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February 6, 2003 SECTION: International News 

Afghanistan calls for global support to reconstruct ruined environment 

      DATELINE: NAIROBI, Jan 6 

      BODY: 

      Afghanistan's Enviroment Minister Ahmad Yusuf Nuristani on Thursday urged the international community to

      help reverse environmental devastation caused by decades of war and drought. 

      "We cannot do without UN Environment Programme (UNEP) and the international community if we are to

      protect our environment, as most of our experts are dead due to the long drawn-out conflict," Nuristani said

      in Nairobi. 

      "We, therefore, need the capacity in expert training," Nuristani told journalists on the sidelines of the

      UNEP's 22nd Governing Council Conference. "The environment has not been a priority in Afghanistan for the

      last two decades, because of war and drought," he pointed out. 

      "A combination of plunder by warlords, deforestation, inappropriate disposal of toxic wastes, an

      overwhelming migration of refugees and uncontrolled ground water extraction, ruined Afghanistan's

      environment," Nuristani said. 

      "We need help in all aspects of the environment, particularly strengthening our institutions that manage it,"

      he said, explaining that his government had held talks with donors and multinational development banks on

      issues of economy, reconstruction and growth. 

      "Environmentally sound development of Afghanistan is not a luxury, but an essential pre-requisite and

      precondition for improving the living condition of the Afghan people and for avoiding environmental conflicts

      and disasters," he said. 

      "The warlords did not let rivers flow to dams and diverted water to top commanders, neglecting other areas,

      thereby becoming generally responsible for a great deal of environmental degradation," Nuristani pointed out.

      Last year, western forces led by the United States invaded Afghanistan and overthrew the hardline Taliban

      regime they accused of harbouring terrorist mastermind Osama bin Laden and then installed a multi-ethnic

      transitional government to oversee the country's reconstruction. 

      "Afghanistan has lost most of its wetlands, different species of flora and fauna and tonnes of timber," said a

      report compiled by UNEP and Afghan environmental experts presented to the UNEP session on Thursday. 

      Nuristani also said that unexploded ordnance left behind by the ousted Talibans have contributed to the

      pollution of soil. 

      UNEP's Executive Director Klaus Toepfer said the restoration of proper leadership in Afghanistan gives a

      historic opportunity to create environmental laws, policies and build capacity for sustainable management of

      natural resources. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________

XINHUA GENERAL NEWS SERVICE 

 Roundup: Afghanistan facing environmental crisis 

      BODY: 

      by Wang Jingzhong 

      NAIROBI, Feb. 6 (Xinhua) --More than two decades of wars in Afghanistan have severely degraded the   country's environment, which has presented a major stumbling block for the country's reconstruction efforts,  Afghanistan's top environment official said here Thursday. 

      "The collapse of central and local authorities during the country's two decades of conflicts has been one of   the main contributors to environmental decline," Afghan Environment Minister Ahmad Nuristani told journalists  on the sidelines of the Global Ministerial Environment Forum in the Kenyan capital. 

      "With many refugees having returned to places nearby the major cities, our urban environment is increasingly  challenged," he added. 

      His words were confirmed by a United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) Post-Conflict Environment  Assessment report, produced in close cooperation with the Afghan government and released here Thursday.

      The report shows how conflict has put previous environmental management and conservation strategies on   hold, brought about a collapse of local and national governance, destroyed infrastructure, hindered agricultural activity and driven people into cities already lacking the most basic public amenities. 

      And the situation is becoming worse following the droughts over the past years which have led to lowered water tables, dried up wetlands, denuded forests, eroded land and depleted wildlife populations. 

      With two million returning refugees in 2002 and a further 1.5 million expected this year, pressure on

      Afghanistan's natural resources and environmental services are set to increase further, said the report. 

      The UNEP assessment was carried out last year by 20 Afghan and international scientists and experts who  examined 38 urban sites in four cities and 35 natural locations. 

      "The report spells out the linkages between conflict and sustainable development, and it also alarms us that  environmentally sound development of Afghanistan is not a luxury, but an essential prerequisite and  precondition for improving the living condition of the Afghan people," the minister said. 

      Disposal of solid waste is one of the country's most glaring problems, said the report, adding that the

      assessment team found no dumpsites were taking measures to prevent groundwater contamination or toxic  air pollution from burning plastic wastes. 

      In Kandahar and Herat, dumpsites are sited in dry river valleys above the cities, with the prospect that  future heavy rains will wash hundreds, if not thousands, of tons of waste back to the city via the river system. 

      Tests of drinking water in urban areas revealed high concentrations of bacterial contaminants such as  coliforms from contamination by sewage, creating a threat to public health, particularly children who are  susceptible to deadly cholera. 

      The assessment found Kabul's water supply system, damaged during the conflict and lacking routine

      maintenance, is losing as much as 60 percent of its supply through leaks and illegal use. 

      The country's forest is also in a dismal state, said the report, citing the loss of a total of 52 percent of

      forest cover across the country over the past two decades. 

      Satellite imagery reveals that conifer forests in the provinces of Nangarhar, Kunar and Nuristan have been  reduced by over a half since 1978. 

      During Mujahadeen and Taliban times, up to 200 timber trucks, representing the loss of up to 200 hectares of forest, piled the main road in Kunar, probably two thirds of which were destined for export markets in  Pakistan, said the report. 

      "Today, local communities have lost control of their resources in these eastern provinces to warlords, timber  barons and foreign traders controlling illegal and highly lucrative logging operations," the report said. 

      The report contains more than 150 recommendations, including environmental legislation and enforcement, environmental impact assessment procedures, and capacity building for public participation and education. 

      "The assessment report is key to the development of environment management in Afghanistan," said the  minister, however, he added that his government still lacks the financial resources and capacity to reverse  environment degradation on its own. 

      "We do not have the capacity, we cannot change the situation without the assistance from the

      international community,"  he said, citing the fact that most of the country's environment experts have been  either too old or dead. 

      Nuristan also expressed deep concern over the current tension in the Middle East, saying that if the war in  Iraq breaks out, there could be a decrease of aid to Afghanistan. 

      "I do not hope the war will take place. We are concerned about whether the international aid workers will  leave Afghanistan,"  he said. 

      UNEP Executive Director Klaus Toepfer said that with the restoration of national governance in Afghanistan,  there is an historic opportunity to create environmental laws and policies and build the capacity for   sustainable management of natural resources. 

      "But long-term improvements cannot be expected without sustained technical and financial assistance from  the international community," he noted.
_________________________________________________________________________________________

Greenwire 

February 6, 2003 

MERCURY: U.N. CALLS FOR DRASTIC CUTS IN POLLUTION 

      BODY: 

      Eryn Gable, Greenwire staff writer 

      The health threats from mercury emissions are far worse than previously thought, the United Nations said this week in   urging governments to make drastic reductions. A U.N. Environment Program report released Monday says 70 percent of  human-made mercury emissions come from coal-fired power plants,  even though the technology to eliminate most of these emissions   already exists. 

      The "Global Mercury Assessment" report will be discussed at a five-day meeting of about 100 environmental ministers at  UNEP's governing council in the Kenyan capital of Nairobi this   week. The report says coal-fired power plants and waste   incinerators produce about 1,500 tons -- or about 70 percent --  of atmospheric mercury emissions annually, with small-scale gold  and silver mining adds another 400 to 500 tons. Asia and Africa are responsible for much of this pollution, according to the  report. UNEP Executive Director Klaus Toepfer said the study  provided "another compelling reason" to reduce the world's     dependence on fossil fuels such as coal. UNEP estimates that the   level of airborne mercury is believed to have tripled since  pre-industrial times. 

