

By Seth Borenstein

WASHINGTON - Man can dam rivers, build skyscrapers, even go to the moon, but sometimes nature needs only a split second to remind us who's really boss. 

Last Sunday's tsunami offers yet another humbling lesson that the power of nature far exceeds the reach - indeed, even the imagination - of man. 

The earthquake and subsequent tsunami released as much energy as 1 million atomic bombs. It changed - slightly but perceptibly to modern science - the wobble and rotation of the Earth. It also redistributed Earth's mass, moving the North Pole 1 inch and causing the length of a day to shrink permanently by 3 millionths of a second, according to geophysicist Richard Gross of NASA's Jet Propulsion Laboratory. It also prompted prominent scientists to ponder the relationship between mankind, nature and God. 

Yet this monstrous event - whose reported death toll hit 123,000 Saturday and could rise to 150,000 - wasn't even the worst natural disaster of the past 30 years. The 1976 Tangshan earthquake in China killed at least 255,000 people, and maybe more than half a million. 

And when measured by geologic time, last Sunday's upheaval of earth and sea was but a mere pygmy. 

Consider, for example, that about 65 million years ago, a 6-mile-wide asteroid smashed into the Earth and triggered a tsunami 300 feet high. It threw debris into the air that blotted out the sun and caused a global winter, and it killed about three-quarters of the Earth's species, probably including dinosaurs. 

That was the fifth mass extinction in Earth's history. 

Nature's majesty is even more awesome deep in the universe, where suns explode and black holes swallow entire solar systems. 

"Mother Nature will win when she wants to," said Kathryn Sullivan, the first U.S. woman to walk in space and a former chief scientist for the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration. 

During three space-shuttle flights, Sullivan said, she would gaze through her "office window" down at Earth. She saw storms and hurricanes that revealed "the scale, the magnitude, the sheer power of Earth's natural structure." She also noticed wisps rising from the storms - "these most elegant, gorgeous, almost filigree structures." 

Finally, she would spy manmade structures - massive oil fields and urban lights - that made "noticeable fingerprints on our planet." 

When the forces of man and nature clash, she said, "you get reminded that the power of this planet is really there. We are, in our forces, implicitly nothing." 

Nature's unleashed forces are still building this world. 

Last Sunday's tsunami "is something that in an instant demonstrates to us the dynamic processes that shape our planet; it's why we have mountains," said Paul Richards, a professor of natural sciences at Columbia University. "It's what it means to be a member of planet Earth. ... Does that inspire awe? Obviously, it does." 

Scientists say the more they study Earth and the universe, the more they're struck by the imbalance of power between humanity and creation. 

"Nature is much more powerful, and we have precious little ability to influence what happens at that scale," said Rice University professor Neal Lane, former chief science adviser to President Clinton. "It's a deeply humbling experience. We are able to control an infinitesimal amount of energy compared to the natural-energy events going on in the universe." 

Mankind has much to be humble about. 

"The forces of man are pretty puny," said biology professor Ursula Goodenough at Washington University in St. Louis. Tsunamis remind scientists to think about great forces and "what we give assent to for having the gift of the lives we have." 

For scientists such as space-traveler Sullivan, that means belief in God. 

"There's certainly portions and power of some scope beyond me that I know are not going to be found at the end of a telescope," she said. 

For others, such as biologist Goodenough, it means acknowledging scientific laws of the universe, such as gravity, but not a God in a biblical sense. "For me," she said, "that's a religious understanding." 

Lane said the majesty of nature was what motivated scientists. 

"I have always found it overwhelming," Lane said. "I think the mystery of nature is really what drives most scientists. That's why they don't sleep very much at night. Those mysteries are out there." 

The same issue is addressed from a different perspective in the Bible's book of Job, when Job questions why he's suffered so: 

"Then the Lord answered Job out of the whirlwind: `Who is this that darkens counsel by words without knowledge? Gird up your loins like a man, I will question you and you shall declare to me. Where were you when I laid the foundation of the Earth? Tell me, if you have understanding. Who determined its measurements - surely you know! Or who stretched the line upon it?" 

Shortly afterward, God asks Job if he thinks he has God's power to "lift up your voice to the clouds that a flood of waters may cover you?" 

Whether in the lab or the pew, humans continue to struggle against larger powers, often trying to control or at least harness nature, and sometimes succeeding - until dramatic events such as this mock human presumption. 

This bothers some scientists, including Kathleen Tierney, a University of Colorado sociologist and the director of the Natural Hazards Research and Applications Information Center. 

By damming natural rivers and building large cities in hurricane-prone areas such as Florida, "we are continuing to act as if nature doesn't even exist, and that we can do anything we want on this planet and we're not going to suffer the consequences from it," Tierney said. 

Dams, for example, prevent small-scale flooding. However, a massive flood not only can overwhelm the human-built system, but dams also can make the disaster worse, because homes were built where they wouldn't have been if not for the protection presumed from such structures. 

"Do we respect nature and do we live with nature? No, we want nature to do our bidding," Tierney said. "We live in a society that believes that technology can solve all of our problems, that we can overcome our own human limitations through technology." 

When a tsunami comes, she said, it shows that Earth "doesn't care. It's nature." 

Disasters do, however, reveal another human power, one that can't be measured in energy released, physical destruction or computer calculations of the Earth's spin. 

"What I see in disaster," Tierney said, "is the tremendous resilience of people." 
____________________________________________________________________________________________
NY TIMES

The Maldives: For 5 Minutes, Just Water and Few Signs of an Island

January 4, 2005

 By IAN FISHER 

KOLHUFUSHI, Maldives, Jan. 3 - The highest natural point in the Maldives is no more than five feet above sea level, so low that water from the tsunami rushed over nearly every inch of this nation of 1,190 tiny islands. Here on

Kolhufushi, there was no dry ground to run to. For maybe five terrifying minutes, the ocean rose to the islanders'

chins - everywhere. 

"If it had lasted any longer, everything would have swept away," said Yousef Sigee, 32, the chief of this island, a

mere mile long and 300 yards across, a remote 85 miles south of the capital, Male. "Everyone would have perished."

In the end, 16 of Kolhufushi's 1,230 residents are thought to have died on Dec. 26, making it one of the hardest-hit

islands in the Maldives. In all, the death count from the Maldives, population 340,000, is 85, including 3 tourists. 

It seems a paradox that the nation that would seem most vulnerable to a tsunami suffered far less death than some

coastal areas of Sri Lanka, just to the northeast in the Indian Ocean, or in the part of Indonesia hit by the waves.

Apparently, that is because the huge coral reefs that encircle the islands absorbed the impact somewhat. 

