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Let's bring the garden back to Eden;

      Saddam Hussein all but destroyed Iraq's marshlands. We should make a priority of reclaiming them where

      possible.

      BYLINE: By John Timpane

      BODY:

      Commentary Page Editor

      Reconstruction has begun in Iraq. Everyone wants something different. Hundreds of priorities jostle for

      position. So I'm not saying that what I want is the first thing the world should do.

      It's crucial to restore food, electricity, work, security and dignity to Iraq. It's essential to get political

      change started. That's what we are (and should be) doing now. 

      But high among our priorities must come the careful, compassionate restoration of the marshlands of

      southeast Iraq.

      Some 8,000 square miles of marshland once lay between Basra, al-Nasiriyah, and al-Kut. This is ancient

      Mesopotamia, the Tigris-Euphrates land where Eden was, where Abraham wandered, where the first cities

      arose.

      Now all but 16 percent to 18 percent is wasteland, some crusted with salt two feet thick. This is also the

      land of the Maadan or "Marsh Arabs," whose culture predates Uruk, the "first city." About 200,000 Maadan

      once lived here; now between 10,000 and 20,000 do.

      Saddam Hussein perpetrated one of the worst humanly driven ecological disasters of all time when he

      drained and dammed the marshlands. There had been many drainage schemes before him, but his idiocies

      accelerated the catastrophe. It ranks with the depredation of the Amazon, the mess in the old Soviet Union,

      and the Three Gorges Dam in China.

      He began with fairly good engineering reasons, but then he saw it would be easier to get at oil deposits if

      the marshes went away. Other reasons were political. Saddam couldn't beat Iran in his 1980s war, partly

      due to marshlands (nice for guerrillas, inconvenient for armies). So arose a disastrous system of tactical

      earthworks.

      Later, his aim was revenge against the Maadan, Shiites who rose up against him after Desert Storm. He

      responded in Saddam fashion, bombing villages, murdering, relocating - and draining their ancestral

      homelands.

      No central reclamation program yet exists. It's too early to ask for one. The United States Agency for

      International Development has issued requests for proposals, including one to the Institute for Strategic

      Threat Analysis at the University of Pennsylvania. The United Nations Environment Program is drawing

      up plans. Important roles may go to groups such as AMAR and Eden Again, which long have had the

      marshlands and the Maaden at heart.

      This is going to be a huge, hard task. Much of the marshland can't be reclaimed. We don't know how the

      seed banks in the dry earth will respond. Nor can you just bust all the dams and let the water flow. You

      don't revivify salt marshes that way - in fact, it's a great way to create a vast, reeking soup. No: You send

      experts to determine how to bring the water back. First efforts likely will focus on the least-affected areas,

      such as the Huwaiza marshes straddling the Iran-Iraq border. As a symbol of what's to come, our troops

      have busted one dam.

      Why save the marshlands? They filter and cleanse Iraq's great rivers. They are crucial spawning grounds for

      Persian Gulf fisheries, critical sites of bird migration, an essential part of a struggling water system. Thomas

      Neff, professor and senior research fellow at the Institute for Environmental Studies at the University of

      Pennsylvania, calls them "the most important marshlands between eastern Europe and south Asia."

      The best reason is that there can be no real recovery without water. Industry and agriculture depend on it.

      And Iraqis should have Iraq back healthy, whole, ready to serve them - not with one of their most treasured

      regions in such ugly distress. If we want the people to forget Hussein, let's make sure the land forgets

      Hussein.

      Contact John Timpane at 215-854- 4406 or jtimpane@phillynews.com

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Houston Chronicle

May 4, 2003, 9:15AM
Iraqis hope to revive Eden 

With Saddam gone, southern wetlands to be restored 

By JOHN OTIS 
Copyright 2003 Houston Chronicle 
ROTA, Iraq -- Bader Bedan pulled a dead plant from the parched, salt-encrusted soil of southern Iraq and recalled a time when blue water and green reeds stretched to the horizon. 

"This used to be my home, my land," Bedan said as dust devils swirled nearby. "Why did they dry up the marshes?" 

In the catalog of horrors committed by Saddam Hussein's regime, the systematic draining of Iraq's southern wetlands, which biblical scholars regard as the setting for the Garden of Eden, ranks among the most devastating. 

The United Nations has called the scheme to dry up the marshes, which once covered an area larger than Massachusetts, "one of the world's greatest environmental disasters." 

Carried out by the Iraqi government in the 1990s to punish the rebellious Marsh Arabs who lived near the juncture of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, the campaign also turned into a humanitarian nightmare. Thousands of Marsh Arabs, also known as the Madan, were displaced, captured or killed. 

With Iraq now under American and British occupation, environmentalists plan to bring the wetlands back to life. 

And after years of repression, some of the surviving Madan have emerged to describe the tragedy. 

"Saddam said that we were like fish," said Shibeeb Hassan, the chief of one of dozens of Madan tribes uprooted by Saddam's campaign. "Take away the water and the people die." 

Water was central to the culture of the Madan, Shiite Muslims thought to be descendants of the Sumerians, a people who produced the first alphabet and whose history dates back 5,000 years. 

The Madan long lived in island houses made of reeds along a series of interconnected lakes and swamps covering more than 12,000 square miles. Largely self-sufficient, they survived by fishing, raising water buffalo and hunting birds and wild pigs. Their homeland's rich ecosystem provided an important refuge for migratory birds as well as a nursery for Persian Gulf fish populations. 

"We were the kings of the marshes," said Ma'an Kahiab, 51, who used to live with about 900 other Madan in the wetlands hamlet of Rota near the Iranian border. The village is now abandoned, with mounds of dirt marking the spots where houses once stood. 

In 1992, the marshes supported 250,000 people. Today, as few as 20,000 remain there. 

Azzam Alwash, an Iraqi exile who moved to California in 1978, is leading the effort to rehabilitate the marshes. He remembers visiting the area with his father, a civil servant, in the 1960s. 

"We traveled from village to village in a wooden boat. The reeds were 10 or 15 feet high," Alwash, now a civil engineer, recalled in a telephone interview. "When my father talked to the village elders, I played with the kids. It was a vibrant place." 

Even back then, however, some of the swamps were starting to dry up because of upstream damming of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, which fed the marshes. 

But under Saddam, who assumed power in 1979, clashes between the government and the Madan eventually led to a cutoff of the water supply. 

Experts say that Saddam viewed the Madan with suspicion because they did not depend on his ruling Baath Party for jobs or government services and because they belonged to Iraq's majority Shiite Muslim community. Saddam's government was dominated by Muslims from the Sunni branch of the faith. 

When the Iran-Iraq war broke out in 1980, many draft-age Madan refused to fight. After the 1991 Persian Gulf War, the Madan took up arms in a rebellion instigated by Shiite Muslims in southern Iraq. 

By then, the marshes had become a kind of Sherwood Forest for draft dodgers and other government opponents, as well as bandits. 

"We had to provide shelter for the soldiers," Kahiab said as he sipped tea in a cramped adobe house on the outskirts of the town of Qurna, where he has lived since fleeing the swamps a decade ago. "We are hospitable people, and the marsh was the safest place." 

But Saddam brooked no dissent. With his soldiers unable to penetrate the mazelike marshes, the Iraqi leader decided to isolate the Madan and destroy their swamps by resuming a project launched by the government in the 1950s but never finished. 

The intent of the original project was to build drainage canals that would turn some of the swamps into arable land. But Saddam shifted the focus to deny water to the Madan. The first of the waterways, known as the Saddam Canal, was inaugurated in December 1992. 

In a report released last January, Human Rights Watch called the campaign against the Madan a crime against humanity. 

As the canals siphoned water away from the marshes, the Iraqi air force bombed villages in the swamps and government agents set fire to the dying reed beds. According to Human Rights Watch, Iraqi government documents had outlined a plan to terrorize the Madan through drainage of the swamps, targeted assassinations and an economic blockade. 

"They burned our houses, and they bombed us," said Hassan, the Madan tribal chief. "They carried out mass hangings." 

The cease-fire agreement that ended the 1991 Persian Gulf War imposed a no-fly zone for fixed-wing Iraqi aircraft in the southern part of the country. But the Iraqi government was free to use helicopters to carry out its campaign. According to some reports, Iraqi choppers dropped napalm on the marshes. 

Thousands of people fled to Iran or resettled in government-controlled villages along the main road to Baghdad. 

Satellite photos released by NASA in 2001 showed that more than 90 percent of the original wetlands had disappeared. All that remained was a strip of swamps near the Iranian border. 

"It is an environmental catastrophe for this region and underscores the huge pressures facing wetlands and freshwater ecosystems across the world," Klaus Toepfer, executive director of the U.N. Environmental Program, said in a March speech. 

After the collapse of Saddam's government, environmentalists feared that the Madan would destroy the canals and quickly reflood the marshes on their own. That could cause another kind of disaster, since thick layers of salt left in the beds of the evaporated swamps could contaminate the water and render the soil sterile. 

Experts say the salt must be flushed out with a gradual flow of water. 

To lobby for the restoration of the marshes, Alwash founded an organization called Eden Again, which includes some of the top wetlands experts in the United States. Alwash intends to tour the marshes later this month with members of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers to take soil samples and conduct other tests. 

He estimates that about 1,500 square miles of swampland can be rehabilitated in the short term and that up to half of the area can eventually be reflooded. The campaign would amount to one of the largest-ever wetlands restoration projects and would cost millions of dollars, a tab that Alwash would like the U.S. government to pick up. 

"These people suffered so much," Alwash said. "Winning the peace means showing tangible improvements in their lives." 

But some fear that the effort comes too late. 

Many Madan now live in cities and get around in pickup trucks rather than boats. Young children have no idea how to build reed houses. 

"I was born in the marshes. My father and his father and his father were born there," said Hassan, the tribal elder, who is 77. 

"The marshes were like the ocean," he said. "We were happy there." 

__________________________________________________________________________________________
Tehran Times

Iran Ready for Environment Protection Studies: Hojjat 


UNITED NATIONS, New York -- Deputy Head of Iran's Environment Protection Organization Yousef Hojjat said here Thursday that Iran is ready to contribute to environment protection studies. 

Hojjat told the United Environment Program (UNEP) Executive Director Klaus Toepfer that Iran is seriously concerned over environmental conditions in the region. 

Toepfer said that UNEP is busy with a master environment protection plan, IRNA reported. 

Hojjat had told the UN Sustainable Development Commission meeting here on Thursday that non-governmental organizations in developing or developed states should forge stronger public partnership to protection of environment.

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

Rocky Mountain News (Denver)

Seasoned ecologist heads to Iraq

Denverite to help war-torn country clean up hazards

By Ann Imse, Rocky Mountain News

May 3, 2003

After forcing the Rocky Flats nuclear weapons plant to obey environmental laws, sorting out Iraq's ecological disasters should be easy for Denverite Jim Scherer.

On Sunday, he'll leave a cushy retirement of vacations in Bali and dodging golf carts at the Pinehurst Country Club to become the top U.S. environmental adviser in Iraq.

"I will be identifying any extremely hazardous environmental issues," and working with an interagency group in Washington to find the money and expertise to fix them, said Scherer, who at 6-feet-5-inches is a genial giant of a man. "I'll react and say, 'It's impractical' or 'It's reasonable and let's go forward.' I'm supposed to prioritize."

But the most important part of his three-month assignment will be creating from scratch an environmental protection agency run by Iraqis who will decide what to clean up.

"There is not a doubt in my mind that the U.S. wants to let them make the decisions for their own country," Scherer said.

Iraq's environmental problems are legion: damaged and decrepit treatment systems for sewage and drinking water; leaks from oil facilities and other industrial plants; and widely scattered, pulverized, depleted uranium from U.S. artillery shells, according to a U.N. report.

The Iraqi government caused many of its own environmental problems with massive public works projects. Dams and drainage projects provided water, power and land but destroyed a marshland at the Tigris and Euphrates river delta "bigger than Louisiana's bayou country," Scherer said. "This was supposedly the biblical Garden of Eden."

Destruction of the bayou displaced hundreds of thousands of Iraqi "marsh Arabs" from their traditional lands and livelihoods. Others have moved into the drained lands, which Scherer fears may mean serious conflict among Iraqis over whether to undo the damage.

Some of Iraq's problems are amazingly mundane. Baghdad is nearly out of garbage trucks and two-thirds of its trash rots on the street.