      "It is absolutely clear that we have to reduce drastically nd as soon as possible the risks linked with mercury," Toepfer  said. 

      National Mining Association spokeswoman Carol Raulston said  the report makes it clear that the mercury pollution problem is  primarily a concern for Asia and Africa, both because of higher   emissions and fewer programs there to communicate the risks   associated with mercury. The United States, Canada and Europe 

      already have low levels of mercury emissions, she said. And U.S.  gold mining companies do not use mercury to extract gold  domestically or internationally. 

      Although there are no known technologies to specifically address mercury emissions from power plants, Raulston said  President Bush's Clear Skies plan would help to further reduce  mercury pollution. "As part of that program, we will be  achieving reduced emissions of mercury as part of the controlled  Mercury -- and its more toxic compounds such as  methylmercury -- can accumulate in humans and animals, causing   brain damage, nervous disorders, tremors, vision and memory  loss. Emerging evidence links mercury to cardiovascular, thyroid   and digestive problems. 

      Some environmental groups have criticized the United States  for supporting the establishment of a non-mandatory mercury program within the UNEP Chemicals Division to address immediate  risks associated with mercury, rather than working on a treaty.  James Willis, head of UNEP's Chemicals Division, said that 

      although there might not be a groundswell of support for a treaty at the moment, that didn't preclude countries from  working on one in the future. 

      "There is a concern that mercury is quite dangerous, and  things should be started right now," Willis said, adding that  the costs and time associated with adopting a treaty make it   difficult to address those immediate needs. 

      "I'm not hearing opposition," Willis added. "What I'm   hearing is, 'This is not the best time.'"

 _________________________________________________________________________

Tomorrow Magazine

Sustainable Consumption

Green Products Key to the Re-birth of 'cool' Lifestyles 

                        Nairobi – Experts at the 22nd meeting of the Governing Council of theUnited Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) in Nairobi alluded to  concerns that traditional messages from governments and green  groups that urge the public to adopt environmentally benign life-styles are not effective. Some argued these messages were 'too 'guilt-laden'  and disapproving. Studies indicate that instead of invigorating people to embrace sustainable lifestyles and sustainable consumerism,  people are getting turned off.

                        Klaus Toepfer, Executive Director of UNEP, stated: " Messages from governments, exhorting people to drive their cars less or admonishing  them for buying products that cause environmental damage, appear  not to be working. People are simply not listening. Making people feel guilty about their life-styles and purchasing habits, is achieving only  limited success … we need to look again at how we enlist the public to                        reduce pollution and live in ways that cause minimal environmental damage. We need to make sustainable life-styles fashionable and 'cool' as young people might say. We also need to make it clear that  there are real, personal, benefits to living in harmony with the planet, " he said.

                        UNEP experts commended campaigns by KIA, the Korean car manufacturer, and the European detergent industry, as two examples  of selling positive, environmentally benign, consumerism and life-styles.

                        The United Kingdom KIA campaign urges people not to use cars for short journeys, only long distance ones. The company provides a  mountain bike with every new car purchased and helps organize buses                        and walking tours as a means of getting around cities. Meanwhile, the  European detergent industry launched a "Wash Right" campaign to explore the merits of washing at low temperature by emphasizing the benefits to the clothes as well as the energy saving made.

                        In a new initiative to help promote new campaigns, UNEP is enlisting  psychologists and human behaviorists under the auspices of the  Sustainable Consumption Programme and Life Cycle Initiative, which looks at a wide range of issues, from labeling to eco-friendly product design, to delivering more environment-friendly consumption. This compliments other initiatives to develop a network of cleaner                       production centers across the globe to reduce polluting manufacturing  processes.

__________________________________________________________________________________________

UN: Report On The Environment Warns Against Increasing Mercury Pollution

By Eugen Tomiuc

The United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) says mercury pollution is on the rise. A UNEP report says mercury emissions, particularly from coal-fired power plants, spread easily and can enter into the food chain, posing serious threats to women and children. The report, presented at a world environment ministers' meeting in Nairobi, says mercury pollution must be confronted before global warming aggravates its consequences.

Prague, 5 February 2003 (RFE/RL) -- The United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) warns in a new report that mercury pollution is far more widespread than previously believed. The report was released on 3 February at a UNEP conference of environment ministers currently under way in Nairobi, Kenya.

UNEP Executive Director Klaus Toepfer told the Nairobi conference that mercury pollution has become a global threat that must be addressed by the international community. "We have a huge problem with regard to mercury. It is a huge problem with regard to human health all around the world. Mercury -- and other chemicals -- also travels without passport, goes around the world, by air, by water, and we know that people are victims of mercury who never had any contact with production of it or the consumption chain. Therefore, I believe it is a must for the global family to tackle this problem," he said.

The report says the main way to reduce global mercury poisoning is to curb pollution from power stations and waste incinerators, particularly in developing countries. 

The head of UNEP's media division, Nick Nuttall, speaking from Nairobi, explained to RFE/RL the main sources of mercury emissions: "It's pretty clear from the research that the main source of new mercury emissions into the atmosphere -- and then, of course, this stuff travels around the world -- the main new sources are from power stations and waste incinerators. These things take the lion's share of the new emissions. The other sources are old mercury deposited in sediments, in lakes and rivers coming back out again because of temperature changes in lakes, particularly in northern areas -- Scandinavia, Northern Europe." 

The report says coal-fired power plants and waste incinerators account for 1,500 tons, or some 70 percent, of the annual mercury emissions into the atmosphere -- more than half of it coming from developing countries in Asia.

According to the report, gold and silver mining is the second-largest source of mercury pollution, with 400 to 500 tons annually released into the air, soil, and water of an increasing number of less-developed countries. Mercury, also known as quicksilver, is mainly used in mining to separate precious metals from ore.

Miners are currently among the professional groups most likely to suffer from mercury contamination. In the past, however, mercury was also responsible for a high rate of brain damage among hat makers, who used mercury to reinforce the shape of hats -- hence the expression "as mad as a hatter." Mercury-induced brain damage can result in impaired coordination, memory loss, tremors, and blurred vision.

The UNEP document cites cement production, chlorine-alkali production, and manufacture of dental amalgams among other important sources of mercury releases.

When mercury reaches the atmosphere, it can be disseminated over thousands of kilometers, far from the places where it was originally discharged. Mercury becomes most dangerous to humans when, in contact with water, it turns into highly poisonous methyl mercury and builds up in fish and other aquatic life.

The report says numerous studies have linked brain damage in babies to mercury poisoning of their mothers as a result of eating contaminated fish. It cites a U.S. study that found up to 300,000 babies in the United States alone could be at risk of such brain damage. Globally, it says, the number could run into the millions.

The report also warns that global warming triggers the release of more mercury from contaminated sediments and soils into lakes, rivers and other freshwater. "If you have an increase in temperature, for example, also with regard to climate change, you have also a higher probability that this process [of turning mercury into methyl mercury] is going on, and you have a more intensive correlation with the problems on human health. This is why I clearly mentioned in the report, you can see it, we must make it as broad as possible. And I believe this is a good underlining that the changes of temperature, especially also in lakes and in other waters, have negative effects for the contamination with mercury," Toepfer said.