People here say they are fortunate, but now they worry  that, with images far more devastating from elsewhere, the

Maldives may not get its share of the billions of dollars pledged for relief and reconstruction in the region. People

in the Maldives say that would be unfair since virtually no part of the nation, among the lowest lying in the world,

was untouched by destruction. About one third of the nation's citizens suffered what is described as serious

damage from the wave, with 12,000 left homeless. 

"We feel very lucky given the destruction," said Ahmed Abdullah, a member of the Maldives cabinet. But, he added, "It hit everywhere. To bring back normal life for people here will be a Herculean task." 

Margareta Wahlstrom, an assistant secretary general of the United Nations touring the countries that have been the

worst hit, addressed the concern that the Maldives would not receive its share of assistance. 

"I intend to make it my mission to make sure it doesn't happen," she told reporters in Male after visiting

Kolhufushi by seaplane on Monday. 

Some experts have said that they believe the overall economic impact from the tsunami around the region will be

relatively small, since the destruction occurred mostly along coastal areas, where the main industries - tourism

and fishing - make up only a small portion of many of the nations' economies. The difference here, officials say, is

that coast is all the Maldives has: half the nation's gross domestic product comes from tourism and fisheries. 

Moreover, these are the two economic sectors that the nation's authoritarian government, led by President Maumoon Abdul Gayoom, in power since 1978, has worked hard to improve in recent years - with enough success that the Maldives was taken off the United Nations' list of least developed countries just six days before the tsunami hit. 

Now, people here worry that the progress was wiped out in minutes. 

"We had a lot of dreams," said Firaq Mohamad, an owner of Inner Maldives, one of the nation's biggest tour companies.

Over nearly two decades, the Maldives has turned its turquoise seas and gorgeous fish-filled reefs into a top

tourist destination. A record 600,000 tourists visited in 2004. 

But after an exodus of thousands of tourists right after the tsunami hit, Mr. Mohamad has received 600 cancellations in the last three days alone - or 60 percent of his business in the next two months, the high season here. Nineteen of the 87 tourist resorts were seriously damaged, six destroyed, according to the Tourism Ministry. 

Here on Kolhufushi, the islanders spoke too of loss, both human and economic. 

Accessible only by boat or seaplane, the island has carved a more comfortable existence than many, growing bananas and mangoes that fetch a higher price than the fish that many other islands sell. Residents said they felt the quake early in the morning of Dec. 26, but thought little of it. Then at about 9:30 a.m., the ocean surged over the eastern side of the island, crashing through the banana and mangogroves, destroying the oldest homes and a 100-year-old mosque. 

"I thought it was the end of the world," said Mr. Sigee, the island's chief. "I thought the whole island was going

to go." 

He said he was in water up to his chin, grasping onto a coconut tree as he watched scores of residents whisked out

to sea. 

Mr. Sigee described a large wave, but video taken elsewhere in the Maldives suggest, to some officials here, that the reef blocked the main force of the water. Mr. Sigee said the water receded, bringing many of the people who had been swept away back to the land. 

In the end, 10 people are confirmed dead - 5 of them no more than 11 years old, and several others over 60. Another 6, again children and the elderly, are still missing and presumed dead. All but perhaps 5 of the island's 174 houses are uninhabitable, Mr. Sigee said. 

The banana and mango trees appear to be completely lost. Their leaves are turning yellow, apparently poisoned by the salt water. 

On Monday, for the first time since the tsunami hit, residents left the boats in which they have been sleeping

to begin clearing out their houses. The island's school was cleaned up as a temporary shelter. Supplies have been

reaching Kolhufushi: flip-flops, food, water, toothpaste, sleeping mats and batteries. 

Mr. Sigee said new banana and mango trees could be planted and ready for harvesting in six months. Meantime, Mr. Sigee said he hoped his island was now blessed with the assistance that will make that possible. 

"The most important thing is building," he said.
________________________________________________________________
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BC-Tsunami-Forgotten-Others, Bgt 

EDs: `Culpeper' in para 7 is correct

INDEX: International, Environment, Politics, Social HL:Response to Tsunami raises questions about indifference to other tragedies By Dennis Bueckert 

OTTAWA (CP) With global attention riveted by the Asian tsunami, some wonder why the public is not equally moved by the continuing toll of Third World poverty and conflict which claims far more lives each year. 

The tsunami, with a death toll likely to surpass 150,000, has produced $2 billion in pledges to the United Nations more money than was received for all of the humanitarian appeals issued last year. 

There has been no comparable outpouring of concern for the estimated 850 million people worldwide who are malnourished, of which an estimated 25,000 die every day, according to UN officials. 

UN emergency relief co-ordinator Jan Egelan has noted that about 1,000 people die daily in Eastern Congo, but that situation barely makes news. 

``There is too little attention paid to these forgotten disasters,'' he told a news briefing recently. 

The simple answer for the discrepancy is that the tsunami was spectacular and unprecedented, producing horrifying images of a kind that had never been seen before, while starvation in the developing world is old news. 

``I think emergencies have a more visceral appeal both to the media and the public than long-term misery and degradation,'' said Roy Culpeper of the Ottawa-based North-South Institute, which follows development issues. 

``It's part of a deeper neglect that our societies are guilty of.'' 

He said the U.S. military budget is $450 billion a year, while about $15 billion is allocated by the United States to aid annually. Canada spends about $13 billion on its military, and $3 billion on aid. 

One of the reasons for the strong interest in the disaster was that it involved many Western tourists, said David Runnalls, president of the Institute for Sustainable Development, based in Winnipeg. 

He noted that much of the initial news coverage focused on Thailand although it turned out to have been far less affected than Indonesia and Sri Lanka, where Western tourism is not a major industry.
____________________________________________________________________________________________

The Independent

Race for the Arctic

An international 'cold war' has begun over who owns the rapidly unfreezing wastes of the far north and what is thought to be its treasure of natural resources. Daniel Howden and Ben Holst report

05 January 2005

Deep inside the Arctic Circle, hundreds of miles beyond the frontier of human habitation, a solitary red flag with a white cross flies in the freezing winds, its pole hammered into the unyielding rock of Hans Island. Next to it lies a plaque that tells the world the Vikings have returned.

The tiny island, a hostile wedge of rock poised between the north-west corner of Greenland and Canada's Ellesmere Island, where winter temperatures plummet to 40C below, is normally home to a seal colony and the occasional polar bear.

Now it finds itself on the front line of the race to claim the North Pole, a modern scramble for the Arctic that has pitted tiny Denmark against its Nato ally Canada, with Russia and the United States lurking in the wings. At stake, in what could be the last great territorial land-grab, is the promise of untold mineral riches that has prompted an increasing number of governments to throw tens of millions of pounds at scientific and military missions in a bid to get ahead.