For the 67-year-old, it's an assignment under dauntingly rough conditions. He starts Monday at Fort Bliss in El Paso, where he will "receive training in how to put on my gas mask and how to identify land mines."

But he's ready for the job itself. As the Denver regional administrator for the Environmental Protection Agency from 1987 to 1992, he tackled three of Colorado's biggest environmental issues - Rocky Flats, the Rocky Mountain Arsenal and Two Forks Dam.

He discovered the difficulty of transferring that experience to another country when he became an environmental adviser in the Czech Republic and Indonesia. But he still volunteered for the Iraq assignment.

"We were in Bali when the war broke out. I heard some retired government people would be involved in a reconstruction team, and I was feeling guilty about playing golf."

Scherer contacted old friends in the EPA and suddenly found himself with an urgent job.

"We've always liked different," said his wife, Donna, after returning home from a day volunteering with Habitat for Humanity. Their home is filled with souvenirs of their travels, from a Hungarian Victrola to a green Indonesian chest, delicately chiseled with an elaborate geometric design.Scherer's wildly eventful life started with a journalism education - and six years on the Pacific island of Yap.

For his first job after Notre Dame, Scherer taught English on the tiny island, a U.S. trusteeship where the natives still wore grass skirts and lived in huts. He took his pregnant wife, who retains a clear memory of herfirst sight of the grocery store, where just-slaughtered pig parts shared a floor with hundreds of ants. Much of their food arrived on a ship from Guam - once every three months.

After two years, Scherer became a business adviser on Yap, with major clients such as the food store, the general store, the shipping agent and Air Micronesia. "It was the best job I ever had," Scherer says.

But Yap is only 16 miles long. "After six and a half years, you'd kind of seen it all," Scherer said.

 They moved to Denver, where Scherer bought a business and grew it into Compacts Only Rent-a-Car, with 40 offices in nine states.

Four years as a Republican state legislator was enough to put him in line for a presidential appointment as regional director of the EPA in 1987 - even though he had no background in science.

In 1989, the Department of Energy was still waving off any notion that the Rocky Flats nuclear weapons plant should comply with environmental laws. Reacting to public outrage, Scherer's EPA changed that with the help of a dramatic FBI raid on Rocky Flats that sought evidence of pollution violations.

Scherer is quick to say he was only one of many involved in the environmental revolution at Rocky Flats, and it all depended on the political winds.

"There was a lot of congressional support for having the environment taken out of their hands. The polluter was deciding how they should clean up," he said.

Cleaning up the Rocky Mountain Arsenal was more difficult, Scherer said, because they kept finding pollutants they had never heard of. 

Then he made the controversial decision to permit construction of Two Forks Dam, which would have flooded the beloved Deckers area of the South Platte River to provide more drinking water for the entire metro area.

"I thought I had negotiated an extremely stringent environmental permit, with conditions to it," he recalled. But bosses in Washington overruled him and stopped the project.

Still, Scherer thinks the Two Forks trade-off would have been worthwhile. Today, the metro area is seeking water through means he finds more degrading to the environment, such as drying up farms when their water rights are purchased for cities.

His first stint as an overseas environmental adviser, in Prague, was less than a success.  "The minister who asked for help was deposed," said Scherer, who arrived to find himself unwelcome.

But he still takes pride in managing to negotiate an agreement to clean up an oil recycling factory.

"The mayor was going to shut it down," said Scherer, because it was    polluting the ground water. But the country needed a factory that recycled used oil.

The manager finally realized that if he stayed in business, he could continue pulling in lucrative work, and agreed to the cleanup, Scherer said. 

In Indonesia, Scherer helped write the country's environmental law, which is still the law of the land. "It's not enforced, but it's there," says Scherer, who blames graft and corruption for its failure.

That experience may be his best preparation for Iraq - run for decades by thieves and thugs who will be looking for new opportunities.

Scherer is confident he can succeed in a key part of his job, which is ensuring that the new Iraqi agency is staffed with enthusiastic defenders of the environment with no connection to Sad- dam Hussein.

"Iraqis can do it," he said.

Imse@RockyMountainNews.com or (303)892-5438
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World Environment Day to be celebrated in Lebanon: UNEP

            The United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) has announced here that this year's World

      Environment Day (WED) will be celebrated on June 5 in Lebanon.

      The theme of this year's WED, "Water--Two Billion People Are Dying for It," has been chosen to support the

      United Nations (UN) International Year of Freshwater, 2003 and the World Water Day, the Nairobi-based

      UNEP said in a press release.

      It also echoes one of the most pressing environmental issues facing the planet and its six billion citizens, the

      UNEP added. 

      The celebrations, to be held in Beirut, capital of Lebanon, and around the whole country, will include the

      presentation of the UNEP's Global 500 Awards.

      Klaus Topfer, UNEP executive director, said in the press release that " West Asia, the region the country

      lies, vividly highlights the threats and challenges people across the globe face in their search for the most

      basic and fundamental element of life. "

      Kofi Annan, UN secretary-general, was quoted by the press release as saying that the international

      community had, at the Millennium Summit and the World Summit on Sustainable Development, set

      "measurable, time-bound commitments" to provide safe water and sanitation.

      "These targets must be met and surpassed if the Millennium Development Goals of reducing child mortality,    combating malaria, eradicating extreme poverty and hunger, empowering women and improving the lives of  slum dwellers are to be achieved," he said.

      The WED was established by the UN General Assembly in 1972 to mark the opening of the Stockholm

      Conference on the Human Environment. Another resolution adopted by the General Assembly on the same  occasion led to the creation of the UNEP.

      The WED, observed every year on June 5, is one of the principal vehicles through which the UN stimulates  worldwide awareness of the environment and enhances political attention and action.

      This year's WED in Lebanon will be the first time the celebrations have been held in the Arab world, the UNEP said.
_______________________________________________________________________________________

Earthvision

International World Environment Day  (WED) Celebrations To be Held in Lebanon

 EarthVision Environmental News

 NAIROBI/BEIRUT, May 1st, 2003 - Lebanon, a country whose fabled cedar trees have been revered since the

 sea-faring days of the Phoenicians, will host this year's World Environment Day on June 5th, the United Nations

 Environment Programme (UNEP) announced today. 

 It will be the first time in the 30-year history of this awareness-raising event that the main celebrations will be held in the Arab world. 

 This year's theme, Water - Two Billion People are Dying for It! echoes one of the most pressing environmental

 issues facing the planet and its 6 billion citizens. The theme for World Environment Day also supports the

 celebration of 2003 as the International Year of Freshwater. 

 Rafik Hariri, Lebanon's Prime Minister, said: "We are very honoured to have been chosen as this year's World

 Environment Day hosts. Over the past decade, Lebanon's challenge has been to rebuild its infrastructure after the

 tragedy of the 1975 to 1990 civil war. In doing so, we have tried to rebuild a country that cherishes the

 environment and respects nature. We are fortunate in having a youthful population that recognizes the

 importance of environmental issues. I hope that, by hosting this special day, Lebanon can build on this

 enthusiasm in our quest for a healthier, cleaner and more equitable nation that can act as a beacon in the region

 and the world." 

 Kofi Annan, the Secretary-General of the United Nations, said: "One person in six lives without regular access to

 safe drinking water. Over twice that number - 2.4 billion - lack access to adequate sanitation. Water-related

 diseases kill a child every eight seconds". 

 He added that the international community had, at the Millennium Summit and the World Summit on Sustainable

 Development, set "measurable, time-bound commitments" to provide safe water and sanitation. 

 "These targets must be met and surpassed if the Millennium Development Goals of reducing child mortality,

 combating malaria, eradicating extreme poverty and hunger, empowering women, and improving the lives of slum

 dwellers are to be achieved", said Mr. Annan. 

 Klaus Toepfer, Executive Director of UNEP, said: "We couldn't be more delighted that Lebanon has agreed to

 host this important United Nations day in the International Year of Freshwater. West Asia, the region in which

 the country lies, vividly highlights the threats and challenges people across the globe face in their search for that

 most basic and fundamental element of life." 

 "Trees, forests and water are inextricably linked. So it is fitting that a country whose national flag is the majestic

 Cedar tree, is hosting this year's World Environment Day celebrations", he added. 

 The celebrations, to be held in Beirut and around Lebanon under the aegis of the Ministry of Environment, led by

 Fares Boueiz, will include the presentation of UNEP's Global 500 Awards. These are made to individuals and

 organizations that have made outstanding contributions to the protection and conservation of the environment.

 A total of eight winners will be honoured in 2003. 

 Freshwater in West Asia 

 The latest Global Environment Outlook, GEO-3, estimates that more than half the people in the world could be

 living in severely water-stressed areas by 2032. 

 West Asia, which includes the Arabian Peninsula and the Mashriq countries of Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, Syria and

 the Palestinian Territories, is likely to be the worst affected. Well over 90 per cent of the population are expected

 to be living in areas with "severe water stress" in less than 30 years unless urgent action is taken, the report

 concludes. 

 GEO-3 says rapid population growth is now, in some areas of the region, running at three per cent a year

 triggering water stress and scarcities in many countries. Over 80 per cent of the water used is for agriculture.

 Demand is outstripping supply, especially on the Arabian Peninsula where the water stress index (expressed as a

 percentage of the water used to available water resources) is more than 100 per cent for five of the seven

 countries. 

 Ancient, often irreplaceable, supplies of ground water are being "mined" to meet demand. In some areas an influx

 of seawater into underground aquifers is becoming an increasing problem. Groundwater salinity in some coastal

 aquifers in the Lebanon has risen from 340 milligrammes per litre to 22,000 milligrammes per litre in recent years. 

 Attempts to boost the efficient use of water have recently begun in several countries. Measures include support

 for modern irrigation systems, and quality control and management of groundwater supplies. Re-use of

 wastewater in the Mashriq countries has risen from zero in the early 1970s to about 51 million cubic metres a year

 by the early 1990s. 

 UNEP in West Asia 

 UNEP's Regional Office for West Asia (ROWA), based in Bahrain, provides support and advice on environmental

 matters to 12 countries. Among other activities, ROWA is coordinating the regional component of the Global

 International Waters Assessment (GIWA) -which addresses water management, as well as the regional

 component of the Global Programme of Action for the Protection of the Marine Environment from Land-based

 Activities (GPA). 

 Mr. Toepfer added: "It will not be lost on billions of people around the globe, that this special day will also hold

 special significance by being in the Arab world so soon after the recent conflict in Iraq." He said UNEP stood

 ready to assist in the humanitarian effort for the benefit of the Iraqi people and their environment. 

 A new report by UNEP's Post Conflict Assessment Unit (PCAU) on environmental conditions in Iraq, published

 on 24 April 2003, offers a preliminary assessment of the main environmental threats facing the country and

 recommends actions for immediate relief and long-term recovery. 

 In January 2003, the unit also issued a Desk Study on the Environment in the Occupied Palestinian Territories,

 which identified major areas of environmental damage requiring urgent action. The study was endorsed

 unanimously in February by UNEP's Governing Council. (Both of the above studies are available online at

 postconflict.unep.ch 

 Lebanon: A Few Facts from GEO-3 

 * Adult literacy rates have risen over the past two decades to 92 per cent of the population; 

 * 30 per cent of the population is under 15 years old; 

 * Some 550 hectares of forest was lost annually in Lebanon between 1961 and 1997 as a result of fires, tree felling

 and urban encroachment, among others; 

 * Lebanon is among several countries in the region that have now recognized the importance of forests and there

 have been important moves to conserve them for the sake of wildlife and to promote eco-tourism; 

 * 60 per cent of the 3.5 million people living in Lebanon live in a very narrow coastal strip; 

 * Soil erosion, running at an estimated 33 tonnes per hectare, and sedimentation pose a threat to coastal areas.

 Lebanon is a member of UNEP's Mediterranean Action Plan. In 2001, Lebanon launched a Coastal Area

 Management Project in the south of the country; 

 * Over exploitation of aquifers in the coastal zone of Lebanon has caused seawater intrusion with a subsequent

 rise from 340 to 22,000 mg/litre in some wells near Beirut; - 4 - 

 * The cement industry is responsible for over 77 per cent of industrial emissions. 

 Each year, the main World Environment Day (WED) celebrations are held in a city at the invitation of the

 Government. This year it will be in Beirut. 