The report says that in Sweden alone, pike living in half of the country's 100,000 lakes now have mercury levels exceeding international health limits. As a result, women of childbearing age are recommended not to eat pike from Swedish lakes at all. 

Acid rain, which is itself often the result of power-station pollution, may be aggravating the problem, since high levels of acidity in water appear to stimulate releases of mercury from the soil.

UNEP is saying that the report, which is currently being debated at the meeting in Nairobi, will form the basis for political decisions that will set the course for future global action on mercury.

Jim Willis, director of the UNEP Chemicals Program, which coordinated the report, explained to environment ministers in Nairobi what the main directions for action could be in order to diminish the severity of mercury contamination worldwide. "To help people to voluntarily shift to cleaner and more sustainable and cost-effective technologies, maintaining information on mercury, helping countries deal with mercury poisoning when it does arise and, indeed, it does arise, helping countries put in place the analytical capacities to know whether or not they have contaminated food and if it is contaminated, how contaminated [it is], and that sort of thing. I think there are a number of easy, inexpensive things that simply haven't been done yet and could readily be done," he said. 

UNEP's Nick Nuttall said the debate on the Nairobi report, set to end on 7 February, may result either in a legally binding treaty requiring states to reduce mercury emissions or in "some kind of voluntary approach."

http://www.rferl.org/nca/features/2003/02/05022003152556.asp
__________________________________________________________________________________________

TASS 

February 6, 2003, Thursday 06:47 AM Eastern Time 

Russian deputy minister speaks to GEF on UNEP, eco-security. 

Ensuring environmental security and the country's transition to sustainable development are part of Russia's

      national policy, determined by its strategic national interests, Irina Osokina, Russian Deputy Minister of

      Natural Resources, has told the current Global Environment Forum (GEF). Osokina is currently leading a

      Russian delegation to a meeting of the forum in Nairobi 

      The GEF is being held within the framework of the 22nd session of the Board of Governors of the United

      Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), which is headquartered in the Kenyan capital. "UNEP plays a

      major role in the arrangement and maintenance of international cooperation on environmental protection,"

      Osokina emphasised. She said the main areas of Russian and UNEP activity are environmental law, ensuring

      access to data on chemical substances and dangerous waste products, as well as measures to reprocess

      these, and environmental emergencies, etc.

__________________________________________________________________________________________

BBC

Boost for poor world's cities

               Mapping software will help pinpoint problems 

               By Alex Kirby 

               BBC News Online environment correspondent in Nairobi 

               The United Nations has been given $15m to help it  tackle poverty and the spread of cities.   The grant will provide geographic information systems software to urban planners, and train them in its use. 

               The money is to be shared among 1,000 cities in the  developing world and comes from the Environmental Systems Research Institute (Esri), a US company. 

               The cash is going to the UN Human Settlements  Programme (UN-Habitat), set up to help governments

               tackle the problems of rapid urbanisation. 

               Map making 

               Habitat is also responsible for implementing one of the  Millennium Development Goals, the commitment to  improve the lives of 100m slum dwellers by 2020. 

               The grant was announced during the meeting in Nairobi of the governing council of the UN Environment  Programme (Unep), which shares Habitat's Kenya offices. 

               "Most local authorities in the world have outdated information about the state of their cities," said Mrs               Anna Tibaijuka, Habitat's Executive Director. "Few of  them have the technologies to collect and analyse data about basic infrastructure and the current status of  housing." 

               "If we are going to improve  the living conditions of the  urban poor, city authorities  must be provided with the  necessary tools, technology  and training," she said. 

               "This generous grant will  enable cities in the developing world to produce accurate and accessible information." 

               She said it would help city planners to identify areas with high infant mortality rates, for example, or slums  without basic services, helping them to target their  resources. 

               Urban indicators they will be able to quantify include   poverty, environmental degradation, inadequate

               services, infrastructure degeneration, and lack of access to land and shelter. 

               Instant indicator 

               Mrs Tibaijuka told BBC News Online: "Habitat doesn't get $15m given to it every day, so I'm quite excited." 

               The grant, which totals $15,162,500, will provide each  city with about $15,000-worth of geographic information  systems (GIS) software, technical support, upgrades and training. 

               In 2003 about 350 cities are likely to benefit, with the others included later. Esri says it has more than 1m GIS  users in over 100 countries. 

               "GIS is based on the supposition that there's power in  geography, and that you can see things better on a

               map," said Jeanne Rebstock Foust of Esri, "and the  software works over the net, enabling cities to link up." 

               "It was used in the floods in Mozambique, for example,  and it's been used in an HIV/Aids project in Nairobi. But it hasn't been made systematic." 

               She told BBC News Online: "Modern society has got away from thinking about the power of place - we've lost  our spatial sense. 

               "The real strength of GIS is its ability to integrate information from a range of sources - satellite imagery, say, or aerial photographs, or census data - and then analyse it. Then you can see the results in an entirely  new way," said Ms Foust. 

               "I'm convinced this is going to make a difference in tackling poverty and city life. It's going to let us take

               the pulse of our cities across the world." _____________________________________________________________________________________

AFGANISTAN-M.AMBIENTE Degradación ambiental plantea serio obstáculo para reconstrucción por Isabel Coello Nairobi, 6 feb (EFE).- Dos décadas de guerra en Afganistán han degradado el ecosistema hasta tal punto que su estado representa un serio obstáculo para la reconstrucción del país, según un estudio realizado por el Programa de la ONU para el Medio Ambiente (PNUMA). 
El informe, presentado hoy jueves en Nairobi al Consejo de Gobierno del PNUMA, constata una "seria degradación ambiental" en todo el país, afectado por la deforestación, la erosión de la tierra, la pérdida de vida salvaje y un inadecuado tratamiento de los residuos.
El ministro afgano de Agua y Medio Ambiente, Ahmad Yusuf Nuristani, señaló que el informe "nos ilumina sobre los actuales niveles de degradación en el país y nos advierte de un futuro sin agua, sin bosques y sin vida salvaje, a menos que estos problemas se aborden en el periodo de reconstrucción".
En opinión de Nuristani, "para el país es clave que sepamos romper el circulo vicioso entre conflicto y degradación ambiental".
Según el documento, en Kandahar y Herat, los vertederos de residuos se encuentran por encima de las ciudades "junto a los márgenes de ríos hoy secos, por lo que futuras lluvias podrían arrastrar toneladas de basura hacia las urbes".
"En Herat, los residuos hospitalarios, incluso órganos humanos y jeringuillas, se dejan en medio de la calle o junto a un pozo abandonado, con el riesgo de extender enfermedades víricas o productos tóxicos", dice el informe.
Sólo el diez por ciento de las 150 fuentes públicas de agua potable funciona en dicha localidad.
Análisis del agua que bebe la población en áreas urbanas revelaron altas concentraciones de contaminantes bacteriológicos, lo que supone una amenaza para la salud pública, especialmente para los niños, que son más susceptibles de contraer el cólera.
En Kabul, el sistema de abastecimiento de agua pierde hasta un 60 por ciento de su caudal debido a escapes en las cañerías, cuyo mantenimiento ha sido imposible debido al conflicto bélico.
También en la capital, apunta el informe, hay niños que trabajan en una fábrica de reciclaje de zapatos, donde se ven expuestos a productos químicos tóxicos.
Fuera de las ciudades, el documento destaca que "el 99 por ciento de los humedales de Sistan, que comparten Afganistán e Irán, se han secado desde 1998", según imágenes captadas por satélite.
Asimismo, indica "riesgos derivados del extendido uso de pesticidas peligrosos o ilegales" y una pérdida significativa de la masa forestal, que en provincias como Nangarhar, Kunar y Nuristán se ha reducido a más de la mitad desde 1978.
A menudo, la tala de árboles se ha debido a la necesidad de acumular leña y provisiones durante momentos de incertidumbre política, o ha sido empleada por milicias para "despejar el terreno y evitar que los árboles puedan esconder a fuerzas opositoras".
"Algunas de las cuestiones medioambientales precisan una respuesta inmediata", dijo el jefe del Equipo de Afganistán del PNUMA, Pekka Haavisto.
"La quema de residuos, la contaminación del agua y la exposición química de los trabajadores son los problemas ambientales más urgentes por su relación con la salud humana", agregó.
Responsables medioambientales de 160 países se reúnen hasta mañana viernes en la capital keniana en la reunión del Consejo de Gobierno del PNUMA.
El encuentro tiene por objeto concretar la puesta en marcha del plan de acción para combatir la pobreza sin agravar el deterioro medioambiental acordado en la Cumbre Mundial sobre Desarrollo Sostenible, celebrada hace cinco meses en Johannesburgo. EFE ic/chr/ah/jal 
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ROAP Media Update – 07 February 2003