These days the Vikings do not come in long-ships. The Danish navy sent HDMS Vaedderen, a 3,500-ton frigate with a reinforced hull, into the disputed channel that forms the maritime border between Canada and Greenland, the world's largest island and a semi-independent Danish territory, and more importantly, only 500 miles south of the North Pole.

And the elite Sirius Patrol, a contingent of specially trained Arctic soldiers, sleds and dogs, completed a hazardous patrol to the north-east shore of Greenland. The success of the Vaedderen and Sirius missions in proving their ability to operate so far north has given Denmark the confidence to stake its claim to the North Pole.

Trine Dahl Jensen, a geologist, is heading the team of scientists tasked with proving that Denmark's northern frontier is a lot further north than anyone expected. And she is more aware than most that the Danes' argument is complex and expensive to prove.

What they must resolve, Ms Dahl-Jensen says, is where Greenland's continental socket ends and where the ocean floor begins. Under the North Pole, the 2,000km-long Lomonosov Ridge of mountains runs from north of Greenland to north of Siberia. If hi-tech measurements prove Greenland's socket is attached to the ridge, they are in business. "We must be able to argue that it is a natural extension of Greenland," she says.

In the lobby of her offices at the Geological Survey of Greenland and Denmark (GEUS), there is a mechanical reminder of what they are working towards. A giant Foucault's pendulum is patiently tracking the rotation of the Earth around its South and North Pole axis. So far, no nation has actually secured territorial rights to either but the dawning of 2005 means the clock is ticking. That is the deadline for the Danish parliament to ratify the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea. The 1986 treaty affords coastal countries an economic zone extending 370km from their shores. If the socket is part of Greenland, then the North Pole could be part of Denmark.

"In 100 or 150 years, the ice may have melted significantly, making the area available for ships," Ms Dahl Jensen says. "This may seem far away, but in 10 years we will lose the right to make any territorial claims whatsoever."

The scientific work has to be completed within 10 years from the date that Denmark ratifies the UN convention. Ms Dahl-Jensen and her team have been given £14m in government grants for a project said by the Danish ministry of science to have "historic dimensions". The windfall budget is a dream come true. "In any other situation, we would never have received this kind of funding," she says.

At her desk in an overheated, cupboard-sized office lined with polar maps on both walls, the Danish scientist with her blonde hair and broad forehead looks a true descendant of her Viking forebears. Contrary to expectations, the main challenge her group faced this spring, on their first expeditions into the Polar Basin, was weather warmer than usual. "We need cold conditions, preferably between 30 to 40 degrees below," the geologist says. "We can't land [helicopters] on the ice, if there is too much water on it."

After landing and setting up camp, the team uses sonar equipment and audio waves produced by controlled explosions and air cannons to map out the sea bed. Some of the equipment is already in place along the northern shores of Greenland.

But there is a greater imperative behind the latest round of grandiose territorial claims than the workings of international law. The Inuit, who have lived for centuries in and around the Arctic Circle were among the first to notice it and they do not even have words for what they were seeing. Many indigenous languages have no vocabulary for the legions of animals, insects and plants that have advanced north as global warming melts the polar ice and invites forest to creep over the thawed tundra. "We can't even describe what we are seeing," says Sheila Watt-Cloutier, chair of the Inuit Circumpolar Conference which claims to represent more than 150,000 people across Canada, Alaska, Greenland and Russia.

An eight-nation report in November revealed that the Arctic is warming twice as fast as the rest of the planet and that the North Pole could be ice-free in summertime by the end of the century. Around the Arctic, salmon are moving up into more northerly waters, hornets are beginning to buzz and barn owls are appearing in regions where indigenous people have never seen a barn. The Arctic report said polar bears were "unlikely to survive as a species" if the ice disappeared and they were left to compete with their better-adapted brown and grizzly cousins.

What is for some an environmental catastrophe might be a great commercial opportunity. Diamond finds in Canada's Nunavut have already fired a mining rush and propelled the country into the ranks of a top-three producer. Ottawa is counting on tapping what the government suspects are major natural gas reserves in the Beaufort Sea, the frigid zone bordering the Yukon and Alaska, where diplomatic swords were crossed with the US when it tried unsuccessfully to auction off the area to oil companies last year. The companies reportedly balked at the prospect of finding their purchases challenged in an international squabble.

What no one disagrees with is the riches that would come from the thaw creating a north-west passage. The centuries old bane of Arctic explorers could become a reality thanks to global warming, cutting thousands of miles off the shipping routes between the Atlantic and Pacific oceans, and delivering a windfall to any country able to tax its users.

In August, Canada spent C$4.9m (£2.2m) in a show of force, sending hundreds of troops, helicopters, a frigate and an ice-breaker on a training exercise in search of mock satellite debris. Bad weather grounded planes, two soldiers were lost for a night and a fire on an ageing Sea King helicopter exposed the limits of the present force. This year, the government has approved the launching of the Radarsat II to provide high-resolution surveillance across the Arctic and monitor ships on the surface.

Canada's Defence Minister, Bill Graham, was well aware global warming has added a new urgency to claims in the Arctic. "[It has created] new possibilities and new threats," he told The New York Times. "We need more resources up there and we are going to look for ways to deploy them. The sense is that now is the time." The government has allocated C$70m for its own underwater mapping. One Canadian diplomat says: "To stake a territorial claim, you must be able to demonstrate you can actively patrol and enforce it, if necessary militarily."

Beneath the pack ice are the nuclear submarines of Russia, patrolling the dark water. Moscow has already made a failed attempt to stake its own claim to the Lomonosov Ridge, and thereby to the North Pole.

Faced with a common enemy, Canada and Denmark have begun to negotiate to fund a joint programme, which will divide the hefty expenses. Kai Sorensen, the deputy director of GEUS, says Denmark and Canada share a common interest in arguing that the natural divide of the North Pole is formed by the Lomonosov Ridge, which creates a natural median line between Canada, Greenland and across the North Pole to Russian territory.

Moscow has based claims on the so-called sector principle. A division along the median line would give Denmark territorial rights to the North Pole in accordance with the UN Convention of the Law of the Sea, but the sector principle would divide the North Pole along sectors formed by longitudes, thus splitting the Pole into several territories.

That has not stopped the Danes getting excited. "The North Pole is one of the only virgin territories left on the globe," says Torquil Meedon, a senior official at Denmark's ministry of science and technology. "Climate changes indicate that ice in the Polar Sea may disappear within 50 to 100 years. That will open up the North-west Passage as a new and valuable shipping route. It will also be open to fishing, and the oil and gas reserves which may prove significant. Who knows how valuable the rights to the North Pole could be 100 years from now?"

