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UNEP needs greater independence says group
The United Nation's Environment Programme was described as 'too small, too weak, too ineffective and too badly funded' to deal with global environmental problems, this week at Asia's first Global Ministerial Environmental Forum. 

The meeting was held on the island of Jeju in South Korea where the effectiveness of the UNEP was discussed, along with the prospect of meeting the Millennium Development Goal of halving by 2015 the number of people without access to sustainable water supplies.

At the meeting the European Union, lead by France called for the strengthening of the UNEP, and floated the idea of turning it into a specialised agency.

Ricardo Navarro, chair of Friends of the Earth International said at the meeting: "A strong UN environment institution is urgently needed to ensure compliance with the numerous multilateral environmental agreements concluded over the past years."

The group said the UNEP was undermined by dependence on voluntary contributions from Northern governments and industry. 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

New Scientist
April 3, 2004


 Lifeless oceans
The world's oceans contain 150 dead zones virtually devoid of life. Pollution is to blame, as excessive levels of nutrients such as nitrogen trigger blooms of algae that consume most of the oxygen, suffocating other species. The largest of the dead zones covers 70,000 square kilometres, according to a report released on Monday by the United Nations Environment Programme.
___________________________________________________________________________________________
South China Morning Post
April 2, 2004

Living proof of dying oceans

BYLINE: Michael Richardson For decades, scientists and others fascinated by Australia's Great Barrier Reef have been puzzling over the cause of periodic starfish infestations that kill swathes of living coral. Some blamed human activity; others argued that it is a natural phenomenon.

Now marine researchers have produced the first conclusive evidence to demonstrate the link between chemical fertiliser residues being washed into the sea from farms and towns on the coast, and the worsening crown-of-thorns starfish plagues.

Stretching for more than 2,000km along Australia's northeast coast, the Great Barrier Reef is the world's biggest marine park and contains the largest continuous coral reef system, with the richest biological diversity. 

Water quality expert Jon Brodie says that the study shows a rise in the level of nutrient run-off has caused an increase in tiny marine organisms called phytoplankton, on which the starfish larvae feed.

"The levels of nutrients such as nitrate, ammonia and phosphate that run into rivers and out on to the Great Barrier Reef have spiralled since 1850, particularly near developed areas," he said. "Cropping, grazing and urban development are responsible for the rise in nutrient levels."

The Australian study was published shortly before the governing council of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and the Global Ministerial Environment Forum convened in Jeju, South Korea, this week. UNEP presented some disturbing findings to the meeting from its annual outlook. These findings cast what is happening on the Great Barrier Reef into a much wider context.

New research concludes that there are nearly 150 oxygen-starved or "dead" zones in oceans and seas, which cover 70 per cent of the planet and provide 20 per cent of the protein eaten by people. The number and size of these areas are increasing, and they are becoming major threats to fish stocks, already being depleted in many areas by overharvesting.

"Humankind is engaged in a gigantic global experiment as a result of the inefficient and often overuse of fertilisers, the discharge of untreated sewage and the ever-rising emissions from vehicles and factories," said UNEP's Executive Director Klaus Toepfer. "The nitrogen and phosphorous from these sources are being discharged into rivers and the coastal environment or being deposited from the atmosphere, triggering these alarming and sometimes irreversible effects."

The fertilisers, often in combination with nutrients from sewage, and nitrogen gases from traffic and industrial fumes falling on coastal water from the air, trigger blooms of phytoplankton. The rapid growth and decomposition of the phytoplankton uses up oxygen in the seawater, leading to lower oxygen levels. Sometimes the blooms do not last long and the effects are mild. But sometimes they can be dramatic, forcing fish to flee to water with more oxygen, while leaving slow-moving creatures like clams, oysters and snails that live on the seabed to die en mass.

Oxygen-starved areas in bays and coastal waters have been expanding since the 1960s. The number of known locations has doubled since 1990. While many of these sites are small, others are far larger - some with up to 70,000 sq km of seabed affected.

The primary cause of artificially low oxygen levels varies. For example, the large "dead zone" in the Gulf of Mexico is chiefly the result of nitrogen from agricultural run-off carried into the sea by the Mississippi River in the United States. However, the problems in the Yellow Sea and the Gulf of Thailand in Asia, the Baltic Sea and the northern Adriatic Sea in Europe, and Chesapeake Bay in the US, are caused by a combination of agricultural run-off, nitrogen compounds from fossil-fuel burning being deposited from the air, and discharges of human waste.

Because of these different causal factors, varied solutions are required. But Mr Toepfer says that unless urgent action is taken to tackle the sources, it is likely to escalate rapidly.

There is concern that more oxygen-starved areas will emerge in coastal waters off parts of Asia, Latin America and Africa as industrialisation and intensive farming increase the discharge of nutrients. Some scientists believe that global warming may aggravate the problem.

Michael Richardson, a former Asia editor of the International Herald Tribune, is a visiting senior research fellow at the Institute of Southeast Asian Studies in Singapore. The views expressed in this article are those of the author
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Fighting the pirates of the natural world 

JAMES REYNOLDS 
ENVIRONMENT CORRESPONDENT 
WHEN an American pharmaceutical company discovered that a plant in Madagascar could be used to produce a drug to cure Hodgkin’s disease, it seemed good news for the African state. 

But in a rush to produce the drug, worth more than $100 million (£54 million) a year, the firm removed enough samples of the rosy periwinkle to artificially cultivate it in the United States, ensuring none of the profit was ploughed back into the natural home of the plant. 