Topical News Issues


War ruined Afghan ecology
The Times of India, Feb 7, 2003 (CHANDRIKA MAGO) - NAIROBI: Two decades of conflict, an unrelenting drought and a scarred land saw Afghan environment minister Ahmad Yusuf Nuristani appealing for all the help he could get.
Nuristani, whose presence marks the first time Afghanistan is participating in the UN Environment Programme's meeting, said the internationally significant Sistan wetlands his country shares with Iran are almost completely dry. Satellite imagery has shown 99 per cent of the wetlands have dried since 1998.
 This is not all. UNEP's recent post-conflict environment assessment of Afghanistan shows just a fifth have access to safe water. Groundwater levels are down and supply is contaminated. 
http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/cms.dll/html/uncomp/articleshow?artid=36702826 

UN urges action on mercury levels
Australian Broadcasting Cooperation, Feb 4, 2003 - The United Nations says industrialisation has led to a dramatic increase in levels of mercury in the atmosphere, which governments must tackle immediately.
The UN Environment Program warns that the danger from mercury pollution is growing because higher temperatures caused by global warming, appear to be helping it to spread.
Mercury works its way into the human food chain and can cause brain and nerve damage.
http://abc.net.au/news/newsitems/s776638.htm 

Sri Lanka to use sea sand for construction to save environment

Thursday, February 06, 2003 (AP) - COLOMBO, Sri Lanka -- In a landmark decision that could have a far reaching effect on the country's environment, the Sri Lankan government has decided to use sand from the sea for construction work, a state-run newspaper reported Thursday.
Currently, only sand taken from riverbeds is used for construction and that often affects the flow of the rivers, damaging the island's ecological system.
"Sea sand, which was tested through a trial study, has been identified as the best alternative to meet the construction industry's annual sand demand," the Daily News reported.
http://www.enn.com/news/2003-02-06/s_2533.asp 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

ROE

UNEP or UN in the news

Expansión,    04/02/2003:

La reunión de Nairobi intenta impulsar los objetivos de Johanesburgo 
Madrid: Los representantes de 160 países iniciaron ayer en Nairobi (Kenia) la reunión anual del Programa de Naciones Unidas para el Medio Ambiente ­Pnuma­. Uno de sus principales objetivo es intentar poner en marcha los compromisos de la Cumbre del Desarrollo Sostenible, celebrada en Johanesburgo el pasado verano.

El director general del Pnuma, Klaus Toepfer, señaló en la inauguración del encuentro que ³nuestro reto y nuestra responsabilidad es iniciar hoy el proceso de cambio y de puesta en marcha de los compromisos de Johanesburgo².

http://www.expansion.com/edicion/noticia/0,2458,234718,00.html
General Environment news

Financial Times, 6 February:

Protests threaten Caspian pipeline funding

A proposed $3bn US-backed pipeline to carry Caspian Sea oil to western markets faces delays in external financing as a result of environmental protests.

Officials close to talks involving the European Bank of Reconstruction and Development and the International Finance Corporation said that any approval by the two organisations of about $600m in loans would not be likely until the second half of this year.

http://search.ft.com/search/article.html?id=030206000794&query=Environmental+protests+threaten+Caspian&vsc_appId=totalSearch&state=Form
Lithuania says EU helping on Russia oilfield risk

VILNIUS - Lithuania said yesterday the European Union was backing its efforts to obtain from Russia a thorough environmental impact assessment for a Baltic Sea oilfield being developed by Russian oil major LUKOIL.

http://www.planetark.org/dailynewsstory.cfm/newsid/19728/story.htm
US expects allies for gene crop case against EU

GENEVA - The United States expects other farm exporters to join any challenge to the European Union at the World Trade Organisation (WTO) over biotech crops, a senior U.S. official said.

http://www.planetark.org/dailynewsstory.cfm/newsid/19721/story.htm
___________________________________________________________________________________________

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.

           **UNMOVIC

           This morning Hans Blix, the Executive Chairman of the UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspection

     Commission (UNMOVIC), was in London where he met with Prime Minister Tony Blair for 40 minutes, Foreign

     Secretary Jack Straw for 30 minutes and officials from the U.K. Foreign and Commonwealth Office.  They discussed

     the state of the inspections and the upcoming trip to Baghdad by the chief inspectors.

           Blix is making his way to Baghdad where he and IAEA Director-General Mohamed ElBaradei are expected to

     arrive Saturday morning for two days of talks with Iraqi officials.  Drs. Blix and ElBaradei will give a press conference at

     the Canal Hotel after the talks end on Sunday.  It has been tentatively scheduled for 7 p.m. local time.  They are then

     scheduled to depart Baghdad early Monday, 10 February.

           **Secretary-General on Iraq -- Wednesday

           Yesterday afternoon, following the Security Council meeting on Iraq, the Secretary-General told reporters that

     the Council debate had been a good discussion, adding, “I still believe that war is not inevitable”.  He noted that all

     Security Council members said they wanted Iraq “to be pro-active in cooperation with inspectors”, and he expected

     that the UN weapons inspectors would factor into their work the information that US Secretary of State Colin Powell

     provided.

           He added that the message to Iraq has been very clear, and the chief weapons inspectors would be going

     back to Baghdad in the next few days “to give them the same message in the name of a united international

     community”.

           In response to a question, the Secretary-General said, “I am not going to Baghdad, but the inspectors are

     going, and they should be listened to."

           **Secretary-General to William and Mary

           The Secretary-General will leave tomorrow afternoon for Williamsburg, Virginia, where on Saturday he will

     speak at William and Mary College’s Charter Day ceremony marking the 310th anniversary of the founding of the

     college by Great Britain’s King William III and Queen Mary II.