Denmark feels it has been left behind by its neighbours. Norway, once a part of the Kingdom of Denmark, is now the world's number three oil-exporting nation, but Danes have been bystanders. Once, the Viking influence stretched from the Baltic across the North Sea and even, some historians say, across the Atlantic.

Now the Danes are eyeing the chance of taking the lead in what they hope could become the fossil fuel bonanza of the 21st century. But not all those leading the scramble agree that victory will make the winner rich. Ms Dahl-Jensen says there is no solid evidence to suggest the area of 200,000sq km will contain any wealth of natural resources.

Just as in long-gone eras, the race to claim new territory is, in large part, about regaining long-lost status. "It is all surreal," says Ole Kvaerno, director of the Institute of Strategy and Political Science at the Royal Danish Defence College, who finds the sudden territorial ambitions amusing."Strategically speaking, the North Pole is unimportant. It's not at all like Greenland." The US-controlled Thule air base has been a vital listening and patrol post between east and west throughout the Cold War.

"It really strikes me that various nations have begun to make these impossible territorial claims," he says. "What will be the next territorial claim: space? If Denmark gains territorial rights according to the UN convention, we would control the seabed and any resources beneath. In this case, we would have to make regular flights in the area to make sure nobody puts up unwanted oilrigs. It would be very expensive, but not impossible."

With bragging rights to one of the last, great, unexplored territories at stake not everyone is being rational. Mr Kvaernoe smiles wryly, and shrugs. "The North Pole; it sounds pretty cool, doesn't it?" 
___________________________________________________________________________________________
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UN or UNEP in the news


UN-Backed Expedition To Sail To Antarctica 
Wednesday, 5 January 2005, Press Release: United Nations - UN-Backed Expedition To Sail To Antarctica To Gauge Impact Of Global Warming 
In a United Nations-backed project, a two-masted ship will set sail this month from the tip of South America for Antarctica to witness first-hand the impacts of global warming and environmental change on the world’s most southerly continent. 
The expedition by the Tara, which is supported by the UN Environment Programme (UNEP), is scheduled to take one month and will take it to various areas including the northern Weddell Sea. 
It will also serve as preparation for Tara’s next and arguably most important venture to date, also supported by UNEP – two years spent adrift in the Arctic from September 2006 to September 2008 as part of the 2007 International Polar Year in order to help better comprehend the inner workings of global warming. 
http://www.scoop.co.nz/mason/stories/WO0501/S00033.htm 

UN-backed expedition to sail to Antarctica to gauge impact of global warming

UN News Centre, 5 Janury 2005 - http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=12958&Cr=global&Cr1=warming 

Viet Nam strives to protect mangrove forests 
 Viet Nam News Agency, Vietnam, 01/04/2005 -- 12:02(GMT+ Ha Noi (VNA) - Viet Nam has in the past two years worked closely with international environmental agencies to ensure sustainable development for submerged forests, which face over-exploitation for aquaculture rearing.

 There remain 14 mangrove forests of national strategic importance that need to be protected in the 2005-2010 period, according to a recent survey jointly conducted by the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development's Institute for Forest Science and the United Nations Environment Programme/Global Environment Fund's East Sea Project.
…The survey reported that Viet Nam's mangrove forests have to date dwindled to 155,290 hectares, a 50 percent drop from 1980. The reduction was blamed for the conversion of these forests to aquaculture and farming. Environmentalists said the situation has seriously ruined the mangrove forests' ecosystem and impacted the sea environment.
http://www.vnagency.com.vn/NewsA.asp?LANGUAGE_ID=2&CATEGORY_ID=32&NEWS_ID=133851 

General Environment News

Call for climate-change meeting

Daily Telegraph, Australia, January 5, 2005 - THE nation was being half-hearted and gutless about climate change, South Australian Premier Mike Rann said today.
Mr Rann called for a special Council of Australian Government (COAG) meeting on climate change to be held within months. 
"In that meeting, as Australian leaders, we should seek an agreement that seriously tackles climate change and commits Australia to ratification of the Kyoto protocol," Mr Rann said today.
…."It's becoming increasingly clear that climate change will strike Australia earlier and more severely than in any other developed nation, this is because of our variable climate, our greater biodiversity and the marginal nature of much of our rainfall." 
http://dailytelegraph.news.com.au/story.jsp?sectionid=1274&storyid=2468074
_________________________________________________________________________________________
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In the headlines:
• 
Tsunami aid makes extraordinary progress but faces extraordinary problems - UN

• 
Annan calls on Israelis and Palestinians to observe international obligations

• 
UN envoy urges halt to fighting in Darfur as Sudan readies for polio vaccination scheme

• 
UN emergency coordinator rebuffs critics who say tsunami relief was too slow

• 
UN promotes efforts to set up tsunami early warning system for Indian Ocean

• 
Identities of the dead should be preserved after disasters, UN health agency says

• 
UN reports over $2 billion in pledges for the tsunami relief effort 

• 
Annan will visit Indonesia to spearhead donor drive for tsunami aid effort 

• 
Naming new chief of staff, Annan stresses resolve to push for UN reforms 

• 
UN-backed expedition to sail to Antarctica to gauge impact of global warming

Tsunami aid makes extraordinary progress but faces extraordinary problems - UN 

4 January - As Secretary-General Kofi Annan and other world leaders headed for Indonesia to launch an emergency appeal for countries devastated by last week's Asian tsunami, the top United Nations relief coordinator said today the emergency operation was making extraordinary progress but also faced extraordinary problems. 

"We are making extraordinary progress in reaching the majority of the people affected in the majority of the areas," Emergency Relief Coordinator Jan Egeland told a news briefing on day 10 of the disaster that killed more than 150,000 people - with the number still rising - injured 500,000 more and left up to 5 million lacking basic services. 

"We are also experiencing extraordinary obstacles in many, many areas and nowhere do we have bigger problems again than in northern Sumatra and the Aceh region," he added. "We still have logistical bottlenecks although that's part of the extraordinary progress that we have been solving many more of the bottlenecks earlier than we've done in similar disasters before." 

Warning that diseases were worsening by the day in areas that the massive relief operation was not reaching, Mr. Egeland said the top priority "on his wish list" were C-17 transport planes to fly in heavy earth moving equipment to increase the capacity of the airport in Banda Aceh, Indonesia, which registered the worst devastation among the dozen countries hit by the tsunami. Britain has already promised one of the aircraft. 

"We still need more trucks, we still need more helicopters, we still need more aircraft, we still need more landing crafts and boats, we still need more base camps with staff support, we need more fuel stores and handling units, we need more water treatment units, we need more generators and deployment kits for personnel. But in all of these areas we are making progress," he declared. 