This prompted WWF, the conservation organisation, to remark: "If Madagascar had received a significant part of this income, it would have been one of the country’s largest, if not the largest, single sources of income." 

Biopiracy, as the practice has become known, is now such a hot topic in global relations that an international conference involving the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and the World Intellectual Property Organisation took place at the end of February. 

It highlighted the complexities of how best to recompense countries, communities and indigenous peoples for the knowledge and genetic resources they nurture and hold, and the practicalities of ensuring that benefits from access and use of these resources are shared equitably. 

The US state of Hawaii last week announced its intention to stake a legal claim to hundreds of potentially valuable animal and plant products discovered on state lands, under a bill being considered by the state legislature. 

According to Naomi Arcand, of the Hawaii Audubon Society, the state is a good place to establish a system because, of more than 22,000 known species on the islands, 8,850 species are found only in Hawaii. 

"Rather than selling the exclusive rights to our natural resources, we should focus initially on the method to achieve sustainable, equitable use," she said. 

A state representative, Glenn Wakai, the primary architect of the bill, said an estimated 5,000 bioprospecting projects are under way in Hawaii’s rain forests, volcanic fields, teeming reefs and deep ocean chasms between the islands. He proposed a statewide inventory. 

"We have no idea what these individuals and these companies are doing here, so this is a step to finding out," he said. 

Hawaii’s indigenous people have been key players in the bioprospecting legislation, hoping to protect their rights to gather plant and animal resources used in traditional and cultural medicinal practices. 

The bill’s supporters said they did not know of any lucrative bioprospecting discoveries involving Hawaiian species, but that the potential is great. 

If successful, such a system would, so the theory goes, avoid the sort of protracted legal wrangling which led to the passage of many years before the Kalahari bushmen were able to strike a deal worth millions for one of their herbal remedies. 

For thousands of years, the tribesmen have eaten the Hoodia cactus to stave off hunger and thirst on long hunting trips. The bushmen, who live around the Kalahari desert, used to cut off a stem of the cactus about the size of a cucumber and chew on it over a couple of days. 

When Western medicine companies heard of the plant, also known as Xhoba, it appeared to promise the impossible to the over-fed developed world - the production of a drug that can help the obese to lose weight. 

The South African government’s Council for Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR) eventually isolated the relevant bioactive compound, and patented it as P57. After further trials in June 1997, by Phytopharm, a Cambridgeshire-based drug research team, CSIR’s claims were confirmed and the P57 was sub-licensed to one of the world’s biggest pharmaceutical giants, Pfizer, for £13 million. 

The first South Africa’s 7,000 Kalahari bushmen heard of the patents was when alerted by a charity, Survival, which promotes the interests of tribal peoples. 

In February this year, the CSIR agreed to a "memorandum of understanding", which acknowledged the rights of the bushmen as "custodians of the ancient body of traditional knowledge", and the CSIR’s role in developing the technology involved in extracting the plant’s properties. 

Jonathan Mazower, a research co-ordinator for Survival, said: "Our philosophy is that patents should never be placed on plants or active ingredients of plant without the informed participation and consent of the people who have used these compounds, in most cases, for thousands of years." 

Hawaii’s recent proposal follows the lead of China, Brazil, India and nine other of the world’s most biodiverse countries, who last year’s signed an alliance to fight biopiracy.
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Tehran Times

Ebtekar Calls UNEP Meeting Positive 


TEHRAN (IRNA) -- Vice President and Head of the Department of Environment (DOE) Masoumeh Ebtekar on Sunday termed as positive the World Environmental Ministers' Meeting held in South Korea. 

Speaking to IRNA upon her arrival in Tehran, she said that following up the approvals of the Johannesburg meeting, water and sanitation in particular, were high on the agenda of the meeting. 

Ebtekar left here last Saturday to take part in the three-day World Environmental Minister's meeting as well as the 8th special session of the Governing Council of the United Nations Environment program (UNEP) in South Korean city of Jeju. 

Environment ministers and officials from over 150 nations took part in the meeting held in Jeju, South Korea. 

Global environmental issues namely combating environmental problems through use of updated knowledge and environmental-related know-how were among the topics discussed by the participants, Ebtekar added. Water is one of the major issues facing the developing countries, said ebtekar, adding "the participant nations stressed that the UN could provide necessary strategies through its environment program." She referred to creation of new employment opportunities by putting forward environmental policies, adding "it is possible to provide employment in environment sector, technical and consulting companies, tourism, air pollution, alternative and natural fuels." 

She said that a new letter of understanding was signed between Iran's DoE and the UNEP. 

She expressed hope that the UN agency would dispatch a team of specialists within two months to Iran to begin its cooperation with Iran. 

On the sidelines of the world meeting in Seoul, Ebtekar also met environment ministers from Sweden, Egypt and Ireland. 

Global environmental issues related to water, infrastructure reforms for better coordination of environmental conventions and protocols were among topics discussed by the participants in the meeting.
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Info GM

5 April 2004

Du partage des bénéfices et de la brevetabilité du vivant
 
Commandée par l’Organisation mondiale de la propriété intellectuelle (OMPI) et le Programme des Nations-unies pour l’environnement (PNUE), une étude, réalisée par A.K. Gupta et intitulée “The role of intellectual property rights in the sharing of benefits arising from the use of biological resources and traditional knowledge” fait le point sur le rôle des brevets dans le partage des avantages découlant de l’utilisation des ressources génétiques et des savoirs traditionnels. Parmi trois études de cas, notons celle sur le gène Xa21 provenant d’un riz sauvage provenant du Mali et conférant une résistance à la rouille bactérienne du riz. L’étude montre combien les accords de partage des avantages doivent encore être améliorés pour mieux récompenser les dépositaires de savoirs traditionnels.