           The Secretary-General hopes to use this speech to re-state the fundamental principles that must be borne in

     mind as the international community weighs questions of war and peace regarding Iraq.  He will also receive an

     honorary doctorate in the ceremony which is scheduled to start at 10 a.m.  William and Mary is the second oldest

     university in the United States.  He will be

     accompanied by his wife Nane, and they will be returning to New York late Saturday.

           **Security Council/Kosovo

           The Security Council held a formal meeting this morning to receive a briefing on Kosovo by the

     Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Kosovo, Michael Steiner.

           Steiner presented the Secretary-General’s latest report on Kosovo, which came out on the racks yesterday

     and says that significant achievements were made towards the end of 2002, including Kosovo’s second municipal

     elections and the extension of the UN Mission in Kosovo’s authority to northern Mitrovica.  However, the

     Secretary-General adds, Kosovo remains a considerable way from achieving the individual benchmarks and targets

     that have been set before it.

           Steiner told the Council that he will concentrate on three priorities for the year ahead:  reducing the crime rate;

     improving the economy, and particularly dealing with the unemployment problem; and finally, encouraging the

     formation of a multi-ethnic society.  He added, “I don’t believe that 2003 is the time for finally solving Kosovo’s status. 

     But, it is the time to lay the groundwork for the political process which in the end will determine status”.

           The Council is expected to adopt a Presidential Statement on Kosovo at the conclusion of today’s meeting.

           Also today, the Council will hold its monthly luncheon with the Secretary-General.

           **Côte d’Ivoire

           The UN Security Coordinator’s office has taken note of recent developments in Côte d’Ivoire, including several

     violent demonstrations and xenophobic radio broadcasts, and has recommended that all non-essential UN staff leave

     the country.  There are currently some 120 international UN staff in Côte d’Ivoire, and we expect a maximum of 80 staff

     to remain in the country.  Also, specific security clearances will be needed for any other staff to go into Côte d’Ivoire.

           You’ll recall that on Tuesday the Under-Secretary-General for Political Affairs, Kieran Prendergast, at the

     Secretary-General's request, briefed the Security Council in closed consultations on Côte d'Ivoire. In that briefing, he

     highlighted the Secretary-General's continuing and strong concern at the danger of a further deterioration of the

     situation, building on the existing ethnic, communal and religious tensions in that country.

           **Secretary-General’s remarks to the Advisory Board

           In his remarks at the meeting with the Advisory Board on Disarmament Matters this morning, the

     Secretary-General noted that this year the Board met at a time when the question of disarmament was at the very top

     of the international agenda.

           “An ominous cloud hangs over the Board’s deliberations this year”, he said.  “This cloud represents the

     concerns of all humanity about the many dangers posed by weapons of mass destruction –- especially nuclear

     weapons”, he went on to say.  He warned about the rising military expenditures and added, “the DPRK and Iraq are

     only the tip of the iceberg” among the challenges posed to international security.

           The Secretary-General underscored the critical role that civil society had played in the area of disarmament

     and expressed hope that the Board would arrive at new ways to make civil society a true partner.  The Advisory Board

     on Disarmament Matters is holding a closed meeting in New York from 5 to

      7 February.  We have the full text of the Secretary-General’s comments in my office.

           **Afghanistan

           The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) has started to deliver new school materials in Afghanistan, as

     part of the Back to School campaign it’s waging there.

           The first of a total of 315 tones of “Schools in a Box” began arriving in Kabul this week, as part of seven

     planned airlifts, with each containing enough classroom stationery and basic materials for 80 children.  This delivery

     will contribute to a total of 3,200 tones of school supplies due to start pouring into Afghanistan in the next few weeks.

           UNICEF is working with the Afghan Ministry of Education to ensure supplies are available in 2003 for a total of

     4.5 million girls and boys in Afghanistan schools, with a specific focus on increasing the enrolment of girls at the

     primary level. 

           Also in Afghanistan today, the Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO) has signed two agreements with the

     Afghan Ministry of Agriculture and Animal Husbandry.  The first project, which is worth about $400,000, will benefit

     5,000 Kuchi families. The project aims at ensuring the survival of their livestock during the critical period of winter and

     early spring.  Another agreement signed was on the emergency monitoring and control of locusts in northern

     Afghanistan.  The direct beneficiaries of this $391,000 project are the farmers and livestock owners of the infested

     areas who stand to lose their crops.  You can find more details in the briefing note from Kabul.

           **DRC

           From the Democratic Republic of the Congo, the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs reports

     it has sent a mission to Bandudu province in the western part of the country.  The team will follow up on reports of loss

     of life and heavy damage caused by a tornado there.  Government sources say the tornado killed more that 160 people

     and left close to 2,000 families homeless.

           Together with officials from the DRC Ministry of health, UN officials are now traveling by boat to the hardest hit

     areas.  The team will report back tomorrow, at which time a more detailed assessment of damage and casualties will

     be provided.

           **Monitoring group –- Al Qaeda

           The Secretary-General, in a letter to the Security Council which is on the racks today, says he has

     reappointed the five-member Monitoring Group established under resolution 1363, which concerns the sanctions

     placed against Al Qaeda and associated entities.  The Secretary-General says the composition of the Group, which is

     chaired by Michael Chandler of the United Kingdom, will be unchanged.

           **Protection of Children

           The 26th Summit of the Economic Community of West African States, ECOWAS, has called on its members

     to adopt a plan of action on war-affected children proposed by Olara Otunnu, the Secretary-General’s Special

     Representative for Children and Armed Conflict.

           The proposal calls for the inclusion of child protection measures in ECOWAS peacekeeping and peacemaking

     activities and the development and strengthening of a network of child protection and advocacy agencies in the region. 

     The plan of action also calls for the establishment of ECOWAS as a child-soldier-free zone with initiatives aimed at

     reducing the recruitment of children as soldiers and the strengthening of traditional African values for the protection of

     children.  We have a press release on that.

           **Press Releases

           A few other press releases:  The first, the United Nations Children's Fund calls for governments to honour their

     promises to take action to end female genital mutilation.  Executive Director Carol Bellamy said an estimated

     2 million girls are at risk from the practice, which not only violates the rights of children, but also has serious health

     consequences.  She added, “There is no better time to start taking action than today, the very first International Day of

     Zero Tolerance of Female Genital Mutilation”.  The Day was launched today at the Inter-African Committee for

     Traditional Practices, meeting in Addis Ababa.

           The next press release is from the World Health Organization.  In Yangon, Myanmar, today, the annual

     meeting of countries where leprosy is endemic was told that, although there has been great progress in eliminating the

     disease, there were still serious concerns in several countries.  In 1985, there were

     122 countries where the disease was endemic and today 108 of those countries have already reached their goal of

     eliminating the disease.  Ninety per cent of the cases of leprosy today are found in India, Brazil, Nepal, Madagascar,

     Mozambique and Myanmar.

           Finally, WHO, in partnership with the drug company GlaxoSmithKline and the Bill and Melinda Gates

     Foundation, is making a new meningitis vaccine available to several African countries.  The effort comes just months

     after a new strain of the disease killed more than 1,700 people in Burkina Faso.  The first shipment of 100,000 doses

     of the new vaccine is being sent to Burkina Faso.  In all, 3 million doses will be sent to 21 countries in the meningitis

     belt, which stretches from Ethiopia to Senegal.