But he added: "I still feel a sense of desperation that a lot of the people on the Sumatra coast we are not reaching." Relief officials have stressed the vital importance of bringing in clean drinking water and sanitation equipment to avoid deadly epidemics that in a worst case scenario could claim as many or more lives than the tsunami itself. 

Mr. Egeland said aid pledged so far has topped $2 billion but he emphasized that it must be long-term and that donors must come up with the money they have pledged, which has not always happened in the past. 

He also again stressed the vital need for coordinating the operations. "I think that it is now amply proven that if anybody can coordinate the world's generosity it's the United Nations or nobody," he said. 

"We are very adamant that everything has to be coordinated. We do not want a thousand organizations to try to send things to Aceh today. It would be a disaster in a disaster." 

Meanwhile UN agency heads were touring the area to fine-tune the response to the disaster. Arriving in Indonesia following a two-day tour of flood-ravaged Sri Lanka, UN Children's Fund (UNICEF) Executive Director Carol Bellamy called for four basic measures to "give this devastated tsunami generation a fighting chance." 

These are: a focus on keeping children alive with an emphasis on clean water, adequate sanitation, basic nutrition and routine medical care; caring for separated children, reuniting those who have lost their immediate families with their extended families and communities; ensuring that children are protected from exploitation; and helping children cope with their trauma by getting them back in school as soon as possible. 

Earlier estimates put the number of children killed by the tsunami at a third of the total, but yesterday in Sri Lanka Ms. Bellamy said this might be too low since children in relief camps formed too small a proportion of survivors. She also said it was believed that 1.5 million children had in some way been affected by the disaster. 

The Director-General of the UN World Health Organization (WHO), Lee Jong-wook, has already arrived in the Indonesian capital of Jakarta, where on Thursday Mr. Annan will launch a flash appeal at a global conference on the catastrophe, at the start of a five-day visit to the worst-hit of all the devastated countries as well as to Sri Lanka. 

"It is a race against time to act quickly to respond to disease outbreaks," WHO said, stressing the vital need to provide clean drinking water to prevent infectious and water-borne illnesses such as diarrhoeal diseases, dysentery and typhoid. 

"Millions of people are now under serious threat of disease outbreaks as a result of damaged water and sanitation systems, sea water contamination and the congested and crowded conditions of the displaced," it warned, although no epidemic outbreaks have been reported so far. 

For its part, in what it called an unprecedented response to a natural disaster, the UN refugee agency said it is planning a six-month, multi-million dollar emergency relief operation in Aceh and Sri Lanka. "This is indeed a very special situation," UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) Ruud Lubbers declared, adding that the agency, whose mandate is to protect, assist and find solutions for refugees fleeing persecution and conflict, had taken the exceptional decision to provide its resources and operational expertise to help natural disaster victims because of the immensity of the crisis. 

The UN World Food Programme (WFP) said it had managed to bring in 380 tons of food and 40,000 litres of water to Aceh, enough for 100,000 people for a week. 

Annan calls on Israelis and Palestinians to observe international obligations 

4 January - Expressing concern over the deaths of seven Palestinian civilians during Israeli military operations in northern Gaza Strip on Monday after Palestinians there launched rocket attacks, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today called on both sides to fulfil their international obligations in the run-up to Palestinian elections next week. 

“He is particularly disturbed that at least five of the victims were under the age of 18,” UN spokesperson Marie Okabe said, adding, “The Israeli military operations followed a marked increase in recent days of Qassam rocket attacks by Palestinian militants.” 

Mr. Annan reminded them of “the vital importance of exercising maximum restraint and responsibility during this critical period before the 9 January Palestinian presidential elections,” she said. 

The Secretary-General renewed his call on both parties “to follow their obligations under international law and in particular to ensure the protection of the civilian population,” Ms. Okabe said. 

Meanwhile, 51 countries had sent observer delegations with 320 delegates so far for the elections on Sunday and more than 700 international observers would be deployed on the election day, she said. 

“Further to the UN’s ongoing technical and logistical assistance programmes, the Palestinian Central Election Commission and Israel’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs requested the UN to deploy a Liaison and Support Unit,” she said. 

UN envoy urges halt to fighting in Darfur as Sudan readies for polio vaccination scheme 

4 January - As Sudan grapples with the third-highest rate of polio cases in the world, the senior United Nations envoy to the country has urged the warring parties in the conflict engulfing its Darfur region to halt their fighting next week so that a three-day campaign to vaccinate nearly six million children against the disease can take place safely. 

Jan Pronk, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative, yesterday told a press conference in Khartoum that he will approach the Sudanese Government and the Darfur rebel groups to ask that they observe “three days of tranquillity” during the immunization scheme, which is slated to begin on Monday. 

Mr. Pronk said the special call for a break in hostilities is necessary because both sides have only been “paying lip-service” to a ceasefire they previously signed to stop the clashes in a conflict that has raged for almost two years, cost tens of thousands of lives and displaced more than 1.85 million people. 

“And that means no action whatsoever,” he said. “That means that all forces should stay in the camps, in the barracks, not outside, not hampering any humanitarian action to reach the people in order to stop polio, to stop a devastating attack on the people of Sudan.” 

With the help of some 40,000 volunteers, the World Health Organization (WHO), the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF), non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and the Sudanese Health Ministry plan to vaccinate 5.9 million children – or every child under the age of five – across Africa’s largest country. Two further doses of the polio vaccine will then be administered at six-week intervals in February and April. 

The series of national immunization days have been introduced because WHO figures show that Sudan had 105 identified cases of polio last year, the third-highest in the world after Nigeria and India. Cases were reported in 17 of Sudan’s 26 states, and 40 were discovered in Khartoum alone. 

Mr. Pronk said the problem was particularly urgent because so many Sudanese have moved around their country in recent years, making it difficult for health workers to determine exactly who has and who has not been vaccinated. The country’s current winter means the polio virus is also less active now that it will be during the hotter months. 

WHO’s Representative in Sudan, Salah El-Haithami, told the same press conference that the recent reporting in Saudi Arabia of a confirmed polio infection in a Sudanese child living there showed how rapidly the virus can spread. 

Sudan’s recent outbreak began in May last year when the nation’s first cases were reported in more than three years. The outbreak was traced to northern Nigeria, where vaccinations were suspended in mid-2003 amid concerns from local religious leaders about the safety of the oral vaccine. Those concerns were proven to be baseless and the vaccinations have resumed there. But polio infections have now been reported in at least 13 countries in the region. 