 WED, considered one of the most important events on the environment calendar, is celebrated every year in more

 than 100 countries. The occasion serves to inspire political and community action. Governments, individuals,

 non-governmental organizations, community and youth groups, business, industry and the media undertake a

 variety of activities aimed at renewing their commitment to the protection of the environment. 

 Individuals and organizations are invited to post details about their planned WED events and learn about what

 others are doing to celebrate WED across the globe by visiting the World Environment Day web site:

 www.unep.org/wed 

 For more information, please contact: Eric Falt, Spokesperson/Director of UNEP's Division of Communications

 and Public Information (DCPI), on Tel: +254-(0)20-623292, Mobile: 254-(0)733-682656, E-mail: eric.falt@unep.org or

 Nick Nuttall, UNEP Head of Media, DCPI, on Tel: 254-(0)20-623084, Mobile:254-(0)733-632755, E-mail:

 nick.nuttall@unep.org

__________________________________________________________________________________________

The Guardian (London) 

May 3, 2003 

The Guide: Satellite, cable & digital: Wednesday: Watch this: Death On The Amazon 

Before pirates murdered round-the-world yachtsman Sir Peter Blake in December 2001, he kept a video diary

      of his latest expedition. Blake had taken up a post as ambassador to the United Nations Environmental

      programme, and was on a mission down the Amazon to report on any illegal logging and mining activity

      that diminished the rainforest's resources. On the night that his yacht The Seamaster was moored in the

      Amazon Basin, waiting to return from its two-month journey, Blake was shot dead. The artless format of the

      video diary and the significance of a great man's death - Blake is a national hero in his native New Zealand -

      make this documentary extremely affecting. 

_______________________________________________________________________________________

Iraq war hits wildlife conservation

From World Land Trust

Friday, May 02, 2003

John A Burton, World Land Trust

War can have a devastating direct effect on wildlife - witness the oil spills during the first Gulf War which killed thousands of seabirds and other wildlife. But one of the side effects of the recent world crisis is its impact on international wildlife charities. After the first Gulf War in 1989, donations to the World Land Trust dropped dramatically, and in 2001 the September 11 attacks had an even more catastrophic effect on the WLT. As some of our supporters will remember, September 11 was the day chosen to launch a fundraising campaign for the purchase of over 15,000 acres in Patagonia. A reception had been sponsored in central London, a video made of the project, and David Bellamy had come to London to launch it at a press conference in Burlington House, Piccadilly, in the heart of London. Unsurprisingly virtually no publicity was generated, as understandably people's minds were diverted to other events. 

During the recent conflict the staff at the WLT have been working very hard to maintain the level of donations needed to keep its projects active. By developing its Internet presence the WLT has been able to draw on a wider public, but fundraising has been difficult, as many people concentrate on humanitarian aid. However, the threats to wildlife persist. Throughout the world day by day the forests continue to disappear. Ecotourism, often put forward as a way of making wildlife pay, is also a casualty of war, with fewer tourists traveling during disturbed times. Already our Belizean partners have reported falling numbers of visitors this year.

The reserves we are buying in Ecuador to form natural corridors for wildlife cost as little as $10,000 to $20,000 each - and these contain species found no where else in the world. A donation of £25 will help save an acre, for ever, It only costs $3000 a month to maintain the protection of the 15000 acres of the Estançia La Esperanza in Patagonia. Possibly the only good thing to come out of the financial crisis in Argentina, is that our running costs have fallen, as our dollars go further

To give our efforts at conserving endangered species some perspective, it costs in the order of £25,000 an hour to keep a Tornado bomber in the air over Iraq - enough to buy 1000 acres of rainforest. One Challenger Tank costs over £4million - enough to buy a quarter of a million acres of rainforest. And in some places land is even cheaper. British taxpayers have no choice, but to contribute to this, but at least by making a donation to conservation, they can get some of it back from the government to help conserve wildlife. Every £1 donated through Gift Aid allows charities to claim 28p back in tax.

For more information, contact:John BurtonCEO

World Land Trust

jab@worldlandtrust.orgWeb site: 
http://www.worldlandtrust.org

_________________________________________________________________________________________

 Arab News Staff

‘Iraq War Had No Major Impact on Environment’
Maha Akeel

JEDDAH, 4 May 2003 — “The environmental effects of the war in Iraq are significantly less dramatic than those of last war,” Dr. Osama Qurban, director of the General Administration for Monitoring, Response and

Projections in the Ministry of Meteorology and Environment Protection, told Arab News.

Before the war, countries in the region and environmental organizations expected a similar disaster to the 1991 war, when huge amounts of oil leaked in to the sea. “The biggest damage that occurred this time was from the

smoke from the burning of some oil wells and petroleum swamps, and the ministry has implemented a program to study the effects of that and make recommendations,” Dr. Qurban said.

He said there was no harm in the presence of war ships in the Gulf “unless there is waste discharge into the water or dumping of radioactive material and chemicals or any sort of explosion, but we haven’t received any reports of such things,” he added. “The area from Khafji to the island of Abu Ali was badly affected” in the 1991 war, Dr. Qurban said, “and there are still areas there after all these years where there is a layer of oil almost 80 cm in depth.”

The Kingdom made sure that the leaked oil did not reach the vital establishments such as the electricity and water plants and military bases which are all located to the south of Abu Ali. “Our goal was to contain all the floating oil and we were successful in most of the areas,” he said. “However, some areas were too difficult to reach.”
__________________________________________________________________________________________

NY TIMES

U.S. Experts Find Radioactive Material in Iraq
May 4, 2003

By JUDITH MILLER

TUWAITHA, Iraq, May 3 - An elite American team of nuclear - experts found sources of radioactive material for research or industrial purposes today here at the complex that was - bombed by Israel in 1981, but no new clues about the status - of Iraq's nuclear program.

"It's a health hazard, more than anything else," said Rick - Turcotte, a member of what is called the Direct Support - Team. "Iraqis are going into this site, and they could get - exposed to an unhealthy, large dose of radiation."

Cmdr. David Beckett, the team leader, led the eight-hour survey of the radiological material stored here at what was Iraq's oldest nuclear weapons research complex. He said that what was found at Tuwaitha was the "largest amount of radiological material that has been found at a nuclear site in Iraq."

Other team members cautioned that what was found was consistent with industrial or research use, which is what Iraq has long said about its nuclear efforts.

The Army relayed to its headquarters an unconfirmed report that looters may have taken anthrax samples from this sprawling research facility. In addition, a scientist working at the complex may have buried near it anthrax

samples or equipment related to its production.

The team's mission is to "search, locate, and identify" sources of material that are dangerous to both soldiers and ordinary civilians, as well as radioactive materials connected to banned weapons. In the case of Tuwaitha, team members felt strongly that the greater threat was from the radioactive material left at the site.

Iraqis have looted the facility, and even today, about 20 former workers were permitted to enter to collect personal belongings. Their presence complicated the team's effort to map out all the areas where radioactive material might be hidden.

Mr. Turcotte, one of about 10 specialists in nuclear search techniques and identification, visited the site only two weeks ago to prepare for the survey. He said dangerous equipment and materials had been moved since his visit.

For instance, a giant lathe had been moved outside its previous location, where radiological warnings were posted. He said it looked as if the equipment was about to be removed from the facility.

In addition, a warehouse where 19 lead-lined containers of Cesium-137, a highly radioactive substance used mostly for industrial or research purposes, is being stored was no longer padlocked. The team relocked it before leaving the site today.

The discovery of multiple sources of radioactive material at Tuwaitha did not surprise some team members. But the way the material was haphazardly stored and scattered about the half-square-mile site was definitely a concern.

The team is an eclectic group of mostly Special Operations soldiers and nuclear specialists who have been sent to Iraq by the Defense Threat Reduction Agency. The agency has been eager to use some of its expensive equipment in the field, and has had a subtle rivalry with other agencies that also do nuclear testing and intelligence work.

Capt. Blane Kusterle, 24, from the Third Infantry Division, has been responsible for securing the facility for the last two weeks with only 20 soldiers. He said one of his officers had allowed some local Iraqis to return to the site, in search of personal papers and work-related materials.

Others continued to enter the site through holes in fences and other means, despite warnings from American forces thatit was contaminated. "They're hunting for screwdrivers, air-conditioners, light switches, chairs - just stuff to better their homes," he said.

The looters were persistent, he said. One man returned three times, despite having been handcuffed to a fence for nearly a day.

International inspectors had visited the facility several times. On Jan. 21, before the war began, the International Atomic Energy Agency, responsible for inspecting nuclear-related facilities, reported that it had conducted a "motorized radiation survey, checked sealed equipment and inspected buildings."

Tuwaitha itself is testament to Iraq's long history of efforts to acquire a nuclear capability. A centerpiece of the sprawling weapons complex is the French-supplied Osirak nuclear reactor, which Israel bombed in 1981, declaring that it needed to destroy an "Islamic bomb" before it was built. Another part of the complex is home to Russian-supplied nuclear reactors, which have also been dormant for almost 20 years.

Another member of the team said the facility was a vintage example of a "confused, chaotic" effort to acquire nuclear technology. The expert said he was struck by how old most of the equipment that had not been looted was.

After Tuwaitha's nuclear activities were believed to have ended, the facility continued as an agro-biological

research center. International inspectors had visited those facilities too, but they found no evidence of a biological warfare program.

Today's visit was the team's second to Tuwaitha. It located and identified four radioactive areas. The first was a storage building in what appeared to be a research area. There, the team found a lead-lined container that held Cesium-137, which measured the highest source of radiation detected today - about 2.8 millirem per hour. Normally, it takes about 1 rem per hour before health hazards are a concern.

Next to this was a poorly maintained storage shed that contained about 23 radioactive storage containers, some of  them badly corroded. The experts also found Cobalt-60, a very dangerous radioactive material. But the amount was so small as to be consistent with a "check" source - material used for tests.

The third was an area they had not expected to visit - a series of nearly 80 circular cement discs where low levels of gamma radiation were detected under a corrugated sheet of metal, adjacent to an earthen berm nearly 150 feet high. It could not be determined what the discs were covering, but one expert said it might well be a storage area that once contained spent nuclear fuel rods. Because the matrix of concrete discs was next to a long-abandoned, bombed-out nuclear reactor, the theory was embraced by several membersof the team.

In a ditch near the facility entrance, the team found a box labeled "Amerecium," a radioactive source that was found in a small quantity. The material was surrounded by sandbags, but no one at the site seemed to know who had put it there.

http://www.nytimes.com/2003/05/04/international/worldspecial/04CHEM.html?ex=1053059778&ei=1&en=df52f66d5047605d
__________________________________________________________________________________________

ENS

Bush Wages Legal Battle Against Environmental Law 

By J.R. Pegg

WASHINGTON, DC, May 2, 2003 (ENS) - An empirical study released today shows that the Bush administration has repeatedly used the federal courts to  try and undermine the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), a law  environmentalists describe as the "Magna Carta" of U.S. environmental                      policy. 

                      NEPA, signed by President Richard Nixon in 1969, orders the federal government to consider the environmental impact of it actions, consider alternatives and inform the public of its assessments and decisions. 

The report covers all 172 NEPA cases decided by federal courts in the first  two years of the Bush administration and finds that in more than half of these cases, it has presented arguments to weaken the application of the statute. 

                      "The Bush administration is hell-bent on weakening our environmental protections, and has already established an incredible record of violating the   law while doing so," said Rodger Schlickeisen, president of Defenders of Wildlife. 

                      "We have in this presidential administration the worst environmental lawbreakers we have ever seen," Schlickeisen said. 

                      The study, compiled by Defenders of Wildlife and the Vermont Law School's Clinic on Environmental Law and Policy, reports that in 94 cases over the past  two years, the administration has presented anti-NEPA arguments in court. 

                      These arguments have been rejected by federal judges in 78 percent of the cases. 

                      The administration's legal interpretations of NEPA, the report finds, frequently support timber and oil companies and developers who seek financial gain from public resources. 

Critics say the Bush administration is undermining  federal laws that safeguard the environment. 

In one case Bush administration officials with  the U.S. Forest Service issued an environmental assessment that found "no significant environmental impact" for a proposed timber sale of three million board feet from 3,340 acres, but then took timber  industry bids for a sale of 9.5 million board  feet from 800 acres. 

One federal judge referred to NEPA analysis  presented by the Bush administration that sought to aid a developer as "so implausible  that it could not be ascribed to a difference in view or the product of agency expertise." 