__________________________________________________________________________________________ Panafrican News Agency (PANA) Daily Newswire
April 5, 2004

DEAD ZONES THREATEN WORLD FISH STOCKS - REPORT

 Nairobi, Kenya (PANA) - The Nairobi-based UN Environment Programme (UNEP) has identified nearly 150 oxygen-starved or "dead zones" in the world's oceans and seas, according to a report presented at a meeting of agency's governing council last week.

The report blamed the havoc on an excess of nutrients, mainly nitrogen, that originate from agricultural fertilizers, vehicle and factory emissions and wastes.

Low levels of oxygen in water make it difficult for fish, oysters and other marine creatures to survive as well as important habitats such as sea grass beds. 

Experts claim that the number and size of deoxygenated areas is on the rise with the total number detected rising every decade since the 1970s. They warn that these areas were fast becoming major threats to fish stocks and thus to the people who depend upon fisheries for food and livelihoods.

In some parts of the world, such as large parts of Africa, nitrogen shortages are reducing farmers' chances of meeting food demands. But while such areas desperately need more fertilizers, excessive use in many other parts of the globe is compounding the escalating problem of dead zones.

"Human-kind is engaged in a gigantic, global, experiment as a result of the inefficient and often over-use of fertilizers, the discharge of untreated sewage and the ever rising emissions from vehicles and factories," UNEP executive director Klaus Teopfer observed in the report.

"The nitrogen and phosphorous from these sources are being discharged into rivers and the coastal environment or being deposited from the atmosphere, triggering these alarming and sometimes irreversible effects," he pointed out.

"Some of these so called dead zones or oxygen starved areas are relatively small, less than one square kilometre in size, whereas others are far larger at up to 70,000 km. What is clear is that unless urgent action is taken to tackle the sources of the problem, it is likely to escalate rapidly," Toepfer warned.

Even when carefully managed, a lot of the fertilizer applied to crops is left in the soil. From there it is easily washed into rivers and subsequently to the sea.

The fertilizers, often in combination with nutrients from sewage, and nitrogen gases from traffic and industrial fumes falling on coastal water from the air, trigger blooms of tiny marine organisms called phytoplankton.

Their rapid growth and decomposition uses up oxygen in the sea- water leading to depleted oxygen levels.

Sometimes the effects are mild. But sometimes they can be dramatic with fish fleeing the 'suffocating waters" and creatures, like clams, lobsters, oysters, snails and other slow moving, bottom living creatures, dying en mass, the UNEP report observed.

The economic costs associated with these oxygen depleted areas is unknown, but predicted to be significant on a global scale.

There is concern that more oxygen starved areas will emerge in coastal waters off parts of Asia, Latin America and Africa as industrialization and more intensive agriculture increase the discharge of nutrients.

__________________________________________________________________

Sunday Mirror
April 4, 2004, Sunday

POLLUTION TURNS IRISH SEA INTO A DEAD ZONE

BYLINE: JOHN KELLY

BODY:
POLLUTANTS from fertiliser and sewage is turning the Irish Sea into a "dead zone".

Areas of the Irish Sea are left lifeless for several months at a time due to run-off from nitrogen fertilisers from intensive farming and sewage. 

The increased pollution is starving the Irish Sea of oxygen, threatening already declining fish stocks.

A United Nations agency said the number of "dead zones" had doubled in the past 15 years.

According to a new report by the UN environment programme UNEP 150 sea areas were now regularly becoming "dead zones".

UNEP director Klaus Toepfer said: "Humankind is engaged in a gigantic global experiment as a result of the inefficient and often over-use of fertilisers, the discharge of untreated sewage and the ever rising emissions from vehicles and factories.

"Dead zones are especially dangerous to fisheries because they afflict coastal areas where many fish spawn and spend most of their lives before moving to deeper water."

Leader of the Green Party Trevor Sargent said: "The Irish sea is one of a number of seas worldwide becoming dead zones because of sewage and fertiliser.

"Hopefully this UN environmental report will remind the Government that they are in breach of the European law regarding sewage treatment plants."

LOAD-DATE: April 4, 2004 __________________________________________________________________________________________
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Farmers' Right to Use Their Own Seeds Protected by Treaty 
ROME, Italy, April 5, 2004 (ENS) - The advent of genetically engineered patented plants has prompted the negotiation of an international treaty to protect the rights of farmers to save, use, exchange and sell seeds and cuttings saved on their farms. It is aimed at providing protection for farmers who otherwise might be forced to buy each season's seed anew from the owner of a patented crop. 

That treaty, known as the International Treaty on Plant Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture, is about to become legally binding on June 29, 2004 now that at least 40 countries have ratified it. 

Egypt, plus 11 European countries, and the European Community as a member organization, ratified the treaty on Wednesday, triggering the 90 day countdown to the Treaty's entry into force, said the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO). 

"This is a legally binding treaty that will be crucial for the sustainability of agriculture," said FAO Director-General Dr. Jacques Diouf. "The treaty is an important contribution to the achievement of the World Food Summit's major objective of halving the number of hungry people by 2015." 