Meanwhile, the UN Advance Mission in Sudan (UNAMIS) reported fresh indications of fighting yesterday in Darfur between Sudanese Government forces and members of the Sudan Liberation Army (SLA), one of the rebel groups. Government helicopter gunships are reported to have fired rockets at Sayah, a stronghold of the SLA in North Darfur state. The number of casualties is unclear. Armed bandits are also reported to have attacked commercial buses and trucks across all three of Darfur’s state and looted passengers of cattle and personal belongings. 

UN emergency coordinator rebuffs critics who say tsunami relief was too slow 

4 January - To critics who say that there was too little relief effort in the early phase of last week’s devastating Asian tsunami, United Nations Emergency Relief Coordinator Jan Egeland had three words today: “I respectfully disagree.” 

But he maintained his assertion that overall the developed world was unable or unwilling to make the necessary investment to halt the preventable deaths of 30,000 children every day – a tsunami-size toll each week – although he did not repeat the word “stingy” which last week caused an uproar in the United States when he was misinterpreted as referring to the present disaster and to Washington in particular. 

“I think they were first class,” he said of the reaction from UN Member States. “I’ve never ever had this kind of a response. From the United States to the European Union to the countries in the region we had an immediate promise and pledge of full support for all what we did and there is nothing which has held us back in this in terms of ungenerosity by any donors. 

“I wish we would have had this in the may other emergencies we faced in the year past us. My life has been more going hat in hand together with my colleagues asking for helicopters and money instead of having the possibility within the first few days to coordinate vast logistical services.” 

Mr. Egeland took to task those who said the United States was slow. “The US could not have been more proactive or more active seen from the UN point of view,” he said. 

“Why didn’t we really wake up earlier to the devastation at the Sumatra coast,” he asked of the area worst-hit by the tsunami that killed more than 150,000 people, with the number still rising, injured 500,000 more and left up to 5 million lacking basic services. “I think it was partly because there was nobody to notify us, so hard did the tsunami hit.” 

Asked whether he was comfortable with the phrase “competitive compassion” being used to describe the way governments were coming together in the face of the disaster, Mr. Egeland said: “Well, I’d rather see competitive compassion than no compassion. 

“And my famous statement, which I will not repeat but which has gone all over was one referring to the situation where a community of 30, 40 very rich societies are not able or willing to foot the bill of feeding the children of the world really, nor giving them minimum health care. Thirty-thousand children die, it’s estimated, every day from preventable disease and neglect. That is, you know, a tsunami every week. And it shouldn’t be like that.”  

UN promotes efforts to set up tsunami early warning system for Indian Ocean 

4 January - In a bid to reduce the appalling toll of future tsunamis, the United Nations is moving ahead with efforts to set up early warning systems in the Indian Ocean, Caribbean and Mediterranean Seas similar to one that already exists for the volcano and earthquake-prone Pacific Rim region. 

“The tragic losses in the Indian Ocean would certainly have been reduced if a similar alert system had been in place, if coastal populations had been aware of the dangers of tsunami and taught what to do when faced with such a threat, and building norms and standards had taken into account the risk of tsunami and earthquakes,” the Director-General of the UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) Koïchiro Matsuura said today. 

“Anticipating, educating and informing are the keys to reducing the deadly effect of such natural disasters. Unfortunately such activities have not been given priority,” he added of last week’s tsunami that killed nearly 150,000 people and injured 500,000 more. 

The tsunami alert system for the Pacific, initiated by UNESCO’s Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission (IOC) in 1968, remains the world’s only regional tsunami warning system. 

On Sunday the Pacific Disaster Centre on Maui, Hawaii, extended its reach by launching the Indian Ocean Tsunami Geospatial Information Service to support emergency managers responding to the tsunami disaster in South and Southeast Asia. The new service will provide information specific to the recent tsunami, based on satellite imagery, such as shaded relief images, population density, coastlines and damage. Accurate geospatial information is an absolutely indispensable resource during disaster response and recovery. 

Over the past five years the IOC has regularly called for the establishment of a warning system for the Indian Ocean and other regions at risk similar to that in the Pacific but Member States have not given priority to the proposal because of the relative rarity of tsunami outside the Pacific. 

“The Organization stands ready to share the expertise and know-how gained in the Pacific to set up a similar network in the Indian Ocean, and other major risk areas such as the Caribbean, Southwest Pacific and Mediterranean,” Mr. Matsuura said. 

The need for better preparedness in small island nations against natural disasters such as tsunamis and cyclones will be a priority on the agenda of a major UN conference on the future of such countries worldwide opening next week in Mauritius, itself a small Indian Ocean island that was spared the ravages of the tsunami. 

The Pacific warning system serving 26 Member States has been hailed as one of the most successful international scientific programmes with the direct humanitarian aim of mitigating the effects of tsunami, saving lives and property. Its headquarters are located in Hawaii at the International Tsunami Information Centre (ITIC) and the Pacific Tsunami Warning Centre (PTWC). 

Drawing on data from hundreds of seismic stations around the world and some 100 water level stations across the Pacific, the PTWC locates earthquakes throughout the Pacific, verifies and evaluates the severity of any resulting tsunami and disseminates the information to over 100 points scattered throughout the region. 

Agencies in each participating Member State have the ongoing responsibility for educating the public about the dangers of tsunami while the ITIC helps them set up warning systems and improve tsunami preparedness through better communications, data networks and information dissemination. 

Identities of the dead should be preserved after disasters, UN health agency says 

4 January - Rejecting myths arising out of major historical plagues, relief workers coping with large numbers of people killed by natural disasters such as last week’s earthquake and tsunami in South Asia should make every effort to respect the traditions of the affected communities and preserve the individual identities of the dead, the United Nations health agency says. 

In a new manual called “Management of Dead Bodies in Disaster Situations,” the Americas’ bureau of the UN World Health Organization (WHO), the Pan American Health Organization (PAHO), says when deaths result only from disasters, the corpses do not pose a major risk for the spread of infection. 

“Regrettably, we continue to be witness to the use of common graves and mass cremations for the rapid disposal of dead bodies owing to the myths and beliefs that corpses pose a high risk of epidemics,” PAHO Director Mirta Roses writes in the book’s foreword. “These measures are carried out without respecting identification processes or preserving the individuality of the deceased.” 

Victims should not be buried in mass graves, nor should mass cremations take place if these procedures contravene local cultural and religious norms, the 176-page manual says. Bodies should be buried in a way that permits any needed later exhumation, identification, transfer and final disposal. 

“This is a basic human right of surviving family members,” PAHO says. 

Myths about the necessity of hasty mass burials came from such experiences as the 14th century “Black Death,” which claimed one-third of Europe’s 75 million people, the US National Institutes of Health’s Karl Western writes. 

When certain corpses may carry such communicable diseases as tuberculosis, hepatitis and HIV, the manual recommends protective ways of handling them. 