                      In a challenge to a federal rule that prevents roadbuilding in wilderness areas, the Bush administration used a timber industry argument that noted the environmental harm from a lack of roadbuilding in unroaded forests. The Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals denied the administration and said that "NEPA  may not be used to preclude lawful conservation measures by the Forest Service and to force federal agencies, in contravention of their own policyobjectives, to develop and degrade scarce environmental resources." 

                      Bush administration officials and supporters often say environmental groups abuse the courts and prevent efficient management of the nation's resources and public lands, but Schlickeisen says it is the administration's determination  to roll back environmental protections that is causing a slew of legal                     challenges. 

"If we are going to protect the environment for our kids and future generations, we simply have no choice but to try legal steps to stop them," he said. "One shudders to think of the number of times [the administration] must  have broken the law without being caught and taken to court by some citizen  group." 

The report sheds further light on the partisan gap over environmental issues -   when the composition of the three judge federal appellate court panel was comprised of a majority of Republican-appointed judges, the success rate of NEPA hostile arguments was 60 percent. This compares to an 11 percent success rate when panels had a majority of Democrat appointed judges where the majority. 

                      The opinions in the cases analyzed by the report show a clear pattern of anti environmental decisionmaking, said Karin Sheldon, professor of law and director of the Environmental Law Center at Vermont Law School. 

                      "Future judicial appointments by the Bush Administration seem likely to make the situation worse and long-term impact of an actively anti- environmental judiciary is potentially incalculable," she said. 

                      Of primary concern are nominees to serve on the 13 federal appeals courts - this level of the judiciary is only superceded by the U.S. Supreme Court, which typically chooses to hear less than 100 cases a year. 

                      These 13 courts very often provide the final decision on legal challenges to  environmental rules and regulations and their judges are appointed for life. 

                      The administration has tried  to ease environmental  oversight of logging within  the nation's forests. 

With some 25 of the 179  federal appellate court judge positions at the 13  appeals courts currently           vacant, the Bush administration has an unprecedented opportunity to reshape the character of the court. 

                      Republicans currently hold majority in seven of 13 courts, Democrats with the  majority on two and the remaining four roughly balanced. Environmentalists believe some of the administration's nominees bring clear hostility to many of  the nation's fundamental environmental laws. 

                      For example, Jeffrey Sutton, who was confirmed this week to the U.S. Court ofAppeals for the Sixth Circuit is on record as arguing that the federal government does not have the authority to enforce the Clean Water Act. 

                      Pending nominee and current District Court Judge Charles Pickering, Sr. had decisions dismissing claims by victims in toxic tort cases overruled by the 5th Circuit, the court that the President has again nominated him to serve on. 

                      The administration's Ninth Circuit nominee Carolyn Kuhl, a former JusticeDepartment lawyer under President Ronald Reagan and a current Los Angeles County judge, challenged the Supreme Court's precedent on associational  standing, a longstanding legal interpretation that enables organizations to                      protect the rights of their members in court. 

                      John Roberts, a pending nominee to the U.S. Circuit Court for the District ofColumbia, defended a coal company's right to blast off the tops of mountains in order to mine coal without concern for degradation to mountain streams and rivers. 

                      Texas Supreme Court Justice Priscilla Owen, a nominee for the Fifth Circuit, has authored court opinions that favor polluters over the public and restrict public access to public information. 

                      Owen is "a particularly egregious example of extremist nominees that President Bush has chosen for key courts," said Glenn Sugameli, senior legislative counsel with the nonprofit environmental law firm Earthjustice. 

Environmentalists warn the Bush environmental legacy could have far reaching impacts that will harm the  nation's public health, wild places and  wildlife. 

Democrats voted Thursday to block a vote on Owen's  nomination, as they have done to prevent a vote on Miguel

Estrada, a nominee to the U.S. Court of Appeals for the D.C. Circuit. 

Congressional Republicans said   today they are considering an attempt to change Senate rules or  perhaps sue to ban judicial filibusters and President George W. Bush called  the filibuster of Owen "shameful." Sugameli points out that the Senate has  confirmed more than 100 of the Bush administration's federal court nominees. 

"The Senate's constitutional duty of advise and consent requires it to block the worst of the worst lifetime nominees, including Priscilla Owen, who has a clear record of anti-environmental judicial activism," he said. Conservationists, including Defenders' Schlickeisen, further worry that the administration is intent on limiting the public's right to appeal and participatein environmental decisions through agency rule changes and legislation. 

Last week, for example, the U.S. Forest Service said it is considering a plan to  stop accepting emails as legitimate comments on forest management plan, and the administration supports current legislation that would limit appeal times for the public to challenge hazardous fuel reduction programs on Forest                      Service lands. 

"This White House is also working overtime to eliminate those provisions of the law that allow the public to challenge them in court," Schlickeisen said. "  This is an administration that apparently will stop at nothing to weaken  environmental protection to benefit their supporters in industry." 

__________________________________________________________________________________________SARS is latest in explosion of new infectious diseases

By Seth Borenstein

Knight Ridder Newspapers

WASHINGTON - Get used to SARS, West Nile, Hantavirus, Ebola, Nipah, Hendra, AIDS and other new nasty infectious diseases. Health experts say we're living in a new age of infections.

And we have mostly ourselves to blame. The nation's top scientists say that environmental, economic, social and scientific changes have helped to trigger an unprecedented explosion of more than 35 new infectious diseases that have burst upon the world in the past 30 years. The U.S. death rate from infectious disease, which dropped in the first part of the 20th century and then stabilized, is now double what it was in 1980. SARS is only the latest of these new new germs. 

"The kinds of things we are doing for SARS we can anticipate we are going to do again and again," Centers for Disease Control and Prevention Director Dr. Julie Gerberding told the U.S. Senate's Health, Education, Labor and Pensions Committee this week. 

Even as most of the world struggles to cope with the threat of severe acute respiratory syndrome, infectious disease specialists are warily eyeing an outbreak of a bird influenza in the Netherlands. Only one person has died so far, but forms of flu that are new to humans, as this one is, can be very deadly. "Things are closing in on all sides," said Dr. W. Paul Glezen, an epidemiologist at the Influenza Research Center at Baylor College of Medicine in Houston. 

"Today's outlook with regard to microbial threats to health is bleak," concludes a 396-page March report from the prestigious Institute of Medicine, a research arm of the federal government. "Microbial threats present us with new surprises every year." 

Every hour 1,500 people worldwide die of an old or new infectious disease, and more than half of those are children under 5, according to that report. Many of the infectious diseases that now seem common - foodborne E. coli, waterborne Cryptosporidium, airborne Legionnaire's disease, bloodborne hepatitis C and sexually transmitted AIDS - first surfaced in roughly the past 30 years. "This period from the 1970s is without precedent in the history of the annals of medicine," Dr. Paul Epstein, associate director of Harvard Medical School's Center for Health and Global Environment. To figure out why this is happening, the Institute of Medicine convened a panel of top U.S. researchers. They attributed the surge in new diseases to 13 specific changes in the world and the way we live. Those 13 factors are microbial adaptation and change; human susceptibility to infection; climate and weather; changing ecosystems; human demographics and behavior; economic development and land use; international travel and commerce; technology and industry; breakdown of public health measures; poverty and social inequality; war and famine; lack of political will; and bioterrorism. Of the more than 35 new emerging diseases since the 1970s "a substantial proportion relate to man's manipulation of ecology," Dr. Anthony Fauci, director of the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases, said in an interview Thursday. "It's a confluence of many factors," said Dr. Fred Sparling, a medical and microbiology professor at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill and a co-author of the IOM report. "We have more people in mega-cities, which increases the risk for dissemination, more people moving into habitat that is used by animals as vectors for (disease) transmission, more international travel and commerce, which disseminates (germs) once they have arisen. And more poverty and social inequalities, which clearly add to it." Most of these diseases live in animals; the epidemic begins when they jump from animal to humans, typically because of close contact. That often follows the clearing of land for housing or industry - in effect putting people closer to the ticks, mosquitoes and rodents that carry new diseases. Lyme disease soared in the United States after land clearing in the Northeast drew hite-tailed deer closer to humans, said Stanford University medicine professor Dr. Stan Deresinski, editor of Infectious Disease Alert. Lyme-carrying ticks, which lived on those deer, could more easily reach humans and infect them. New dams cause changes in water flow, often increasing mosquito populations. In 1977 and 1978, for example, standing water behind Egypt's Aswan dam provided a spectacular ground for the mosquito that carried Rift Valley Fever, North Carolina's Sparling said. The disease infected 200,000 people and killed 598. Dense urban populations, people living longer, and the increased number of immune-compromised people also help diseases spread faster, the IOM report said. When countries hide new outbreaks, as China did with SARS, or lack public health systems capable of detecting outbreaks, diseases spread faster, said Dr. Howard Markel, a professor of infectious diseases at the University of Michigan. Markel, who also teaches the history of medicine, is author of the forthcoming book "When Germs Travel." Weather changes can be a factor in emerging diseases, too, experts said. West Nile and hantavirus struck in the United States after severe droughts, Epstein said. That's because transfers of mosquito-borne diseases are easier when large numbers of animals congregate around small pools of water. Some extreme weather events are probably attributable to global warming, Epstein and others said. Another human factor: Many new diseases are strains of old diseases that have developed resistance to antibiotics, Sparling said. Once a disease takes hold these days, it tends to be globalized quickly by travel and trade. West Nile, for example, is thought to have reached New York from its traditional home in the Middle East on an infected bird carried by a ship or plane. With SARS, doctors have been able to pinpoint tourists, businessmen and doctors who have taken the virus from Hong Kong to Hanoi, Singapore and Toronto. It set a record for speed of continent-to-continent transmission. "This is the first (widespread) emerging disease that's airborne, and that's what has everybody afraid," Epstein said. Although SARS isn't as contagious as measles or even the common flu, airborne transmission makes it easier to spread than diseases requiring a mosquito bite such as West Nile. "It's amazing, it's scary," said Dr. Jim Diaz, professor of public health and preventive medicine at the Louisiana State University School of Medicine. "It just shows you that international travel can move things so fast." Fortunately, the world's health systems are moving faster, too. The CDC's Gerberding noted that within about a month scientists identified the SARS virus, something never seen before, and developed a crude diagnostic test for the disease. The essential goal is to keep infections from getting out of control. "We don't conquer germs," said Michigan's Markel. "We wrestle them to a draw." --- 

For more information, check out the following Web sites: 

The Institute of Medicine's March 2003 Report "Microbial Threats to Health": http://www.nap.edu/books/030908864X/html/ 

The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention's Emerging Disease Web site: http://www.cdc.gov/ncidod/diseases/eid/index.htm 

The World Health Organization's 2000 Report on Epidemic Prone Infectious Diseases: http://www.who.int/emc-documents/surveillance/whocdscsrisr20001c.html 

The U.S. Global Change Research Panel's 2000 report on how global warming will affect health issues in the United States: 

http://www.usgcrp.gov/usgcrp/nacc/health/default.htm 

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change's 2001 report on global warming impacts, chapter on human health effects: 

http://www.grida.no/climate/ipcc-tar/wg2/347.htm 

The article "Infectious History" by Nobel Prize-winning scientist and IOM committee co-chair Joshua Lederberg: http://www.univie.ac.at/hygiene-aktuell/lederberg.htm 

--- 

(Knight Ridder correspondent Robert S. Boyd contributed to this report.) 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

BBC

Sars 'can be spread by touch' 

     New research into the deadly Sars virus suggests it might be able to bespread through contact with contaminated objects. 

     World Health Organization (WHO) scientists say they have found that the pneumonia-like virus is more resilient than first thought, being able to survive  for four hours on surfaces and up to four days in human waste. 

     Sars (Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome) can also live indefinitely in sub-zero temperatures and refuses to be killed off even when doused in a detergent  commonly used to sterilise contaminated areas. 

     The research backs up the theory that leaking sewage pipes helped spread an outbreak in a Hong Kong apartment block, in which 300 people were infected. 

     Densely-populated Hong Kong has been badly hit by the virus. 

     Five new deaths and eight new cases were reported on Sunday, pushing the  death toll there to 184. 

     In mainland China, the health ministry on Sunday reported seven new deaths  and 163 new infections. It takes the death toll to 197. 

     Sars has killed nearly 450 people worldwide. 

     Surfaces risk 

     Most people catch Sars through coughing and sneezing. 