           **Budget

           In budget news today, we would like to acknowledge the payment of their 2003 regular budget contributions in

     full by Sweden.  The payment of more than $13 million was made before the end of the due period, which was Friday

     31 January.  Sweden has, therefore been included in our Honour Roll list of those countries who have paid in full and

     on time.  And yesterday, France made a payment of more than $87 million to become the 39th Member State to pay

     its contribution in full.

           **Press Conferences

           Two press conferences tomorrow:  At 11:15 a.m., on the occasion of the presentation of the report entitled

     “The Full Costs of Ballistic Missile Defense”, the Permanent Mission of Sweden to the UN is sponsoring a press

     conference by Economists Allied for Arms Reduction (ECAAR) and the Center for Arms Control and Non-Proliferation. 

           And then at 12:30 p.m., Ambassador Zeid Ra’ad ZeEid Al-Hussein, the Permanent Representative of Jordan to

     the UN, in his capacity as President of the Assembly of States Parties to the Rome Statute of the International

     Criminal Court and Bill Pace, convener of the Coalition of the International Criminal Court, will update correspondents

     on developments regarding the ICC.

           That’s all I have for you.  Yes?

           Questions and Answers

           Question:  Nelson Mandela said yesterday that he was willing to go to Iraq and that Baghdad had contacted

     him to ask him to visit Iraq, if this Secretary-General gave his approval to such a mission.  And I’m wondering if he had

     contacted the Secretary-General or the Secretary-General had seen this?

           Spokesman:  I am not aware that they’ve spoken recently.  So, I don’t know that this matter has even been

     called to the Secretary-General’s attention.  So, I’d have to check for you.

           Question:  Did the Secretary-General ever have any reaction to Mandela’s statement a few days ago that the

     United States was pushing around the United Nations, perhaps because the Secretary-General was black, and that it

     hadn’t done so during times when there was a white Secretary-General?

           Spokesman:  I don’t think the Secretary-General thinks that this is a racial matter.  Akran?

           Question:  The Kosovans are debating among themselves concerning self-governance.  Can you update us on

     that situation?

           Spokesman:  I will not do that, Akran.  That would be an encyclopedic presentation I would have to make. 

     The issue of the status of Kosovo remains to be addressed.  Michael Steiner made comments on that subject and I

     have nothing to add to what he said.  Yes, Patricia?

           Question:  Is the Otunnu plan of action available in anything beyond the press release.  You said there’s a

     press release about it.  Is there an actual plan?  Is there a booklet or anything?

           Spokesman:  I’ll have to see if we have that documentation.  I’m not sure we do.

           Question:  But it would be, it does exist as far as you know?

           Spokesman:  I don’t know whether it’s in our hands or not.  Michael?

           Question:  Why is Mr. de Soto coming to New York next week?

           Spokesman:  Consultations during a very intense period of negotiations between the Greek Cypriots and the

     Turkish Cypriots.  To brief the Secretary-General and then to quickly go back and continue his good offices function in

     those negotiations.

           Question:  Can you confirm that the Secretary-General sent a letter to the prime ministers of Greece and

     Turkey asking them to come to New York?

           Spokesman:  He did send letters to those two leaders, not to invite them to New York, but merely to

     emphasize the urgency of their pressing ahead without delay to finalize security aspects of his revised plans for

     Cyprus by the end of this month.  Yes, Lee?

           Question:  Can we know what new item is on your table there?

           Spokesman:  I thought you’d never ask!  The Secretary-General wanted me to show this to you.  It was given

     to him yesterday at lunch by Foreign Minister Ivanov of Russia.  And if you look closely at the ears of this bear it says

     “Sec-Gen” and the trees on either side say “war and peace”, and the circle in the bear’s arms says “Security Council”. 

     And the five balls are each marked by names of the permanent members of the Council.  In Latin, along the base it

     says:  “Blessed are the Peacemakers.  For they shall be called the children of God”.  And the bear is delicately

     balanced between this wire between war and peace.  And if you remove any of the balls… (Demonstrates by tipping

     one of the balls, which causes the whole object to fall).

           Question:  Can we get the UN official photographer to take a picture of that please?

           Spokesman:  Sure.

           Question:  Thanks.

           Question:  Ivanov gave that to the Secretary-General at lunch?

           Spokesman:  Yes.  Thank you very much.

           Correspondent:  How symbolic!

__________________________________________________________________________________________
______________________
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Blix, UK’s Blair hold talks on Iraq; UN inspections continue

*
Civil society key to advancing disarmament issues, Annan tells advisory panel

*
Security Council says reaching UN targets essential for determining Kosovo’s future

*
Crime, economy and multi-ethnic society priorities for Kosovo in 2003 – UN envoy

*
$15 million grant to help UN habitat agency monitor urban growth

*
Citing security concerns, UN pulls non-essential staff out of Côte d’Ivoire

*
UNICEF delivers new school materials to Afghanistan

*
Afghanistan: UN signs two agreements to assist agricultural activities

*
UN relief team to assess damage left by deadly tornado in western DR of Congo

*
Three more judges elected to International Criminal Court

*
New UN report recommends strategies for Arab countries to gain from globalization

*
UN conference adopts texts promoting information society for Western Asia

*
Secretary-General reappoints expert group monitoring Al-Qaida sanctions

*
UN agencies team up to fight AIDS, chronic hunger

*
West African leaders back UN envoy’s calls for protecting war-affected children

*
UNICEF calls on governments to fulfil pledge to end female genital mutilation

*
Ending stigma and isolation key to leprosy elimination, UN health agency says

*
UN-led partnership moves quickly to head off new meningitis outbreak in Africa

* * * * 

Iraq: inspections

6 February – The chief United Nations weapons inspector, Hans Blix, met today in London with British Prime Minister Tony Blair and other senior government officials as he prepared to travel to Iraq this weekend for further talks with authorities in Baghdad.

Mr. Blix, Executive Chairman of the UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC), held separate discussions with Mr. Blair, Foreign Secretary Jack Straw and officials from the United Kingdom’s Foreign and Commonwealth Office on the state of the inspections and his upcoming trip to Baghdad.

Mr. Blix is making his way to Baghdad, where he and Director-General Mohamed ElBaradei of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) are expected to arrive Saturday morning for two days of talks with Iraqi officials. They are scheduled to give a press conference after the talks end on Sunday.

Meanwhile in Iraq, UN officials conducted a private interview with an Iraqi biological scientist that lasted more than three-and-a half hours. “During the interview, a number of issues were addressed,” said Hiro Ueki, spokesman for UNMOVIC and IAEA in Baghdad.
As for inspection activities, an UNMOVIC biological group inspected two separate sites: the Directorate of Teaching Laboratories, located in Saddam Medical City, which provides diagnostic services to the hospital and does post-graduate teaching for medical students; and the Abraj Alcohol Production Facility in Baghdad that produces ethanol through fermentation.

A missile team inspected the Al Kadhimiya site, which is involved in technical and administrative aspects of ballistic missile programme, and the Military College of Engineering, which is involved in the design and development of supersonic wind tunnels and machines for fibre-reinforced composite materials. “These inspections were conducted to verify Iraq’s declarations and to establish a comprehensive monitoring mechanism,” Mr. Ueki said.

Multidisciplinary teams, meanwhile, inspected 23 large ammunition storage bunkers and 81 outdoor storage areas at the Fallujah Ammunition Depot west of Baghdad, and the Arab Company for Detergent Chemicals in Baiji.