UN reports over $2 billion in pledges for the tsunami relief effort 

1 January - With some 40 countries offering support for the victims of the tsunami disaster, over $2 billion in pledges had already been recorded for the emergency and recovery phase, a senior United Nations relief official said today. 

That was more than all of the pledges to all humanitarian appeals in 2004 combined, Jan Egeland, the UN Emergency Relief Coordinator, told a press briefing at UN Headquarters in New York. 

The international compassion had never ever been like this, Mr. Egeland said, noting that Japan's extremely generous pledge of $500 million was the biggest so far. There were also huge pledges from the United States and the World Bank for the recovery and rehabilitation phase, as well as from the Asian Development Bank, the United Kingdom, Sweden, China, the European Union, and many other partners. 

He said that the United Nations was coordinating efforts now with hundreds of relief organizations, in addition to the half dozen or so big UN humanitarian agencies involved. 

Highlighting some of the most urgent needs of the relief effort, Mr. Egeland repeated his plea for very concrete assistance, such as helicopter carriers for use outside the coasts to prevent clogging the inland airstrips, and five air traffic control units to assist in making small, damaged airstrips some of the busiest airports in the world. 

Mr. Egeland said the hardest-hit places were Sumatra and Aceh, possibly accounting for three fourths of all casualties, even though it was impossible to give a total casualty figure. His estimate today was over 150,000 dead, but he stressed it would never be known how many people had been washed to sea and would never be found. However, it was clear, he said, that as a result of the disaster millions of people had lost their “near and dear” ones. 

Annan will visit Indonesia to spearhead donor drive for tsunami aid effort 

2 January - United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan said today he would attend a high-level international conference in Jakarta, Indonesia, later this week to launch an appeal for emergency funds for the massive relief effort the UN is helping to coordinate in the aftermath of the tsunami disaster. 

“This is the largest disaster we have had to deal with,” Mr. Annan said in an interview on American Broadcasting Corporation's television programme “This Week.” 

He said the UN was working closely with the governments of the affected countries, donor nations and a wide range of aid partners to mobilize the resources and the logistical requirements “to go in and be effective.” 

While in the region, the Secretary-General is expected to visit some of the most affected areas, including Aceh. 

Meanwhile, a top UN aid official expressed optimism today that the global community would be able to face up to the enormous challenge. 

“The world is really coming together here in a way we probably have never seen before,” Jan Egeland , the United Nations Emergency Relief Coordinator told a press briefing at UN Headquarters in New York on Sunday. 

Mr. Egeland said that overall, assistance was becoming increasingly effective in all of the countries and logistical bottlenecks were being sorted out. Commending the governments of their efforts to facilitate international assistance, he pointed out that such measures as waiving customs and removing all the other bureaucratic obstacles that might exist for normal transactions had helped to move the aid straight to those in need. 

In food assistance alone, Mr. Egeland noted, it would be necessary to provide aid to an estimated 1.8 million people in the affected countries, and that number continued to rise. 

Within three days or so, he said, it would be possible to reach the 700,000 in need of food assistance in Sri Lanka, but it would take much longer to reach the 1 million he believed would need such assistance in Indonesia. 

Noting that the challenge in Indonesia was in a class of its own, Mr. Egeland nevertheless reported “big progress” there. He said there were now 58 groups operating in Banda Aceh, the epicentre of the catastrophe, and other communities on the northern Sumatra coast and in Aceh. 

Naming new chief of staff, Annan stresses resolve to push for UN reforms 

3 January - Saying that 2005 offered the United Nations a critical opportunity to push through a new round of reforms, Secretary-General Kofi Annan announced today that he had chosen the UN's top development official to be his new chief of staff, who would play a key role in carrying out a series of measures to enhance the effectiveness of the world body. 

The Secretary-General said that Mark Malloch Brown, the Administrator of the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), would assume his new duties as Chief of Staff, or Chef de cabinet, effective 19 January. 

“As most of you already know, Mark is an immensely capable leader and manager and, in his new role, will assist me and Louise Fréchette, my Deputy Secretary-General,in developing and implementing major initiatives to improve the performance and management of the United Nations,” Secretary-General told a press conference in New York on Monday, which is an official holiday here at UN Headquarters. 

Mr. Annan pointed out that the upcoming five-year review of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) will be a key moment for world leaders to reach agreement on how best to revitalize the Organization and ensure it is better equipped to deal with the scale and complexity of 21st century challenges. 

“Mark's leadership of the United Nations effort to meet the Millennium Development Goals means that there are strong synergies between this agenda and Mark's current role,” Mr. Annan said, adding that the UNDP and the UN Development Group, which Mr. Malloch Brown chairs, will play a very important role in UN efforts of pushing ahead the Millennium Development Goals. 

The MDGs aim at a series of ambitious targets, ranging from halving extreme poverty, to halting the spread of HIV/AIDS, to providing universal primary education, all by 2015. 

They stem from a landmark UN summit in September 2000, which adopted the Millennium Declaration as a blueprint to build a better and safer world for the next century through collective security and a global partnership for development. 

Prior to his appointment with UNDP in 1999, Mark Malloch Brown, a UK national, spent five years at the World Bank, including as Vice-President for External Affairs and Vice-President for United Nations Affairs. From 1986 to 1994, he was the lead international partner in a strategic communications management firm, the Sawyer-Miller Group, where he worked with corporations and governments. Mr. Malloch Brown also served as the political correspondent of the Economist magazine and was the founding editor of the monthly Economist Development Report. 

UN-backed expedition to sail to Antarctica to gauge impact of global warming 

4 January - In a United Nations-backed project, a two-masted ship will set sail this month from the tip of South America for Antarctica to witness first-hand the impacts of global warming and environmental change on the world’s most southerly continent. 

The expedition by the Tara, which is supported by the UN Environment Programme (UNEP), is scheduled to take one month and will take it to various areas including the northern Weddell Sea. 

It will also serve as preparation for Tara’s next and arguably most important venture to date, also supported by UNEP – two years spent adrift in the Arctic from September 2006 to September 2008 as part of the 2007 International Polar Year in order to help better comprehend the inner workings of global warming. 

Etienne Bourgois, project manager for Tara Expeditions, and his team will be collaborating with international scientific research projects as a platform and on-site think tank. 

Also on board for this month’s expedition will be the internationally renowned Brazilian photographer Sebastião Salgado, who is part way through a project called Genesis. 

During 2004, Mr. Salgado photographed the Galapagos Islands, the Virungas forests and mountains of Africa and whales in the Valdès Peninsula of Argentina as part of his effort to show the purer face of nature and humanity in an attempt to strengthen the bond between our species and our planet. 