     But tests carried out by laboratories in China, Hong Kong, Japan and Germany, for the WHO, now suggest the infection can also spread simply by touching a  contaminated doorknob or lift button. 

     However, it is still not known how much of the virus is needed for someone to  become infected in these ways. 

     Dick Thompson from the WHO told the BBC he was confident the virus could be contained, without resorting to a vaccine. 

     "We believe it is definitely possible that we can eliminate the disease before it enters into a cycle and becomes endemic," he said. 

     There is as yet no cure for Sars, which first emerged in southern China last  November. 

     But the WHO hopes the latest findings will help researchers develop better  tests for the virus and possible treatments. 

     The WHO says Hong Kong, Singapore and Canada have now got the Sars  outbreak under control. 

     But China is still struggling to contain the virus. Schools in the capital Beijing are to remain closed for another two weeks, and about 15,000 have been  quarantined.

__________________________________________________________________________________________

ENS

Methyl Bromide Exposure Raises Prostate Cancer Risk 

                      BETHESDA, Maryland, May 2, 2003 (ENS) - Exposure to the pesticide methyl                     bromide and six other pesticides have been linked with an increased risk of prostate cancer among pesticide applicators in North Carolina and Iowa, U.S. government scientists reported Thursday. Methyl bromide is a fumigant gas  used to protect crops from pests in the soil and to fumigate grain bins and                     other agricultural storage areas. Prostate cancer risks were two to four times higher among pesticide applicators than among men who were not exposed to methyl bromide. The connection emerged from large scale, long term government study of farmers and their spouses known as the Agricultural Health Study that is investigating the causes of cancer and other diseases in the farming community.                      Farmers apply the fumigant gas methyl bromide to the soil  under plastic sheeting. The latest report from the Agricultural Health Study (AHS) evaluated the role of 45 pesticides and found that several showed evidence of a possible association with prostate cancer among farmers and nursery workers. Methyl bromide was linked to the risk of prostate cancer in the entire group of more than 55,000 men in this study, while exposure to six other pesticides was associated with an increased risk  of prostate cancer only among men with a family history of the disease. 

                     "Associations between pesticide use and prostate cancer risk among the farm population have been seen in previous studies; farming is the most consistent  occupational risk factor for prostate cancer," said Dr. Michael Alavanja, a  public health specialist from the National Cancer Institute Division of Cancer Epidemiology and Genetics, and the study's principal investigator. 

                      The current study included 55,332 men who are classified as either private pesticide applicators, 92 percent, or commercial pesticide applicators. Private applicators are farmers or nursery workers. Commercial applicators work for pest control companies or for businesses such as warehouses or grain mills  that use pesticides regularly. 

                      Between 1993 and 1999, 566 new prostate cancers developed among all  applicators, compared to 495 that were predicted from the incidence rates in  the two states. This means that the risk of developing prostate cancer was 14 percent greater for the pesticide applicators compared to the general  population. The men in this study were followed for about 4.3 years. 

                      The scientists found that among both North Carolina and Iowa pesticide applicators, the risk of prostate cancer rose with increasing frequency of use of methyl bromide and with longer lifetime exposure to this pesticide. The risk of prostate cancer rose as the total number of days of methyl bromide use increased. Elevated risks were seen only at the two highest levels of exposure, out of five possible levels.                       Based on animal studies, the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health lists methyl bromide as a potential occupational carcinogen. 

                      Because methyl bromide depletes stratospheric ozone, contributing to holes in the ozone layer, developed countries are phasing the chemical out under provisions of the Montreal Protocol. In the United States there was a 25 percent reduction from 1991 levels in 1999, a 50 percent reduction in 2001, and there is supposed to be a 70 percent reduction this year. By 2005 methyl bromide will not be used at all except for what the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency calls "critical and emergency uses."                       The U.S. Agricultural Department is conducting research at 15 Agricultural Research Service locations to develop alternatives to soil fumigation with methyl bromide to control pathogens and weeds. Although methyl bromide is used to some extent on more than 100 crops, nearly 80 percent of preplant                      methyl bromide soil fumigation goes to strawberries, tomatoes, ornamentals and nursery crops, and peppers. 

                      Alternatives to soil fumigation with methyl bromide include host plant resistance, biological control, alternative chemicals, and different cultural practices, either alone or in combination. 

                      Dr. Aaron Blair of the National Cancer Institute, an author of the study, said  the investigators cannot rule out the possibility that their observation "occurred by chance alone." 

                     "Clearly, these findings need to be replicated," he said. "But, the internal consistency of our findings does not allow us to dismiss these results." 

                      The researchers found another link between pesticides and prostate cancer. Among men with a family history of prostate cancer only, exposure to six  pesticides - chlorpyrifos, coumaphos, fonofos, phorate, permethrin, and  butylate - was associated with an increased risk of prostate cancer.                       Farmers exposed to pesticides are more likely to develop prostate cancer. (Photo courtesy NIEHS)

                      Four of these pesticides - chlorpyrifos, coumaphos, fonofos, and phorate - share a common chemical structure. These findings suggest that certain pesticides may interact with a particular form of one or more genes                      shared by men with a family history of prostate cancer, making them more susceptible to developing the disease, the scientists said. 

                      The most consistent risk factors for prostate cancer are age, family history, and African-American ethnicity. Hormonal factors and high levels of animal fat and red meat in the diet are also suspected risk factors. 

                      Farming has been linked to prostate cancer risk in several previous occupational studies. But the variety of environmental exposures in the  farming community - pesticides, engine exhausts, solvents, dusts, animal viruses, fertilizers, fuels, and microbes - have made it difficult for researchers in previous studies to sort out which of these factors is linked to specific diseases. 

                      Because of the large size of the AHS population, nearly 90,000 participants  from North Carolina and Iowa, and the detailed information on specific exposures and risk factors collected by the AHS researchers, it is possible to  evaluate the risks associated with a number of specific chemical exposures. 

                      As the study continues and participants age, many new cases of cancer and other diseases will develop. With time, the researchers will be able to confirm or refute the current findings, assess additional relationships between exposures and diseases, and search for possible genetic links to the variety of environmental exposures in the farming community. 

                      The AHS, which began in 1993, is a collaborative effort involving the National Cancer Institute, the National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences, and  the Environmental Protection Agency. The prostate cancer study appears in the May 1 issue of the "American Journal of Epidemiology." 

________________________________________________________________________________________
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UNEP/UN in the news

World Environment Day fete set for Lebanon 

Nairobi, Kenya (PANA) - Lebanon, a country whose fabled cedar trees have been revered since the seafaring days of the Phoenicians, will host this year's World Environment Day, the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) said on Thursday. It will be the first time in the 30-year history of the environment awareness-raising event, held every 5 June, that the main celebrations will be held in an Arab country. A UNEP media statement said that this year's theme, "Water – Two Billion People Are Dying For It," echoed one of the most pressing environmental issues facing the planet and its six billion citizens. The theme also incorporates the celebration of 2003 as the International Year of Freshwater.

General Environmental news

Kenyan govt launches disaster fund after flood kills 30 

Nairobi, Kenya (PANA) - The Kenya government has launched a fund for flood victims as heavy rains continue to pound the East African nation, the death toll from flooding reached 30 on Sunday. The latest victim is a secondary school teacher who was trapped Sunday in his car while attempting to cross a swollen river in Mbeere District, eastern Kenya. The Vice-President and National Reconstruction Minister, Michael Wamalwa launched the fund, saying "every effort must be made to stop further casualties by flooding." The launching occurs just days after MP Philip Mutiso plus a man and a female passenger perished Wednesday night in floods in eastern Kenya. The floods have not spared livestock and wildlife in the vast Rift Valley province, where police say a buffalo and an elephant were swept away.Vice-president Wamalwa said the plight of the affected families posed a desperate situation and their future was bleak, and appealed to NGOs and the private sector to help government alleviate the suffering.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng051901&dte=04/05/2003
Researchers find Nairobi too noisy 

Nairobi, Kenya (PANA) - Researchers have found that noise pollution in several parts of downturn Nairobi were in excess of the desirable levels conducive for business, the well being and good health of its residents. According to the East African Standard newspaper, a joint research by students from Kenyatta University and the Department of Geography of the University of Trier in Germany, found that certain streets in the Kenyan capital experienced intolerable Lecturers from both universities supervised the research. The findings will definitely disturb the nearly three million residents of Nairobi as with continuous exposure to noise they risked getting cardiac arrests and circulatory diseases, according to medical experts. Health problems for children living in noisy streets included poor concentration, reading problems, reduced talent in solving difficult tasks and disturbed social behaviour, the experts said. The report attributed the high noise levels to economic activities, street vendors selling their wares, hooting by vehicles and shouting by public service vehicle touts, street preachers and performers.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng051727&dte=02/05/2003
Forestry exploitation compounds poaching in Gabon 

Libreville, Gabon (PANA) - Forestry exploitation is fostering the poaching of wildlife in areas formerly inaccessible to village hunters, according to a study published by the Central Africa regional office of the Worldwide Fund for Nature (WWF). The study said hunters were taking advantage of roads opened by forestry operators to access wildlife areas, consequently evolving from traditional subsistence to "commercial" hunting. This commercial activity is being carried out by foreign professional hunters, generally employed by "bush meat" traders, individual operators and civil servants who supply them with ammunition, cable traps and firearms. With such tools, a real carnage is organised in forestry concessions covering virtually all the forests located outside protected areas, the study said, citing the case of Minkebe forest in the Gabonese province of Woleu Ntem at the border with Cameroon. The presence in Minkebe of a Malaysian forestry operator who in 1997 acquired a 1,500-sq-km concession on virgin land led to the production of 200 tonnes of bush meat in 1999, the report said. According to the WWF, the long list of massacres is seriously endangering wildlife in the forest masses of Central Africa and threatening the local population, which depends on them for subsistence. The most endangered wildlife species are gorillas, chimpanzees and panthers.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng051493&dte=30/04/2003
 _______________________________________________________________________________________

ROE MEDIA UPDATE

UNEP or UN in the news

Le Figaro, 1 May, at 19h29 Paris time) 

TotalFinaElf: 1 million de dollars pour planter des arbres au Kenya
NAIROBI (AFP) - Le groupe pétrolier français TotalFinaElf va investir un million de dollars dans les cinq ans pour planter des arbres au Kenya, a annoncé sa direction mercredi à Nairobi….

Le personnel de Total Kenya a donné l'exemple en plantant déjà 7.000 arbres, et 8.000 autres ont également été plantés dans le cadre d'un programme scolaire en association avec le Programme des Nations Unies pour l'Environnement (Pnue), dont le siège mondial est à Nairobi, a ajouté M. Kariuki.

http://www.lefigaro.fr/perm/afp/sci/030501172932.3343hi2n.html
_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

ROWA MEDIA UPDATE (5 May)

Iraq
Iraq reconstruction efforts inch forward

Efforts to restore basic services and refashion a government in Iraq inched forward on Sunday amid warnings by international groups that the war-battered country was still ripe for a humanitarian disaster. 

The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) renewed its calls to be granted access to all Iraqi prisoners of war in US-British custody, warning the coalition forces to comply with the Geneva war conventions. 

More than three weeks after US forces seized control of Baghdad, effectively quashing Saddam’s regime, much of the country remains without basic services, including electricity.

Engineers struggling to restore power in the capital are grappling with unusual layouts of distribution networks and the fact that the main distribution plant has been looted, said US Captain Travis Morehead.

“It has been totally looted and partially burned. There is nothing working in it at all,” said Morehead.

Without electricity, unrefrigerated food goes rotten and water and sewage treatment plants go idle, setting a stage for a massive disease outbreak, and robbers and looters roam the streets at night under the cover of darkness.

http://www.khaleejtimes.com/DisplayArticle.asp?xfile=data/focusoniraq/2003/May/focusoniraq_May37.xml&section=focusoniraq
Oxfam assessments continue; security prevents full efforts
The relief agency Oxfam International in Amman has sent an engineer into Basra to assess circumstances and will be dispatching another two to Nassiriya soon, according to the agency's press officer Zahra Akkerhuys. 

“We are gravely concerned about the sewage system in Iraqi cities. It is threatening the health of citizens,” Akkerhuys told The Jordan Times, adding that the Basra engineer would be accompanying a team from UNICEF. 

“Approximately 80 per cent of the population has open sewers or trenches, which are normally [cleared] by electricity. Without electricity, the sewage is not pumped,” she explained. 