One IAEA team continued inspection at the Ashakyli Stores, while a second held meetings at the Iraqi Nuclear Monitoring Directorate (NMD). A third IAEA team monitored the transfer of several radioactive isotope sources from the former site of the Al Salam Company to a secure storage facility at Tuwaitha, and a fourth worked at the UN’s Canal Hotel base preparing mobile air sampling equipment for deployment in the field.

* * * 

Disarmament

6 February – Against a backdrop of rising military spending and a gradual erosion of established global norms on weapons of mass destruction, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today urged an advisory panel to focus on ways to involve civil society in advancing disarmament issues.

“Non-governmental organizations have long played a vital galvanizing role in this area, mobilizing public opinion and motivating political leaders to act with determination to promote disarmament,” the Secretary-General said in remarks to his Advisory Board on Disarmament Matters, which is meeting at UN Headquarters in New York. “An alert and knowledgeable public can contribute greatly to convincing world leaders that a much better and safer world can be achieved by doing away with all weapons of mass destruction.”

Mr. Annan noted that the Board is meeting at a time when the question of disarmament is at the very top of the international agenda, and the current dangers to the world posed by the spread of weapons of all kinds have made its work more central and more urgent.

“An ominous cloud hangs over the Board’s deliberations this year,” he said. “This cloud represents the concerns of all humanity about the many dangers posed by weapons of mass destruction – especially nuclear weapons. Similar concerns inspired the leaders of the world, who gathered here for the Millennium Summit, to designate the elimination of such weapons as a key goal of the Millennium Declaration.”

The Secretary-General also stressed the importance of working to preserve and consolidate existing multilateral norms through adherence to treaties and fulfilment of legal obligations. “As this board knows well – and the wider public is beginning to learn – there are serious challenges posed to international security and non-proliferation regimes,” he said. “The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) and Iraq are only the tip of the iceberg.”

* * *
Kosovo

6 February – Backing the individual benchmarks and targets set by the United Nations, the Security Council today welcomed the progress made in the province in 2002 and voiced its support for the UN’s continued efforts in improving the economy and reducing the level of crime.

In a wide-ranging statement read out by its President at a formal meeting, the Council reiterated its full support for the “Standards before Status” policy, which sets targets in eight key areas: the functioning of the democratic institutions, the rule of law, freedom of movement, the return of refugees and internally displaced persons, the economy, property rights, dialogue with Belgrade, and the Kosovo Protection Corps.

“The fulfilment of these targets is essential to commencing a political process designed to determine Kosovo’s future, in accordance with resolution 1244,” said Ambassador Gunter Pleuger of Germany, which holds the rotating Presidency of the 15-nation body. “The Council strongly rejects unilateral initiatives which may jeopardize stability and the normalization process not only in Kosovo but also in the entire region.”

The Council also reaffirmed its commitment to “the objective of a multiethnic and democratic Kosovo and calls upon all communities to work towards this goal and actively participate in the public institutions as well as the decision-making process, and integrate into society.”

The statement condemned the violence within the Kosovo Albanian community, as well as the violence against the Kosovo Serb community, urging local institutions and leaders to exert influence on the climate for the rule of law by condemning all violence and actively supporting the efforts of the police and the judiciary. “The Council stresses that all communities must make renewed efforts to inject momentum into improving inter-ethnic dialogue and promoting the reconciliation process, not least through full cooperation with the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia,” Ambassador Pleuger said.

The statement also called for the authority of the UN Interim Administration Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK) to be respected throughout the province, and welcomed the establishment of its authority in the northern part of Mitrovica.

* * *

Kosovo

6 February – The top United Nations envoy in Kosovo today told the Security Council that the priorities for the UN’s mission this year will focus on the standards that are required for a decent life, such as reducing the crime rate, improving the economy and encouraging the formation of a multi-ethnic society.
Speaking at an open briefing of the Council, Michael Steiner, head of the UN Interim Administration Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK), said that while many politicians in the province were working hard to address the needs of the people, he was concerned that others in Pristina were becoming more assertive about status and status-related competencies, and not concentrating enough on the real bread and butter issues.
Mr. Steiner also noted that Prime Minister Zoran Djindjic had now changed course in Belgrade by also calling for an early resolution of Kosovo’s status and requested the return of the Serbian State to Kosovo. “I don’t believe that 2003 is the time for finally solving Kosovo’s status,” he told the Council. “But it is the time to lay the groundwork for the political process which in the end will determine status.”

While there was general agreement on the goals, Mr. Steiner noted, Kosovo’s institutions had not yet engaged with the benchmarks of accomplishment with sufficient vigour; some Albanian politicians even claimed that Kosovo had already achieved the standards. However, as the Security Council mission had stressed in December, Kosovo was still a long way from having truly functioning democratic institutions and a society where minorities could fully participate.

“We obviously do not expect the institutions to deliver in areas where they do not have instruments,” the UNMIK chief said. “But public figures can and must be held accountable for a sustained effort to promote the values of the rule of law, for example. We expect them to take a stand against crime, to refrain from extremist statements, and to call on the public to cooperate with the police and courts. Tacit tolerance for crime and corruption must stop.”

Mr. Steiner stressed that it was crucially important the Council remain in charge of Kosovo until the main objective set out in its resolution had been fulfilled, and noted that the European Union was expected to outline a more energetic strategy towards the Balkans at its Summit on 21 June. “Any engagement by the international community must be matched by equal engagement of our local partners in fulfilling the standards – the standards of a functioning democratic society,” he said.

* * *

UN-HABITAT

6 February – The United Nations programme dealing with human settlements and the problems of rapid urbanization has received a $15 million grant that will equip 1,000 cities in developing countries with computerized systems to help gather, synthesise and analyse geographic information.

An ambitious grants initiative has earmarked the money for the UN Human Settlements Programme (UN-HABITAT) to provide local authorities in developing countries with Geographical Information Systems (GIS) – sophisticated technology and training which will enable them to better manage urban areas and target their development policies.

“Most local authorities in the developing world have outdated information about the state of their cities,” UN-HABITAT Executive Director Anna Tibaijuka said. “If we are going to improve the living conditions of the urban poor, city authorities must be provided with the necessary tools, software and training.”

The grant, from the Environmental Systems Research Institute (ESRI) – a leading developer of GIS technology – will support UN-HABITAT’s Global Urban Observatory, an international capacity-building network created to monitor efforts underway to improve the lives of 100 million slum dwellers by 2020.

To achieve that goal, which was highlighted in the 2000 Millennium Declaration, the programme will be implemented in phases, and this year will award grants to 350 cities that currently do not have access to geographical information technology. The cities will then be able to monitor and analyse urban indicators, such as poverty rates, signs of environmental degradation, failing infrastructures or lack of access to adequate land.

Virtually any information that can be assigned location coordinates can be fed into a GIS. So the desktop geographical technology and Internet mapping technology provided by ESRI will allow the Observatory’s partners create, maintain and disseminate data documenting the condition of the world’s cities.

* * *

Côte d’Ivoire 

6 February – With Côte d’Ivoire reeling from the aftershocks of a five-month civil war, the United Nations has decided to pull its non-essential staff out of the country.