____________________________________________________________________________________________

4 January 2005

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 and a Happy New Year to you all.

**Guest at Noon
Jan Egeland, the UN Emergency Relief Coordinator and Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs, will be joining us at 12:15 to provide us with an update on the assistance to countries and victims affected by the earthquake-induced tsunami.  And as soon as he comes, we’ll turn the floor over to him, if that’s okay with you.

**SG Travels
The Secretary-General, as he mentioned to you yesterday, is on his way to Jakarta, Indonesia, where he will launch the emergency appeal for aid for the earthquake-induced tsunami victims this week.  He is also scheduled to visit the worst-affected areas in Indonesia, Sri Lanka and the Maldives.

And he also plans to attend the International Meeting for the 10-year review of the Barbados Programme of Action for the sustainable development of Small Island Developing States in Mauritius, before returning to New York.

**Tsunamis - Agencies
Mr. Egeland will be briefing you shortly on the tsunami situation.  But just briefly, UNICEF has outlined four fundamental priorities for children, which it considers essential for the overall success of the relief effort.  They are:  keeping children alive; caring for those who have been separated from their families; protecting them from exploitation; and getting them back in school.

Meanwhile, the World Food Programme has managed to get enough food to Banda Aceh to feed 100,000 people for a week.  It has also been able to feed almost 300,000 Sri Lankans.

There is still concern, however, over the situation in the Maldives, Myanmar and Somalia-- where tens of thousands of people are in need of food aid.  And regarding emergency shelter materials, the UN refugee agency, the High Commissioner for Refugees, has begun flying them into Indonesia.  And we have more information on these points upstairs and Mr. Egeland will have more for you.

**Statement Attributable to the Spokesman for the Secretary-General
We have a statement attributable to the Spokesman for the Secretary-General on the Middle East:

“The Secretary-General is gravely concerned over the killing of at least seven Palestinian civilians and the injury of others caused by Israeli Defence Force operations in the northern Gaza Strip conducted earlier today.  He is particularly disturbed that at least five of the victims were under the age of 18.

“The Israeli military operations followed a marked increase in recent days of Qassam rocket attacks by Palestinian militants.

“The Secretary-General renews his call on both parties to follow their obligations under international law and, in particular, to ensure the protection of the civilian population.  The Secretary-General underlines the vital importance of exercising maximum restraint and responsibility during this critical period before the 9 January Palestinian presidential elections.”

**Palestinian Elections
And on the preparations for those elections scheduled for 9 January, they have generated high interest in the international community with many countries sending observer delegations.  More than 700 international observers are expected to be deployed on election day.

Further to the UN’s ongoing technical and logistical assistance programmes, the Palestinian Central Election Commission and Israel’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs requested the United Nations to deploy a Liaison and Support Unit.  This will provide an interface for international observer delegations attending the election.  It is currently providing assistance to some 320 international observers from 51 delegations.

**Security Council
And here at UN Headquarters, Argentina has assumed the presidency of the Security Council for the month of January.  Today, the Council President, Argentine Ambassador César Mayoral is holding bilateral meetings on this month’s programme.

And tomorrow, the Security Council Presidency has scheduled a briefing on the January programme following consultations to be chaired by Argentine Foreign Minister Rafael Bielsa.  And we’ll tell you the more specific time for that briefing tomorrow as we’d like Mr. Egeland to give another briefing on the tsunami relief situation during the prime timeslot.

**Sudan – Polio Campaign Call
The Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Sudan, Jan Pronk, meanwhile, is calling on the Sudanese Government, as well as armed groups in the country’s south and in Darfur, to refrain from any activity that could affect an upcoming polio vaccine campaign.

Sudan currently has the third-highest rate of polio cases in the world, and the United Nations is helping the Government there prevent the disease’s further spread with national immunization days, the first of which will be held in less than a week.

Meanwhile, the UN Mission in Sudan says insecurity continues in Darfur, with reports of a helicopter gunship attack yesterday on a rebel Sudan Liberation Army (SLA) stronghold in North Darfur, and acts of banditry, which include attacks on commercial trucks and buses.  We have more on the polio campaign in the form of a press release upstairs and we have a transcript of Jan Pronk’s press conference in Khartoum, which was also held yesterday afternoon.

**Chief of Staff
And just to recap, the Secretary-General yesterday announced the appointment of Mark Malloch Brown, the Administrator of the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), as his new Chief of Staff, or Chef de cabinet, effective 19 January.  In that capacity, the Secretary-General said, Malloch Brown would assist him in developing and implementing major initiatives to improve the performance and management of the United Nations.

The Secretary-General also paid tribute to retiring Chief of Staff Iqbal Riza, who, he said, had offered wise counsel and advice throughout, through thick and thin, and added, “I am sure that I will continue to count on his advice”.

Malloch Brown has served since 1999 as the UNDP Administrator, a position the Secretary-General said he will continue to hold until a new Administrator comes in.  He previously also served as the Vice-President for External Affairs and for UN Affairs at the World Bank, and was the founder and editor of the Economist Development Report.

**DSG
And finally, we mentioned to you at our last briefing at the end of last year that the Deputy Secretary-General had planned an official visit to Mexico in early January.  That visit has been postponed due to the Secretary-General’s previously unplanned visit to the tsunami-stricken region.

That’s all I have for you.

Do you have any questions for me while we wait for Mr. Egeland?  Yes?

Questions and Answers
Question:  The interim President in Iraq has said that the UN should investigate the legitimate... uh, whether or not the 30 January elections should go ahead.  What is your response?  Will you investigate the timing of the elections?

Associate Spokesperson:  We saw the press reports, the wire service story as you had, this morning.  We have not received any official request from the President.  And as you know, and as we have said in the past, this is an Iraqi-owned and Iraqi-run process and any decision to change the election dates rests with the Independent Electoral Commission of Iraq as clearly stated in the Transitional Administration Law.

And in the meantime in Baghdad, our staff continues to provide the Commission with the necessary technical support that they require.  Yes?

Question:  I just wonder for housekeeping purposes, when will the Secretary-General be back?  And I guess it’s going to require a lot of changes in his schedule.  How is it being re-jiggered to reflect his travels?

Associate Spokesperson:  As I just mentioned, he left last night.  He will, after the launch of the appeal on Thursday, visit some of the sites.  Then he will go to Mauritius for a previously planned appearance in that conference there.  And from there he should be back by the end of next week.

Question:  End of next week?

Associate Spokesperson:  That’s correct.

If there are no more questions, I am going to turn the floor over to Mr. Egeland for his daily briefing.

(To Mr. Egeland):  Thank you so much for joining us.

(Issued separately.)

* *** *
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