Several cases of typhoid have been already reported as well as an increase in the occurrence of diarrhoea. 

Some cases of Black Fever, a sand fly borne communicable disease, were reported in southern towns including Al Zubair, where Oxfam is planning to repair water pumping stations. 

“No cases of cholera have been reported yet but we are worried that there will be,” she added. 

The organisation, with 60 years of experience in providing humanitarian assistance, has large-scale plans for emergency infrastructure work. But due to the security situation, on-the-spot decisions to various difficulties are necessary. 

“The water quality is very poor and chlorine is in very short supply. That is why we are sending in chlorine gas, which is essential for water treatment,” she said. 

Due to the widespread looting, water and sanitation infrastructure has been massively damaged in Nassiriya. The fear of further looting is also hindering the efforts of water engineers and technicians. 

“We are planning to open an office in Nassiriya, where we can work more closely and efficiently. But there are [still] security concerns,” she pointed out. 

“Looters stole spare parts and cables. They took all the little parts that make up water pumps. That makes our job all the more difficult because these small parts can make all the difference,” she added. 

Oxfam has been working successfully with Iraqi engineers on water and sanitation systems, although some areas are still off-limits to aid agencies.

http://www.jordantimes.com/tue/homenews/homenews12.htm

UAE
Tree-planting day with kids of Al Noor Training Centre

The University of Wollongong's Environmental (En-V) Club organised a tree-planting day to celebrate the Earth Day with the children of Al Noor Training Centre. 

Four fruit trees, each about one and half meters in height, were planted in the yard of AI Noor Centre. The plants were donated by Dubai Municipality's Horticulture and Parks Section as a gesture of support and encouragement towards environmental activities. Each tree represented the four organisations involved, University of Wollongong (UoW), Al Noor Training Centre, Dubai Municipality's Horticulture and Parks Section, and Dubai Zoo, signifying the beginning of a new relationship among them. 

http://www.khaleejtimes.com/Displayarticle.asp?section=theuae&xfile=data/theuae/2003/may/theuae_may39.xml
Sharjah sewage system capacity to be enhanced
Sharjah will have the capacity to treat 139,300 cubic metres of sewage a day following the completion of Phase Six of the Sharjah sewerage project. 

This phase, underway at a cost of Dh95 million, will be completed in 2004, said T.R. Starkie, head of the Drainage Section at Sharjah Municipality. He explained that when the project is completed, Sharjah city will have a full sewage system.

"The sewerage in Sharjah which started in the late 1970s has rapidly progressed since 1983, when Phase Two started at a cost of Dh86 million with a total sewage treatment capacity of 21,600 cubic metres."

http://gulf-news.com/
New waste site to eliminate stench
The municipality will soon eliminate  the stench of the industrial sewage dumping site. 

It has adopted an interim industrial wastewater control solution by stopping the discharge of industrial wastewater at its current disposal lagoon. The decision became effective recently.

"The proposed area which is situated at Al Saja'a new industrial area, Interchange No. 7 on the Sharjah-Dhaid highway is expected to temporarily take over from the current lagoon near Interchange No. 3, and address environmental challenges," said Eng. Yahya Ramadan Al Balushi, head of the Environmental Protection Section."We plan to manage, treat and dispose of waste in an environmentally safe and technically sound manner with the establishment of a long-term industrial wastewater management strategy, keeping in mind Sharjah's unique socio-economic status."

http://gulf-news.com/
Bahrain
Expo focus on 'green' awareness

AN Environment and Wildlife Exhibition was opened at the Education Ministry in Isa Town.

The five-day exhibition, under the patronage of Southern Governor and Public Commission for the Protection of Marine Resources, Environment and Wildlife president Shaikh Abdulla bin Hamad Al Khalifa, was organised by the Education Ministry's Activities and Students Services Directorate under the theme Environmental Restrictions and Their Importance To Our Future.

The exhibition included 500 paintings, models, researches and projects from 25 government schools.

It aims at raising awareness about the importance of preserving and protecting the environment.

On the sidelines of the event, lectures will be held daily at the Isa Town Secondary School 

http://www.gulf-daily-news.com/arc_Articles.asp?Article=50660&Sn=BNEW&IssueID=26044

________________________________________________________________________________________

ROWA MEDIA UPDATE (4 May)

Iraq
Iraq War Had No Major Impact on Environment’
“The environmental effects of the war in Iraq are significantly less dramatic than those of last war,” Dr. Osama Qurban, director of the General Administration for Monitoring, Response and Projections in the Ministry of Meteorology and Environment Protection, told Arab News.

Before the war, countries in the region and environmental organizations expected a similar disaster to the 1991 war, when huge amounts of oil leaked in to the sea. “The biggest damage that occurred this time was from the smoke from the burning of some oil wells and petroleum swamps, and the ministry has implemented a program to study the effects of that and make recommendations,” Dr. Qurban said.

He said there was no harm in the presence of war ships in the Gulf “unless there is waste discharge into the water or dumping of radioactive material and chemicals or any sort of explosion, but we haven’t received any reports of such things,” he added. “The area from Khafji to the island of Abu Ali was badly affected” in the 1991 war, Dr. Qurban said, “and there are still areas there after all these years where there is a layer of oil almost 80 cm in depth.”

The Kingdom made sure that the leaked oil did not reach the vital establishments such as the electricity and water plants and military bases which are all located to the south of Abu Ali. “Our goal was to contain all the floating oil and we were successful in most of the areas,” he said. “However, some areas were too difficult to reach.”

http://www.arabnews.com/Article.asp?ID=25827

UAE
Measures in place to clean up Khaled Lagoon
Visitors to the Buheirah promenade yesterday could not but notice the visable change in the waters of Khaled Lagoon. 

The deep brown colour of the water was very noticable and the lagoon was saturated with all kinds of household waste - bottles, polystyrene cups and plastic bags - to name only a few, but what caught the eye most of all was a number of dead fish floating on the surface of the water.

When contacted yesterday, a Sharjah Municipality official stressed that the civic body had carried out a number of projects to reduce pollution levels in the lagoon, including the construction of the Qasba Cannal, which allows cleaner water from the Arabian Gulf to flow into the lagoon through the canal.

http://66.234.3.46/Displayarticle.asp?section=theuae&xfile=data/theuae/2003/may/theuae_may42.xml
EEG meet highlights plight of wildlife
Two documentaries on the wildlife of the UAE were screened at the Emirates Environmental Group's (EEG) third General Meeting for 2003 at the Ritz-Carlton Hotel in Dubai on Tuesday. 

Produced and directed by Yusuf Thakur, Producer-Director of Visual Effects Limited, the documentaries, titled 'Jewel of the Mangroves' on the White Collared Kingfisher found in mangroves near Kalba, and 'Endangered Dugong' the large marine mammal that inhabits the UAE's coastline highlighted the fragility of ecosystems and impact of the human behavior on it.

http://66.234.3.46/Displayarticle.asp?section=theuae&xfile=data/theuae/2003/may/theuae_may20.xml

New way to help conserve water
A new experiment on water conservation, when put to use, will help UAE to conserve its scarce water resources, and also accelerate the growth of healthier plants in the region, well-known environmentalist and junk recycling expert, Ghulam Ali has claimed. 

According to him, the simple idea which is currently under trial, will be highly adaptable to a serious water scarcity situation faced by the world. "Depleting water tables of the region, can be conserved to some extent when the simplest form of environment-friendly projects are put to use within our homes to begin with," Mr Ali believes.

"The latest experiment focuses on growing plants in a container filled with small quantity of recycled water, minus fertiliser," Mr Ali said, displaying the one-month old neem plant growing in a container filled with water and fitted with an 'aerator' (a gadget that supplies air).

http://66.234.3.46/Displayarticle.asp?section=theuae&xfile=data/theuae/2003/may/theuae_may11.xml
ERWDA announces winners of environmental contest

The Environmental Research and Wildlife Development Agency (ERWDA) on Monday announced the winners of the Environmental Competition 2003, from among 75 participating schools who submitted about 500 entries in different categories, at an awards ceremony held at Marina Mall. The competition was launched on October 14th last year to coincide with the Arab Environment Day, with students of government and private schools within the Emirate of Abu Dhabi participating. This was the third consecutive year the competition was organised, in coordination with the Abu Dhabi Educational Zone (ADEZ), with the Marina Mall sponsoring the competition for the first time. 

http://66.234.3.46/Displayarticle.asp?section=theuae&xfile=data/theuae/2003/may/theuae_may9.xml

Syria
Fertiliser industry 'growing' 

Chemical and fertiliser industries in the Arab world are steadily growing, an international conference in Damascus has been told.

Arab Fertiliser Association (AFA) chairman and Gulf Petrochemical Industries Company general manager Dr Mustafa Al Sayed, who chaired AFA's 16th international technical conference in Syria, also stressed the need to enhance pan-Arab co-operation in fertiliser industry.

He said the conference was an international annual forum that brought together experts from fertiliser manufacturers.

Dr Al Sayed attributed the success of fertiliser projects in the Arab world to the availability of huge international reserves of raw materials such as natural gas, phosphate, potassium and sulphur.

http://www.gulf-daily-news.com/arc_Articles.asp?Article=50307&Sn=BUSI&IssueID=26040
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F R I D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
*
Thousands of Iraqi children will die unless they are made top priority – UNICEF

*
Security Council schedules four meetings on Iraq for May 

*
Burundi: Security Council hails ‘milestone’ political handover 

*
UN envoy sees ‘startling change’ in political will to fight HIV/AIDS in Kenya

*
Annan appoints four experts to investigate violations of Somali arms ban

*
Thousands of Somali refugees left homeless by Kenyan floods – UN agency

*
UN marks World Press Freedom Day with call to action against hate media

*
Plan for Khmer Rouge tribunal advances through UN committee

*
UN panel monitoring economic, social and cultural rights set to open 2003 session

*
Student leaders, diplomats hold wide-ranging dialogue on UN’s role in Iraq

* * * *

Iraq: humanitarian

2 May – Thousands of Iraqi youngsters will die and hundreds of thousands more will be injured, fall prey to disease, suffer abuse and exploitation or fall behind in school, unless all involved in shaping the post-war future make the battle to protect children the number one priority, the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) warned today.

“The war may be over but the work is far from done,” UNICEF Executive Director Carol Bellamy said in a message issued a day after some of the agency’s international staff returned to work in Baghdad for the first time in more than six weeks. “Children are still dying, and they’re still at grave risk. Let’s make protecting children as comprehensive and urgent an objective as ending the war was.”

Outlining the dangers confronting Iraqi children, UNICEF cited insecurity stopping aid from reaching needy communities; degradation of the water system with widespread health hazards like diarrhoea, cholera and other killer diseases; unexploded munitions with daily reports of injuries and deaths; enormous stress on hospitals, including insufficient medical supplies; insufficient emphasis on opening schools, leaving children on the streets exposed to hazards; and ongoing malnutrition with more than a quarter of all children under age five already malnourished.

“We’re calling on both Iraqis and the parties shaping Iraqi society to make the protection of children job number one,” Ms. Bellamy said. “Iraq’s future depends on the health and well-being of its children. At the moment, we are failing them. They should be our first priority – not only in words but in action. And frankly, I’m not seeing nearly enough action for children.”

Stressing the overriding importance of schools, she added: “Nothing will do more to immediately improve the well-being and protection of Iraq’s children than getting them back in the classroom. Classrooms give children a positive focus, they allow the sharing of vital information, they keep children off the streets, they protect them from exploitation, they relieve parents and help them focus on their own recovery.

“For UNICEF, there is no more obvious and urgent priority than getting learning underway as widely and as quickly as possible,” she added. 

Returning to Baghdad yesterday, UNICEF’s Iraq representative Carel de Rooy paid tribute to the 200-strong national staff who carried on throughout the war despite enormous difficulties. “These people worked throughout the conflict to maintain water systems and deliver humanitarian supplies,” he said. “They did this despite fears for their own safety, and we at UNICEF applaud them for their courage and dedication.”

The World Health Organization (WHO) estimated that despite the damage done to the Iraqi health system by years of under-investment, economic sanctions and most acutely by weeks of conflict and looting, a mere $20 million a month was all that was needed to “jump start” hospitals and health centres across the country.