On every continent except South America, some of the countries with the greatest plant biodiversity have ratified the treaty - India, Syria, the Central African Republic, the European Union, Canada, and El Salvador. 

[image: image11.jpg]


Cleaning improved seed produced by Afghan farmers, 1994. (Photo courtesy FAO)
For farmers such a level of protection is literally a matter of life and death. Dr. Vandana Shiva of India wrote in April 2003, "That the independent farmer is struggling to survive against immeasurably difficult odds is borne out by the number of suicides by farmers throughout the country. By 2000, more than 20,000 farmers from all over the country had fallen victim to the high costs of production, spurious seed, crop loss, falling farm prices, and rising debt. 

There has been a shift from "food first" to "trade first" and "farmer first" to "corporation first" policies, says Shiva, a physicist and activist author who is particularly concerned about the effects of globalization and trade liberalization on the local farmers. 

There has been a shift from diversity and multifunctionality of agriculture to monocultures and standardization, chemical and capital intensification of production, and deregulation of the input sector, especially seeds, she says. 

Despite the efforts of farmers, there has been a dramatic reduction of biodiversity. Since the beginning of agriculture, around 10,000 species have been used in food and fodder production. Today just 150 crops feed most human beings and just 12 crops provide 80 percent of food energy - wheat, rice, maize and potato alone provide 60 percent. 

"Years of multilateral negotiations under the auspices of FAO's Intergovernmental Commission on Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture have finally been successful," said José Esquinas-Alcázar, Secretary of the Commission. 

Farmers' rights are protected under the agreement which recognizes "the enormous contribution that the local and indigenous communities and farmers of all regions of the world." 

More than a complimentary pat on the back for the world's hard working farmers, the system also provides for the obligatory sharing of monetary benefits from utilization of their genetic resources by the private sector, including from commercialization of new plant varieties. 
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A field genebank of yams in Southern India. (Photo by L. Withers courtesy FAO)
The contracting parties have agreed to establish a new multilateral system to ease access to plant genetic resources for food and agriculture, and to share, in a fair and equitable way, the benefits arising from the utilization of these resources. 

The new system will not include plants that are put to chemical, pharmaceutical and/or other non-food/feed industrial uses. 

The benefits to be shared will be contributed by the companies that commercialize products incorporating genetic material accessed from the multilateral system. When that product is selling, the company will pay to the mechanism an "equitable share of the benefits" arising from the commercialization of that product. 

The treaty's Governing Body shall, at its first meeting, determine the level, form and manner of the payment, in line with commercial practice. The Governing Body may decide to establish different levels of payment for various categories of recipients who commercialize such products. It may also decide on the need to exempt from such payments small farmers in developing countries and in countries with economies in transition, the Secretariat said. 

An Indian farmer in Ecuador checks the condition of his stored potatoes. (Photo courtesy FAO)
Parties to the treaty agree to strengthen research to enhances and conserve biological diversity for the benefit of farmers, "especially those who generate and use their own varieties and apply ecological principles in maintaining soil fertility and in combating diseases, weeds and pests." 

Esquinas-Alcázar said, "the treaty provides an international legal framework that will be a key element in ensuring food security, now and in the future. The challenge is now to ensure that the treaty becomes operative in all countries." 

Operating at the meeting point between agriculture, the environment and commerce, the agreement will benefit consumers, the Secretariat says, because they will have access to a greater variety of foods, and of agriculture products, as well as increased food security. 

The scientific community will benefit through access to the plant genetic resources crucial for research and plant breeding. 

International Agricultural Research Centers whose collections the Treaty puts on a safe and long-term legal footing will benefit. 

The Secretariat says both the public and private sectors will benefit because they are assured access to a wide range of genetic diversity for agricultural development. 

The environment, and future generations will benefit because "the treaty will help conserve the genetic diversity necessary to face unpredictable environmental changes, and future human needs," the Secretariat says. 

Animal Losses Alarming 

Loss of domestic animal breeds around the world is continuing at an alarming rate, FAO warned on Wednesday, as 130 national coordinators on animal genetic resources opened a four day meeting in Rome. They discussed national and regional action plans and a global strategy for the better management of farm animal genetic resources. 

The trend of animal genetic erosion, outlined by the FAO World Watch List in 2000, is continuing, the UN agency said. 

Shepherd in the Congo with his herd of goats (Photo courtesy FAO)
According to the World Watch List, out of the around 6,300 breeds registered by the FAO, 1,350 are threatened by extinction or are already extinct. 

A preliminary assessment of new data received from more than 80 country reports shows now that the number of breeds threatened by extinction is further increasing. 

Fourteen out of the about 30 domesticated mammalian and bird species provide 90 percent of human food supply from animals. 

"Genetic diversity is an insurance against future threats such as famine, drought and epidemics," said Irene Hoffmann, chief of the Animal Production Service. 

"The existing animal gene pool may contain valuable but unknown resources that could be very useful for future food security and agricultural development," said Hoffmann. "Maintaining animal genetic diversity allows farmers to select stocks or develop new breeds in response to environmental change, diseases and changing consumer demands," she said. 

The FAO expects more than 140 country reports to be submitted by June 2004. Final results will be published in FAO's first Report on the State of the World's Animal Genetic Resources, to be issued in 2006.