The idea behind the plan is to build on existing facilities and their highly committed staffs, WHO said. In the first place, that means making sure the very basics are in place – that floors are cleaned, patients fed and waste removed; that staff are given a daily allowance until a system is worked out to pay their salaries; that basic maintenance work can be done, generators can operate and the most essential medicines can be supplied.

The cost of not making this monthly investment could be much greater, the agency added. Without basic cleaning and maintenance, disease outbreaks are almost certain; without food, patients cannot recover; and without an allowance to enable them to feed themselves and their families, health workers and other hospital staff will have to look for work elsewhere.

“In the past days and weeks, we have seen the commitment of Iraqi health workers to public health. They have continued to work under some very difficult conditions,” WHO Director General Gro Harlem Brundtland said. “Now we must ensure that their dedication and bravery is not wasted. Iraq’s health system must not collapse for want of finance and support.”

On their first full day back in Baghdad, the UN international team led by the Humanitarian Coordinator for Iraq, Ramiro Lopes da Silva, continued meetings with their national staff and representatives of non-governmental organizations in an effort to increase UN activities in the capital.

* * *
Security Council

2 May – The United Nations Security Council has scheduled four meetings this month on Iraq to discuss humanitarian issues and the Oil-for-Food programme which provided the sole source of food for 60 per cent of the population of the sanctions-bound country, the Council’s President for the month of May said today.

Pakistan’s Ambassador, Munir Akram, taking over from April’s President, Mexican Ambassador Adolfo Aguilar Zinser, told reporters that during his month in office he hoped to be able to heal the divisions that had split the Council over Iraq.

“The Security Council has passed through a difficult path during which there have been divergences of approach,” he said, without referring to Iraq by name. “It will be Pakistan’s hope and endeavour that during the current month we shall be able to serve in building back consensus, in building reconciliation among the membership of the Security Council and restoring order and peace in international discourse.”

The meetings on Iraq comprise two briefings on humanitarian issues on 8 and 22 May and, on 12 and 29 May, two consultations on the Oil-for-Food programme under which Iraq was allowed to use oil revenues to buy food and which expires on 3 June. Action thus had to be taken, and if there was sufficient convergence of positions there was sufficient time to come to agreement, Mr. Akram added.  

He said May’s schedule also included a broad agenda, such as sanctions reviews for Liberia and peacekeeping mandate renewals for Timor-Leste and Western Sahara. Other issues on the Council’s docket would be the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Côte d’Ivoire, Burundi, Afghanistan and the Middle East.  

A Council mission is scheduled to visit West Africa from 15 to 22 May and on 13 May there would be a public meeting on the Council’s role in the pacific settlement of disputes.

* * *

Burundi

2 May – Hailing the peaceful transfer of the Presidency in Burundi from the Tutsi minority to Hutu majority as a “major milestone” towards full implementation of the 2000 Arusha Agreement, the United Nations Security Council today urged all the parties to keep working together to successfully resolve other “pressing” transitional issues.

In a statement read out during a formal meeting by its current President, Ambassador Munir Akram of Pakistan, the Security Council congratulated the Burundian parties on yesterday’s peaceful political handover. It stressed, however, that it is now crucial to follow up that positive development by pressing ahead with the next phase of the transition, relating to such outstanding issues as meaningful security sector and judicial reforms. 

“Resolving such pressing and other related issues is the only way to ensure that the 36-month transitional period is a success,” Ambassador Akram said, adding that the Council members urged all regional parties and actors to continue their efforts to bring about a lasting peace in Burundi. 

The Security Council also urged the parties to take serious, meaningful steps to address human rights and accountability issues, and in that regard, welcomed the Senate’s recent approval of legislation on genocide, war crimes and crimes against humanity and legislation establishing a truth and reconciliation Commission. The Council also stressed the importance for the Burundian parties themselves to take ownership of the process to address the devastating impact of impunity.

The statement stressed that the Council stood ready to “take steps against those that are found to continue to support armed attacks by the Burundi Rebels,” and condemned last month’s attacks on the capital, Bujumbura, and other cities by the forces of National Council for the Defence of Democracy-Forces for the Defence of Democracy (CNDD-FDD).

“The Security Council urges all Burundian parties to observe the terms of the ceasefire agreements and implement them without delay,” Ambassador Akram said, adding that the 15-nation body also reiterated its demands that Party for the Liberation of the Hutu People-National Liberation Forces (FNL) lay down its arms and immediately enter into a ceasefire with the Government of Burundi without preconditions. 

The statement expressed the Council’s support for the speedy deployment of the African Mission in Burundi, and appealed for sustained international assistance toward that endeavour. It also urged donors to support the country’s economy and to contribute generously to transitional debt relief. 

* * *

Kenya

2 May – A United Nations envoy today said he has a greater degree of hope and optimism about Kenya’s ability to turn around the trajectory of the HIV/AIDS pandemic given the “startlingly changed atmosphere” created by the new government’s political commitment to break the scourge’s grip on the country.

“It is hard to describe the sense of change from the previous administration: suffice to say, where HIV/AIDS is concerned, the change is night and day,” Stephen Lewis, Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s envoy on HIV/AIDS in Africa, said during a press briefing at the UN Headquarters in New York. “The President has appointed an HIV/AIDS Cabinet of nine members, which he personally chairs. He’s providing very open and public leadership on the issues of AIDS, and demands the same of his cabinet colleagues.”

Mr. Lewis was briefing reporters on his recent trip to Kenya, during which he met at length with the new President, Mwai Kibaki, in what he called “one of the most refreshing meetings I’ve attended with a Head of State.” The UN envoy also met with the Ministers of Health, Education and Information, the UN country team and various representatives of civil society organizations to discuss various aspects of the HIV/AIDS epidemic.

Mr. Lewis said the full force of the new Government has been felt particularly in the area of education, where many children orphaned by AIDS are often forced to drop out of school due to lack of funding. The Government abolished the payment of primary school fees and, “an extraordinary thing happened: when school reconvened in January, one million new children poured into the educational system within one week – an increase of over 20 per cent,” he stated.

Discussions with the Health Ministry also illustrated the Government’s determination to break the grip of the pandemic on Kenyan society, Mr. Lewis said. In addition, the Minister of Information is about to take a very unusual step by directing that a certain limited percentage of air time, on all radio and television stations, be devoted to programming on AIDS prevention.

While all of these intentions are truly exciting and a dramatic departure from previous administration, Mr. Lewis pointed out, the need out weighed available resources and Kenya needed assistance to effectively tackle the epidemic.

“It’s hard to convey the startlingly changed atmosphere in the political precincts of Nairobi and by extension, in the population overall. If ever there was a time to turn the pandemic around in Kenya, that time is now,” Mr. Lewis reiterated. “But they’ll need lots of help. They must get it.”

* * *

Somalia

2 April – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan has appointed a four-person expert panel to investigate violations of the arms embargo against Somalia.

The move was transmitted in a letter to the President of the Security Council and comes after the 15-nation body adopted a resolution last month to re-establish the Panel of Experts and give it the mandate to look into breaches of the weapons ban covering access to Somalia by land, air and sea.

Appointed by Mr. Annan were Edward Howard Johns of the United States, Mohamed Abdoulaye M’Backe of Senegal, Johan Peleman of Belgium and Pavanjeet Singh Sandhu of India. Mr. Peleman was also designated the group’s Chairman.

The decision to re-establish the team, to be based in Kenya, came after the Council considered the Panel’s latest report, which stated that even after the signing of the Eldoret Declaration, most factions in Somalia have continued to import or receive weapons in breach of the arms embargo. Somali leaders who participated in last year’s conference in Eldoret, Kenya, had rededicated themselves to the search for peace.

* * * 

Kenya/Somalia

2 May – Thousands of Somali refugees in northeastern Kenya were left homeless after heavy rains destroyed hundreds of shelters, and there were fears today that food had been destroyed and that the collapse of latrines could spark water-borne diseases, the United Nations refugee agency reported.

The UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) said a majority of refugees’ homes in two of the three camps in Dadaab – Ifo and Dagahaley which together house more than 60,000 refugees – collapsed or were washed away yesterday by torrential rains, which left roads both within the camps and linking Dadaab with the Kenyan capital of Nairobi, 400 kilometres to the south, impassable.

No deaths were reported but the UNHCR Representative in Kenya George Okoth-Obbo said there had been considerable damage especially with shelter. A transfer of refugees to drier parts of the camp was being considered, but movement of staff within Ifo and between Ifo and Dagahaley – some 10 kilometres – was seriously hampered by waterlogged roads.

UNHCR staff in Nairobi were urgently preparing to airlift fuel to Dadaab to run vehicles and generators in offices and the hospital and for water pumps.

The head of the UNHCR office in Dadaab, Daisy Buruku, expressed fears of an outbreak of water-borne diseases as large numbers of pit latrines had collapsed. The agency was also worried about the health of children seen playing in the stagnant water.

* * *

World Press Freedom Day

2 May – The United Nations marked World Press Freedom Day today with a call for action against hate media and stressed its cooperation with the media and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in pursuit of objective and free-flowing information.

Freedom of the press must be safeguarded as a “lifeblood” and “lifeline” for peace, democracy and development, Deputy Secretary-General Louise Fréchette told a meeting at UN Headquarters in New York marking the Day, observed on 3 May.

She also called for an end to impunity for those who killed journalists, noting that most of those who died while performing their work were not killed in war but murdered by vested interests.

The observance, which was organized by the UN Department of Public information (DPI), took place in the context of the meetings of the Committee on Information, a standing body of the UN General Assembly responsible for a broad range of issues related to communications. It also included a screening of the video “Media and War Coverage,” as well as a panel discussion by working journalists.
In her opening remarks, Ms. Fréchette noted the impact of hate media in Rwanda, Bosnia and Côte d’Ivoire, and welcomed the prosecution of those involved in Rwanda. But, she said, “What really matters is that we succeed in preventing such incitement in the future. The best antidote is the development of free and independent media that serve the needs of all parts of society.”

Recalling the many journalists killed, she said: “As dangerous as war can be for those covering it, most journalists who die in the line of duty around the world are murdered – deliberately targeted, as individuals, for exposing corruption or abuses of power; for opposing entrenched interests, legal or illegal; in short, for doing their jobs.”

She said many were also imprisoned for the same reason, adding: “Many hundreds more face harassment, intimidation and physical assault. Quite apart from the individual tragedies involved, such acts can have a chilling effect on society at large – stifling dissent and debate. Such attacks must not be tolerated. Their perpetrators must be brought to justice.”

Noting UN collaboration with the media and NGOs to support objective broadcasting, professional standards and the free exchange of information, she said: “We need more such partnerships, and we need to sustain them over the long term. I hope all of you will forge strong links with your colleagues around the world in pursuit of this shared objective.”

The Chairman of the UN Committee on Information, Iftekhar Ahmed Chowdhury of Bangladesh, said the Day had come to symbolize his panel’s firm commitment not only to the promotion of freedom of press, but also to the freedom of peoples everywhere to voice their opinion without fear or duress.

It was an incontrovertible axiom that no society could be totally free without a free press, he said. It was only through a free press that it was possible to hear the voice of the weak and the small. A free press and hunger were incompatible. Indeed, it was accepted wisdom now that a free press was a fundamental prerequisite for development.

Among the speakers at the panel discussion, the president of the UN Correspondents Association, Tony Jenkins of Portugal’s Expresso, said that most of the media in the United States had been “a faithful echo chamber to the White House” in the coverage of the war in Iraq. “Like all rights, if you do not use the freedom of the press to its full, it will wither and I fear that is what is happening in the country as dissenters to the government line are forced to shut up, drowned out by the chorus of voices accusing them of being unpatriotic or traitors.”

Other panellists included Joy DiBenedetto of CNN, Bernard Estrade of Agence France-Presse (AFP), Abderrahim Foukara of Al-Jazeera and Khalid Hasan of the Daily Times of Lahore, Pakistan.
Meanwhile, in a message to mark the Day, the Director-General of the UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), Koïchiro Matsuura said: “At the very least, we must declare war on impunity. I therefore appeal to all governments, at all levels, to fulfil their responsibility to ensure that crimes against journalists do not go unpunished.”

Mr. Matsuura is attending the opening session in Jamaica of the International Conference on Freedom of Expression, where he will award the Israeli journalist, Amira Hass, the UNESCO/ Guillermo Cano World Press Freedom Prize. Ms. Hass has been filing reports about the Palestinians’ daily hardships for the newspaper Ha’aretz despite restrictions from Israeli military and Palestinian authorities.