__________________________________________________________________________________________

ROE Media Update

Le Figaro

Environnement: la mer Baltique dotée d'un statut spécial 

[samedi 03 avril 2004 - 10h39 heure de Paris] 




Un brise-glace sur la Baltique 
© AFP/Archives Paal Aarsaether
STOCKHOLM (AFP) - La mer Baltique a été dotée vendredi d'un statut spécial la protégeant des risques de marée noire et des pratiques illégales en matière de transport pétrolier, mais la Russie a refusé d'y souscrire et est par conséquent exemptée des obligations qui en déroulent, ont annoncé vendredi les autorités suédoises. 

Le Comité de protection de l'environnement marin de l'Organisation internationale maritime a décidé à Londres d'octoyer à la mer Baltique le statut de "zone maritime particulièrement sensible" (PSSA) à la demande de huit pays riverains. 

Le statut spécial autorise les pays riverains à imposer des normes de navigation pour les transport pétrolier, concernent notamment la qualité des navires et la compétence professionnelle des équipages. 

Les défenseurs de l'environnement soulignent que la mer Baltique est particulièrement exposée à la pollution en raison du faible renouvellement de ses eaux et qu'une marée noire aurait des conséquences catastrophiques. 

"C'est un incroyable succès. Il s'agit d'un signal clair adressé au monde entier que la mer Baltique constitue un écosystème unique avec une vie sauvage précieuse", s'est félicitée la ministre suédoise de l'Environnement Lena Sommestad, qui a dirigé les efforts en vue d'obtenir la reconnaissance de ce statut. 

"Le transport pétrolier s'accroit chaque jour et nous devons faire tout notre possible pour empêcher une catastrophe environnementale", a-t-elle ajouté dans un communiqué. 

Cependant, les eaux territoriales russes et les navires russes sont exemptés des mesures spéciales imposées en Baltique, Moscou ayant justifié son refus en raison de leur coût. 

Les huit pays riverains de la mer Baltique qui ont soutenu cette initiative disposent à présent de deux ans pour soumettre leurs propositions concernant les règles qui seront en vigueur. 

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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M O N D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
*
UN envoy Brahimi discusses elections, power transfer with Iraqi Governing Council

*
Iraq, Middle East top agenda in Annan’s talks with Russian leaders

*
As UN starts peacekeeping operation in Côte d’Ivoire, Annan urges reconciliation

*
UN mission welcomes result of international donors’ conference for Afghanistan

*
Rwandans returning home as UN prepares to observe 10th anniversary of genocide

*
UN official calls for strengthening of multilateral disarmament system

*
Preparations begin for UN peacekeeping mission in Burundi

*
UN officials urge end to human rights abuses in Darfur, Sudan

* * * *

Iraq

5 April – Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Special Adviser, Lakhdar Brahimi, held talks with the Iraqi Governing Council in Baghdad today as part of the United Nations mission to help form an administration to take over from the United States-led occupation forces on 1 July and prepare for elections early next year.

“This is the first step in this long journey, which inch’ Allah, God willing, will lead, in the end, to the formation of this government on schedule and to the well-prepared elections which will enable the Iraqi people to have a government that is elected through transparent, democratic elections,” Mr. Brahimi told a news briefing after the meeting. 

“These will be steps towards the restoration of peace and stability which the Iraqi people need and aspire to,” he added. 

Wishing him every success in his mission, current Governing Council President Massud Barzani pledged close cooperation between the Council’s specialized committees and Mr. Brahimi’s delegation. 

Asked whether security issues were discussed following the recent flare-up in violence, Mr. Barzani said the talks focused on the elections and the transfer of power.

“This was an initial meeting,” he added. “Mr. Brahimi will need some time to conduct consultations with all the parties both in the Governing Council and outside the Governing Council.”

Mr. Brahimi was asked if he would be meeting with personalities like Shiite cleric Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani who, according to press reports, had concerns over UN involvement.

“We will meet all the personalities that wish to contribute to this effort and wish to meet with us,” the envoy replied. “We are the United Nations and the doors of the United Nations are open to all.”

Mr. Brahimi and his aides, who arrived in Baghdad yesterday, join a UN technical team, headed by Carina Perelli, already in Iraq to assess what needs to be done to hold credible elections by 31 January 2005.

The mission will also identify what mechanisms and electoral modalities will make implementing these tasks feasible by that date, and determine the appropriateness and degree to which the UN can facilitate the process.

Last month, Mr. Annan received letters from both Iraqi leaders and officials of the United States-led Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) asking for UN assistance with the transfer of sovereignty at the end of June and with preparations for elections before the end of January 2005.

* * *

Secretary-General

5 April – Iraq and the Middle East, as well as regional issues such as Kosovo and the conflict in Georgia, topped the agenda as United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan held talks with Russian President Vladimir Putin and other senior officials today in Moscow.

During their nearly two-hour-long meeting, President Putin expressed Russia’s continued support for, and confidence in, the UN, despite criticism heard in recent days, and said he supported the Secretary-General’s reform efforts, a UN spokesman travelling with Mr. Annan reported.

The two discussed Iraq, the Middle East, Kosovo, Afghanistan and the Georgian-Abkhaz conflict, spokesman Fred Eckhard said. The Secretary-General praised President Putin for his recent statement to the Duma on AIDS, and thanked Russia for its efforts to free Arjan Erkel, an aid worker abducted in Dagestan.

Earlier in the day, the Secretary-General met with newly appointed Prime Minister Mikhail Fradkov, with whom he discussed economic issues. Mr. Annan raised the issue of refugees and displaced persons in the Northern Caucasus, and said the UN wants to expand its activities in Chechnya, according to Mr. Eckhard.

The Secretary-General also had a working lunch with Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov, discussing Iraq in detail, and talking of how to help the Iraqis arrive at a mechanism for the handover of sovereignty, and how they might arrange for security after the transfer of power.

The two covered Israel’s planned withdrawal from Gaza, voter registration in Afghanistan, the situation in Nagorny Karabakh, negotiations over the Korean peninsula and UN-Russian relations, Mr. Eckhard said.

During a press encounter after his meeting with the Foreign Minister, the Secretary-General was asked about the violence in Iraq. “We will do our best to ensure that an Iraqi Government that represents the Iraqi people, that is in charge of its own affairs, its political and economic destiny, is installed,” he said, referring to the UN’s work. Until then, “I would want to appeal to all in Iraq to cooperate with each other and to resist the violence that has taken innocent civilian lives.”

The Secretary-General’s last appointment of the day was with former Foreign Minister Igor Ivanov, now the Secretary of the National Security Council, for discussions on Georgia, Iraq, Iran and the Middle East, as well as the Secretary-General’s panel on change.

Mr. Annan had met a member of that panel, former Prime Minister Yevgeny Primakov, last night after arriving earlier Sunday from Vienna, where he held two days of meetings with top-level UN officials.

* * *

Côte d’Ivoire

5 April – As troops from the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) transferred to the United Nations Operation in Côte d’Ivoire (UNOCI) at a ceremony today in the main commercial centre, Abidjan, Secretary-General Kofi Annan urged reconciliation among all concerned.

Noting that the UN was coming to the aid of Ivorians, “not to impose or enforce peace, but to help them maintain it,” Mr. Annan appealed to “the Ivorian parties to reject all forms of violence and take advantage of the window of opportunity provided by the United Nations’ peacekeeping presence to re-engage in political dialogue aimed at genuine reconciliation for the benefit of all Ivorians.”

In a message read by his Special Representative, Albert Tévoédjré, the Secretary-General urged President Laurent Gbagbo to submit to the National Assembly draft laws required by the January 2003 Linas-Marcoussis peace agreement, cooperate fully with the international commission of inquiry appointed to investigate deadly clashes during last month’s protests, and to make sure that civic and political liberties are restored.

Mr. Annan also appealed to the opposition parties who suspended their participation in the Government of National Reconciliation to go back as soon as possible.

He congratulated ECOWAS, which had contingents from Benin, Ghana, Niger, Senegal and Togo, and France, for their contributions to the effort to restore peace in the West African country.

* * *

Afghanistan

5 April – Hailing the Berlin Declaration that followed last week’s international conference on Afghanistan, the United Nations mission to the country said it welcomed the agreement of the world’s donors to pledge double the amount offered in the Tokyo Conference two years ago. 

A spokesman for the UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) told reporters at a briefing yesterday in Kabul that “it is remarkable” that Afghanistan could bring together delegations from more than 60 States, most led by their foreign ministers, for the conference in Berlin.

At the end of the two-day conference the international community pledged to give $8.2 billion to help Afghanistan with its reconstruction over the next three years, with $4.4 billion set aside for the first year.

UNAMA spokesman Edward Carwardine said this is twice the amount pledged at the Tokyo conference in January 2002, and comes just over two years after the Bonn Agreement, which mapped out the framework for Afghanistan’s transition to stability and democracy following the fall of the Taliban regime.

He pointed out that the international community, while offering its support, recognizes Afghanistan must tackle several serious problems, including the burgeoning drug industry and factionalism.

“The window of opportunity is not closing but there is a lot of work that has to be undertaken by all of us, certainly by the Afghans,” he said.

The Berlin Declaration, adopted after the conference, outlines Afghanistan’s priorities over the short term, including stepping up efforts to disarm, demobilize and reintegrate factional groups before the national presidential and parliamentary elections, now scheduled for September.

It also stresses the importance of establishing the rule of law and a functioning judicial system, and calls for the reduction and eventual elimination of opium poppy cultivation.

* * *

Rwanda

5 April – On the eve of the tenth anniversary of the start of the genocide in Rwanda, the United Nations refugee agency says it expects to help about 30,000 Rwandans return home this year from several African countries, leaving behind a few “stragglers” who will not have made up their minds.

The UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) says it and Rwanda have signed tripartite agreements with many African governments on the voluntary return of Rwandan refugees. “The process of convincing all Rwandan refugees to come home is still going on,” the agency says.

The UN declared 7 April the International Day of Reflection on the 1994 Genocide in Rwanda to remember the mostly Tutsi and moderate Hutu Rwandans killed by their Hutu countrymen. The Rwandan Government recently estimated the death toll at 937,000.

Among the events scheduled for Wednesday will be a worldwide minute of silence observed in memory of the victims. Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Special Adviser for Africa, Ibrahim Gambari, will represent the UN at ceremonies in the Rwandan capital Kigali, while Mr. Annan will address a special commemorative meeting of the UN Commission on Human Rights on the prevention of genocide in Geneva.

In New York, staff from UN Headquarters will march in a circle in front of the UN Secretariat building and observe a minute of silence at the Japanese Garden near the Peace Bell donated by the Government of Japan. The UN General Assembly will also convene a meeting and the UN will host a high-level discussion panel.

During the 100-day genocide, refugee camps in neighbouring countries grew to the size of major cities, UNCHR says. There were 200,000 people at Kibumba, in what was then eastern Zaire, now the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), and nearly 500,000 refugees in camps in western Tanzania.

The UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) notes that ethnic and regional quotas have been abolished by the Government of National Unity, but the country bears a heavy burden to provide care for hundreds of thousands of children affected by war, genocide and HIV/AIDS. The genocide orphaned some 95,000 children.
“The children of Rwanda witnessed unspeakable violence,” says UNICEF Executive Director Carol Bellamy. “Tens of thousands lost their mothers and fathers. Thousands were victims of horrific brutality and rape. The impact of the tragedy simply cannot be overstated.”
Thousands of children, some as young as 7, were forced into military operations and compelled to commit violent acts against their will. Many of them were then jailed for these atrocities.
Major gaps exist in the provision of psychosocial care services and peace education, UNICEF says.
In the settlement of Buremera, where UNHCR built houses for returnees, as well as for vulnerable local citizens, Deocratien Kadeyi, 66, a Tutsi man who survived by fleeing his village and sleeping under banana leaves for five days, says reconciliation has taken hold in the hearts of Rwandans, nonetheless. “Several years ago we started to forget what happened.”

At the Gikongoro Memorial, where the preserved bodies of genocide victims bear mute witness to the horrific ways in which they died, Emmanuel Murangira haltingly tells the story of how he lost 50 members of his extended family.

Asked if Rwanda could experience another genocide, he eventually says: “I don’t fear another genocide. The genocide was carried out by people. If they understand it’s a bad thing, they are not going to repeat it.”

* * *

Disarmament

5 April – Strengthening the multilateral system for peace and security is the correct answer to growing international concerns about arms control and non-proliferation, the United Nations’ most senior disarmament official said today.

Nobuyasu Abe, Under-Secretary-General for Disarmament Affairs, told the annual opening of the UN Disarmament Commission (UNDC) at UN Headquarters in New York that the world is waiting for it “to come out with correct answers to the urgent questions we are facing.”

He said the world now has to deal with “many new and persisting concerns,” including the possibility that terrorists may acquire and use weapons of mass destruction (WMDs).

“There is frequent talk about a ‘crisis’ facing the multilateral system on disarmament, arms control, and non-proliferation,” Mr. Abe said, adding the best response is to enhance, rather than discard, the multilateral mechanisms.

The UNDC suspended its formal debate today to allow for informal consultations over two issues of disagreement – nuclear disarmament and conventional arms disarmament. There are also concerns between nations about the appropriate role for the UN in disarmament.

The UNDC’s Chairman, Revaz Adamia of Georgia, called for a “revitalized effort” to reach agreement given the current troubling times for disarmament. He cited the persisting national stockpiles of WMDs, the fear that others are trying to acquire them and growing military expenditure.

The UNDC, which is comprised of all General Assembly Member States and was founded in 1952, is charged with overseeing issues in the field of disarmament.

* * *

Burundi

5 April – Secretary-General Kofi Annan has begun preparations for an expanded United Nations role in Burundi, saying that much needs to be done to establish a UN peacekeeping mission to support the Transitional Government ahead of the Central African country’s elections later this year.

With Burundians scheduled to go to the polls by 31 October, “it is my intention to immediately begin planning and preparations for a United Nations peacekeeping mission,” Mr. Annan writes in a letter addressed to the President of the Security Council released today.

Last month, the Secretary-General recommended in a report that the Council should expand the UN’s role in Burundi to provide the support necessary for consolidating the peace process, which began with the signing in 2000 of the Arusha Agreement on Peace and Reconciliation.

He proposed that the African Union’s Africa Mission in Burundi (AMIB) and the existing UN Office in Burundi (UNOB) form the core of the military and civilian components, respectively, of a UN peacekeeping mission in the country.

Responding in writing to Mr. Annan’s letter, Council President Gunter Pleuger of Germany approved the proposal, noting that it will be carried out without prejudice to a future decision on establishing a UN force in Burundi.

* * *

Sudan

3 April – Responding to reports of abuses and instability in Darfur, Sudan, top-level United Nations officials today issued a strong call for those concerned to protect civilians in the area.

In a statement released in Baden, Austria, where Secretary-General Kofi Annan is meeting with the heads of all UN funds, agencies and programmes, they voiced their “deepest concern over the serious human rights violations and humanitarian crisis” and pointed out that the situation in Darfur “is having a devastating impact on the human security of thousands of civilians.”

The UN officials called on those responsible to immediately end rights violations, and implored all parties to allow unimpeded humanitarian access to the affected population.

On the positive side, they welcomed the Sudanese Government’s offer to send a UN mission to assess the situation in Darfur, and hailed a peace initiative by the Government of Chad.

All concerned were called on “to cooperate fully in this important undertaking and enter into a humanitarian ceasefire as an immediate first step.”

* *** *

__________________________________________________________________________________________

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 Stephane Dujarric, Associate Spokesman for the Secretary-General.

Good Afternoon.

**Secretary-General in Russia
I’ll start off with the Secretary-General’s ongoing official visit to Russia.  As you know, he is in Moscow today, where he met for an hour and forty minutes with Russian President Vladimir Putin. 

The Secretary-General and the President discussed Iraq, the Middle East, Kosovo, Afghanistan and the Georgia/Abkhazia conflict.  The Secretary-General praised the President for his recent statement to the Duma on AIDS, and thanked Russia for its efforts to free Arjan Erkel, an aid worker working for the NGO Médicins sans frontières who was abducted in Dagestan.

Earlier in the day, the Secretary-General met with the newly appointed Prime Minister, Mikhail Fradkov, with whom he discussed economic issues.  The Secretary-General raised the issue of refugees and displaced persons in the Northern Caucasus, and said the UN wants to expand its activities in Chechnya.