For his part, UN High Commissioner for Human Rights Sergio Vieira de Mello pledged to make the defence of press freedom, which is a fundamental human right, one of his priorities and to ensure that any violations of this right be addressed at the highest of level.

* * *
Cambodia

2 May – A key United Nations committee today approved draft plans paving the way for the world body and the Cambodian Government to set up a war crimes court to try the former leaders of the Khmer Rouge. 

Under a unanimously approved draft resolution on the “Khmer Rouge trials,” the UN’s social and humanitarian committee would have the General Assembly approve the draft agreement between the UN and Cambodia concerning the prosecution, under Cambodian law, of crimes committed during the period of Democratic Kampuchea. The 32-article draft agreement is annexed to the main resolution.

The resolution urges UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan and the Cambodian Government to “take all measures to allow the agreement to enter into force and be fully implemented.” It would also have the Assembly decide that the court will be funded by voluntary contributions, and includes an appeal for international assistance, including financial and personnel support for “prosecuting those most responsible for crimes and serious violations of Cambodian and international law between 17 April 1975 and 6 January 1979.”

Once adopted by the 191-member Assembly, the draft plan would create “Extraordinary Chambers,” comprising one trial court and one Supreme Court within the existing national court structure of Cambodia, and contain a mix of international and Cambodian judges. According to the plan – which stresses the impartiality and independence of the prospective jurists – decisions in the two chambers would be taken by majority of four judges and five judges, respectively.

The draft plan also sets out the duties of the prosecutors and investigating judges, rules of procedure, defendants’ rights and procedures governing witness and expert testimony. With respect to amnesty, the plan states that “the Royal Government of Cambodia would undertake not to request one for any persons who might be investigated or convicted of crimes under the agreement.” 

The draft plan was introduced to the Committee yesterday along with the Secretary-General’s recent report and a statement on financial and budgetary concerns. Mr. Annan has estimated that start-up costs to exceed some $19 million.

* * *

Human rights

2 May – The expert United Nations body monitoring worldwide efforts to ensure that life’s basic necessities – work, food, housing, health care, education and culture – are adequately and equitably available to everyone, will open its first session for 2003 next week in Geneva.

The 18-member UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, which monitors the International Covenant designed to promote and protect the right of peoples freely to pursue their economic, social and cultural development, will open the first of its two annual three-week sessions on Monday.

The Committee is expected to examine measures taken by Luxembourg, Brazil, New Zealand, Iceland and Israel to comply with the standards of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. The panel will evaluate the reports presented by those States and make observations and recommendations on improving the promotion and protection of the rights enshrined in the Covenant.


Those five countries are among the 146 States parties to the treaty, which entered into force in 1976 and which recognizes, among other things, the rights to work, to form and join trade unions, to social security, to the widest possible protection and assistance for the family, to an adequate standard of living, to the enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of health, and to an education. 

At the opening of the session, the Committee will elect from among its members a Chairperson, three Vice-Chairpersons and a Rapporteur, and will adopt its agenda. It will then discuss other substantive issues arising in the implementation of the Covenant, an exercise during which it is scheduled to hear from non-governmental organizations (NGOs).

On Tuesday, the Committee will hold a follow-up to the day of general discussion on article 3 of the Covenant – concerning equality between men and women in the enjoyment of economic, social and cultural rights. It will discuss a draft general comment on article 3 of the International Covenant.

* * *

Cyber School Bus

2 May – More than 150 student leaders met today with members of the United Nations diplomatic community and UN officials for a unique dialogue to better understand issues related to conflict resolution, particularly the world body’s role in Iraq, and other matters of global concern.

The “Dare to Dream Conference for Peace” was held at UN Headquarters in New York and brought in high school students from the New York City area for a wide-ranging discussion with Ambassadors Zeid Ra’ad Zeid Al-Hussein of Jordan, Sergey Lavrov of the Russian Federation, Kishore Mahbubani of Singapore and Mitra Vasisht of the UN Population Fund (UNFPA).

The meeting was organized by the Institute for Civic Leadership (ICL) – a non-governmental organization that aims to help students examine current events, develop leadership skills and create their own community service projects – and hosted by the UN CyberSchoolBus, a web site offering lesson plans and project ideas on global issues for teachers and students from around the world.

In his remarks, Ambassador Zeid Al-Hussein told the audience that it is important to remember that with its history, the United Nations is uniquely positioned to deal with future events in Iraq. “It is the repository of experience in terms of how you deal with issues concerning a country where there’s no governing authority and you have to get everything back on line again,” he noted.
Addressing the notion that the United Nations is “irrelevant,” Ambassador Lavrov told the audience that the Organization’s activities were not just limited to Iraq and cited examples of other tasks that it is engaged in, such as counter-terrorism, illegal drug trafficking and organized crime, civil aviation, maritime transportation and air frequencies for radio.

On the other hand, Ambassador Mahbubani said the situation in Iraq had opened some “serious wounds” related to the United Nations and the world order at large, including the breakdown in the unity of the Security Council and a change in thinking towards international law and the rule of law. “The problem we may have for the next 50 years [is that] the rules that were created in 1945 may no longer be valid, and you’ll have to create new rules to ensure we don’t have worst-case scenarios,” he said.

For her part, Ms. Vasisht underscored the point that the UN’s effectiveness “is equal to the desire of the Member States to keep it alive…[It] is not an outside entity, it does not have its own life – the United Nations can be alive as long as all the members want to keep it alive.” But what is little understood, she added, “is that there is a body of people in the United Nations, staff members, who are diligently working…to ensure that development is helped, that human rights are helped, that the children, the women of the world – all are helped by the United Nations.”

* *** *

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

           Following is a near-verbatim transcript of today’s noon briefing by

     Fred Eckhard, Spokesman for the Secretary-General.

           Good Afternoon.

           **Guest at Noon

           Our guest today will be Stephen Lewis, the Secretary-General’s Special Envoy for HIV/AIDS in Africa, and he

     will be talking about a recent visit he made to Africa.

           **Iraq

           The UN team in Baghdad, led by the UN Humanitarian Coordinator for Iraq, Ramiro Lopes da Silva, continues

     to work from the Canal Hotel in that city in an effort to increase UN activities in the capital.

           Mr. da Silva and country team leaders from United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF), World Health

     Organization (WHO), United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and World Food Programme (WFP) have been

     meeting today with their national staff and with NGO representatives in Baghdad.

           Tomorrow da Silva and with UN country team will hold a press briefing at the Canal Hotel.

           One day after UNICEF international staff returned to work in Baghdad, the agency outlined, in a statement

     released today, a series of dangers that are still stalking Iraqi children despite the end of the war, most notably the

     recurrent insecurity which is preventing the consistent delivery of humanitarian goods; the significant degradation of the

     water system resulting in ongoing and widespread health hazards that hit children hardest; and the insufficient

     emphasis on opening schools, leaving children on the streets where they are exposed to hazards.

           “The war may be over but the work is far from done”, UNICEF Executive Director Carol Bellamy said.  “Children

     are still dying, and they’re still at grave risk.  Let’s make protecting children as comprehensive and urgent an objective

     as ending the war was.”

           **Security Council

           The Security Council is holding consultations today on the programme of work for the month of May.

           Following consultations, an open meeting is expected to take place to adopt a presidential statement on

     Burundi.

           Council President Pakistani Ambassador Munir Akram will be here to brief you on the month ahead.  The

     presidency is aiming for a 12:30 p.m. briefing.

           The Council’s monthly luncheon with the Secretary-General is also taking place today and the Personal Envoy

     of the Secretary-General for Western Sahara James Baker is also attending that luncheon.

           **SARS

           The World Health Organization will hold a videoconference on Monday with members of their SARS clinical

     group to discuss the reported cases of relapse of the virus in two patients.  It is not clear at present whether these

     cases are truly relapses or if the patients were discharged too soon and so the virus is continuing its natural course, or

     even if they had SARS originally.  WHO is waiting for more information from the hospital where the two patients are

     being treated.

           Yesterday, WHO updated the case definition for SARS to take into account the appropriate use of laboratory

     results.  It is recommending that a negative lab result alone should not be used to exclude infection in a suspect or

     probable case and the incubation period of ten days should pass without symptoms before a confirmation of the

     negative status.

           We have a press release with more details.

           **Press Freedom Day

           Deputy Secretary-General Louise Fréchette opened a panel discussion for World Press Freedom Day this

     morning, drawing attention to the 14 journalists killed, and two still missing, in the war in Iraq, as well as to the 136

     journalists who were imprisoned around the world at the end of 2002.  She spoke after a moment of silence was

     observed in honour of the journalists killed in Iraq.

           This year, the Deputy Secretary-General said, World Press Freedom Day should be used to call for action

     against hate media, noting the way such media helped to trigger genocide and crimes against humanity in Rwanda

     and Bosnia and Herzegovina.  “More recently,” she said, “in Côte d’Ivoire, many media outlets began to use what were

     widely regarded as xenophobic messages, political manipulation, unsubstantiated claims and incitement to violence

     against individuals and groups, especially of specific foreign origin.”

           We have copies of her message upstairs.

           We also have messages upstairs on World Press Freedom Day from Koichiro Matsuura, the Director-General

     of the UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization and, in French, from High Commissioner for Human Rights

     Sergio Vieira de Mello.

           **Somalia Panel of Experts

           On the racks there is a letter from the Secretary-General to the Security Council appointing four experts to the

     independent panel mandated to investigate violations of the arms embargo against Somalia.  The panel is to be based

     in Nairobi.

           On 8 April, the Security Council had re-established for six months the Panel of Experts it set up last

     September to investigate violations of the 1992 arms embargo against Somalia.  In that resolution, the

     Secretary-General was requested to appoint a panel of up to four experts with sufficient expertise in the areas of

     armament and financing, civil aviation, maritime transport, and regional affairs, including specialized knowledge of

     Somalia.

           **Budget

           In budget news today, we have one large contribution to the peacekeeping budget.  Italy had made a payment

     of more than $45 million.

           **Signings

           And this afternoon on signings, Bulgaria will become the twenty-eighth country to sign the Agreement on the

     Privileges and Immunities of the International Criminal Court.

           **Press Conferences on Monday

           At about 10:50 a.m. the Prime Minister of Australia, John Howard will be having a press conference in this

     room and we’ll make an announcement on Monday morning once we know for sure the exact time that press

     conference will take place.

           And then, after Security Council consultations on Monday, at approximately 1:00 p.m., the members of the

     Panel of Experts investigating compliance with sanctions against Liberia will brief you on the Panel’s latest report.  [It

     was later announced that this briefing had been cancelled.]

           **The Week Ahead at United Nations

           And we have the Week Ahead for you, to help you plan your coverage of the United Nations next week.

           Any questions before we go to Stephen Lewis?  If not... Serge?

           Questions and Answers

           Question:  Those journalists killed in Iraq; do you know if there are any enquiries under the Geneva

     Convention?

           Spokesman:  Any?

           Question:  Enquiries.

           Spokesman:  Enquiries.

           Question:  Because we hear a lot of things but no enquiries are done.

           Spokesman:  I’ll have to look.  I don’t frankly know.  [He later said the United Nations was conducting an

     enquiry at the time, adding that Article 79 of

     the Geneva Convention says that “journalists engaged in dangerous professional missions in areas of armed conflict

     shall be considered as civilians”.]

           Stephen, welcome to the Briefing.

                                              * *** *




UNEP and the Executive Director in the News


� HYPERLINK  \l "Eden" ��


Philadelphia Inquirer - Let's bring the garden back to Eden;�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Iraqis" ��Houston Chronicle - Iraqis hope to revive Eden�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Iran" ��Tehran Times - Iran Ready for Environment Protection Studies:  Hojjat�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Ecologist" ��Rocky Mountain News (Denver) - Seasoned ecologist heads to Iraq�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Lebanon" ��XINHUA NEWS AGENCY - World Environment Day to be celebrated in Lebanon: UNEP�


� HYPERLINK  \l "WED" ��Earthvision - International World Environment Day  (WED) Celebrations To be Held in Lebanon�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Amazon" ��The Guardian (London)  - Watch this: Death On The Amazon � 








 





























Communications and Public Information, P.O. Box 30552, Nairobi, Kenya 

Tel: (254-2) 623292/93, Fax: [254-2] 62 3927/623692, Email:cpiinfo@unep.org, http://www.unep.org

PAGE  
32