The Secretary-General also had a working lunch with Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov.  They discussed Iraq in detail, talking of how to help the Iraqis arrive at a mechanism for the handover of sovereignty, and how they might arrange for security after the transfer of power.

The Secretary-General and the Foreign Minister then met with the press, and we hope to have a transcript of that that press encounter very shortly.

The Secretary-General’s last appointment of the day was with former Foreign Minister Igor Ivanov, now the Secretary of the National Security Council.  And we have more on the Secretary-General’s visit available upstairs.

**Côte d’Ivoire
Turning to Côte d’Ivoire; in a message read at a ceremony by his Special Representative Albert Tevoedjre in Abidjan today, the Secretary-General congratulated the Economic Community of West African States whose contingents from Benin, Ghana, Niger, Senegal and Togo were “rehatted” under the UN Operation in Côte d’Ivoire whose mandate came into force yesterday.

The Secretary-General also reiterated his strong appeal to the Ivorian parties to reject all forms of violence and take advantage of the window of opportunity provided by the UN peacekeeping presence, to re-engage in political dialogue aimed at genuine reconciliation for the benefit of all Ivorians.

To this end, the Secretary-General urged President Laurent Gbagbo to submit without delay draft laws envisaged in the Linas-Marcoussis Agreement, cooperate fully with the international commission of inquiry to investigate events of 25 March, and reassure that all civic and political liberties will be restored without delay.  The Secretary-General also strongly appeals to the opposition parties who have suspended their participation in the Government of National Reconciliation to resume it at the earliest, and invites all Ivorian forces to proceed with the disarmament and demobilization programme without delay.

**Iraq
Turning to Iraq now.  The Secretary-General’s Special Adviser, Lakhdar Brahimi, and his team arrived in Baghdad on Sunday evening.

This morning, he met with the Iraqi Governing Council, telling reporters afterward that his team and the Governing Council members had a long talk about the mission he is undertaking.  That mission, he said, will assist with the formation of the administration, which will take over once sovereignty is restored to the Iraqi people and will also help in preparing for elections.

Mr. Brahimi said the team will meet with all the personalities that wish to contribute to this effort.  He asserted, “The doors of the United Nations are open to all.”  We have copies of his press encounter available upstairs.

**Sudan
Turning to the Sudan; in a statement issued on Saturday in Baden, outside Vienna, the Secretary-General and the heads of all United Nations agencies, funds and programmes expressed their deepest concern over the serious human rights violations and the humanitarian crisis in the Darfur region of the Sudan.

They call on those responsible for perpetrating these violations to put an immediate end to their activities.  They further call on all parties to allow unimpeded humanitarian access to the affected population. 

They welcomed the peace initiative undertaken by the Government of Chad and call on all concerned to cooperate fully in this important undertaking and enter into a humanitarian ceasefire as an immediate first step.

**Security Council
There are no meetings scheduled for the Security Council today.

**Afghanistan

And on Afghanistan; the UN Mission in Afghanistan welcomed last week’s Berlin Conference on Afghanistan, saying that it was remarkable that donors doubled the pledges made in the Tokyo Conference.  Donors made commitments last week to provide $8.2 billion over three years to rebuild Afghanistan.  And we have details on the results of the conference in the briefing notes from Kabul, which are available upstairs.

**Rwanda
This coming Wednesday, 7 April, which is being observed as the International Day of Reflection on the 1994 Genocide in Rwanda, commemorative events will be taking place in Kigali, Dar-es-Salaam, New York and Geneva, as well as other capitals around the globe.

The Secretary-General has announced that on 7 April at noon local time, the UN will observe one minute of silence in memory of the victims of the genocide in Rwanda and has invited Member States to do the same.

In Geneva, he will address a special one-hour commemorative meeting being held within the framework of the 60thUnited Nations Commission on Human Rights.  The Secretary-General will make an important speech, which will address the prevention of genocide.  His speech will be made following the moment of silence, which will be observed at noon local time in Geneva.

In Kigali, the Special Adviser of the Secretary-General for Special Assignments in Africa, Ibrahim Gambari, will represent the United Nations at ceremonies there.

And in New York, there will be a meeting of the General Assembly and a high-level panel discussion will also be held in New York, as well as in Geneva.

Staff at Headquarters will march around the circle in front of the Secretariat Building and will observe a moment of silence at the Japanese Garden near the Peace Bell, also at noon.

We expect to have our briefing at 11:30 a.m. that day to make room for those events.  

A note to correspondents will be issued later today with much more details on those events.

I believe that’s it from me.  If you have any questions, let me know.  Mr. Abbadi?

**Questions and Answers

Question:   In referring to Ambassador Brahimi’s consultations, you mentioned the word “administration”; that the UN will assist in establishing an administration after sovereignty is given back to the Iraqis.  Do we know what kind of administration? 

Associate Spokesman:  No.  Those are the issues, obviously, that Ambassador Brahimi is looking at.  How best to assist the Iraqis in creating this administration.

Question:   But we have no idea what kind of administration?

Associate Spokesman:  No.  As I said, we have the questions; he is obviously helping them look for the answers.

Question:   Stephane, is there any indication of how long Mr. Brahimi is going to be staying in Baghdad?

Associate Spokesman:  No.  It depends on the discussions he is having and the progress he is making and then he will make that decision.

Thank you very much.

* *** *
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