Concerned by recent developments in Côte d’Ivoire, the UN Security Coordinator’s Office (UNSECOORD) made the call to pull out UN staff today, noting the sporadic violent demonstrations, and xenophobic radio broadcasts, as well as ethnic clashes, which have rocked the country for weeks now. 
There are currently some 120 international UN staff in Côte d’Ivoire, “and we expect a maximum of 80 staff to remain in the country,” UN spokesman Fred Eckhard told the press, adding that specific security clearances will be needed for any other staff to go into the country.

Mr. Eckhard recalled that earlier in the week, a senior UN official, at the request of Secretary-General Kofi Annan, briefed the Security Council privately on Côte d’Ivoire. “In that briefing, he highlighted the Secretary-General’s continuing and strong concern of the danger of a further deterioration of the situation, building on the existing ethnic, communal and religious tensions in that country,” the spokesman said.

Immediately following that briefing, the Security Council unanimously adopted a resolution calling on all Ivoirian political forces to fully implement, without delay, the Linas-Morcoussis Peace Agreement, signed and adopted last month in France. 

The French-brokered accord, which calls upon the government, rebels and political opposition to share power in a transitional government until elections in 2005, has sparked a series of violent protests and demonstrations that have shaken Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire’s main city.  Those protests and the general climate of insecurity subsequently forced the UN’s refugee agency (UNHCR) to suspend all its operations in the country for three days in late January.

* * *

Afghanistan

6 February – A renewed drive for girls education in Afghanistan took off today with the first airlifts of school materials supplied by the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) as part of its Back to School campaign.

Six weeks before Afghanistan’s children return to the classroom for the start of their second full year of learning, the Afghan Ministry of Education is taking delivery of new school materials supplied by UNICEF, with a specific focus on increasing the enrolment of girls at the primary level, according to Edward Carwadine, UNICEF Communication Officer.
The first of a total of 315 tons of “Schools in a Box” began arriving in Kabul this week as part of seven planned airlifts. Over the coming days, 782 kits, each containing enough classroom stationery and basic materials for 80 children, will arrive from UNICEF’s Supply Division in Copenhagen. This delivery will contribute to a total of 3,200 tons of school supplies due to start pouring into Afghanistan for delivery to schools nationwide in time for the start of term.

“One of the problems we had last year was that the back-to-school campaign was more successful than we anticipated and more children went back to school than we planned for so there were shortages of supplies,” Mr. Carwadine said in Kabul.

UNICEF is working with the Ministry of Education to ensure supplies are available in 2003 for a total of 4.5 million girls and boys in Afghanistan’s schools. The total cost of the supply operation is estimated at $15 million and the next scheduled airlift supplies is due to arrive in Kabul on Saturday.

Meanwhile, a similar Back to School partnership between UNICEF and the ministry of Education and Culture in Angola is set to be the biggest-ever education initiative in that country, with an anticipated 250,000 children returning to school on Monday. The 27-year civil war that battered the country until March 2002 left the educational sector in tatters, with 44 per cent of Angola’s children out of school.

* * *

Afghanistan

6 February – Two agreements signed today between the United Nations and Afghan Government aim to support animal husbandry activities and control locust infestations in the country.

The first of the two agreements between the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) and the Ministry of Agriculture and Animal Husbandry will support 5,000 Kuchi families, according to Manoel de Almeida e Silva, spokesman for the UN mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA).

The $398,000 project will deliver an emergency 250 kilograms of concentrated animal feed to each family to ensure the survival of their livestock during winter and early spring. In addition, veterinary prophylactics against endemic diseases and parasites will be provided. Important concentrations of Kuchi winter camps in southwest Afghanistan will be targeted during this critical period when a scarcity of feed is compounded by the heavy pregnancy in many animals.

The second agreement supports a $391,000 project that will mitigate locust damage to food crops and pastures during the forthcoming locust campaign in northern Afghanistan, Mr. de Almeida e Silva said in Kabul. The semi-arid areas in that part of the country are the traditional habitat for locusts, which often cause significant damage. The direct beneficiaries are the farmers and livestock owners of the infested areas who stand to lose their crops.

A survey and monitoring of the locust-infested areas will be carried out throughout the March to June campaign, which is expected to benefit farmers and livestock owners. The project will also re-establish the FAO system of survey and reporting, using standardized forms and building a computerized database. A medium-term plan for a sustainable locust management strategy will also be drawn up for consideration by stakeholders and training will be given to staff and farmers.

Last year FAO launched an $850,000 campaign to combat the worst locust plague to hit Afghanistan for the last 30 years, which threatened over 200,000 hectares of agricultural land and over 70 per cent of crop production in the north.

* * *

DR of Congo


6 February – In the wake of a devastating tornado in the western part of the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), the United Nations today dispatched an assessment mission to the region to follow-up on reports of serious damage and loss of life.

According to the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), the team is on its way to Bandudu province following Government reports that Sunday’s deadly tornado killed more than 160 people and left close to 2,000 families homeless.

Together with officials and doctors from the DRC Ministry of Health, OCHA staff are now travelling by boat to the hardest hit areas and will report back tomorrow, when a more detailed assessment of damage and casualties will be provided.

* * *

ICC

6 February – The countries taking part in the organizing assembly for the world's first permanent war crimes court, being held at United Nations Headquarters in New York this week, today elected three more of the required 18 judges who will be the first to serve on the new tribunal.

The first resumed session of the Assembly of States Parties to the International Criminal Court (ICC), which began Monday, has so far elected 11 judges out of a pool of 43 candidates to the tribunal, six of them women.

The three judges elected in a fourth and fifth round of secret balloting this morning were Georghios M. Pikis of Cyprus, Philippe Kirsch of Canada and Erkki Kourula of Finland.

They join Karl Hudson-Phillips of Trinidad and Tobago, who was elected in the third round of voting late yesterday afternoon. Elected earlier in the week were Maureen Harding Clark of Ireland, Fatoumata Dembele Diarra of Mali, Sang-hyun Song of the Republic of Korea, Sylvia Helena de Figueiredo Steiner of Brazil, Akua Kuenyehia of Ghana, Elizabeth Odio Benito of Costa Rica, and Navanethem Pillay of South Africa.

All the judges elected this week will be sworn in when the Court is inaugurated in The Hague on 11 March. The jurists and the Prosecutor, who will be elected by consensus later, will be key to shaping the Court and making it an independent, fair and effective institution. The treaty establishing the Court entered into force in July 2002.

The States Parties will reconvene tomorrow morning to conclude their voting.

The Court is expected to be operational by the end of 2003 and will be the world's only permanent tribunal for prosecuting individuals responsible for war crimes, including genocide, and crimes against humanity, and, eventually, the crime of aggression. The Court will have jurisdiction only over crimes committed after 1 July 2002, when the Statute entered into force.

* * *

Western Asia

6 February – Arab countries should remove tariffs and other barriers among themselves, liberalize trade in services and encourage the establishment of large Arab transnational corporations in the region if they hope to maximize the benefits of globalization and reduce its adverse affects, according to a new United Nations report released today.

Those recommendations and others are contained in the “Annual Review of Developments in Globalization and Regional Integration in the Countries of the ESCWA Region, 2002 “– the flagship publication of the Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia (ESCWA) – launched today at UN Headquarters in New York and in Beirut.

The report, which assesses the extent to which the Arab world has become part of the world economy and follows up on progress made towards Arab regional economic integration, also recommends establishing links between stock markets in Arab countries as well as a regional bank aimed at financing development in the region, and improve the area’s infrastructure in accordance with a common strategy.

The report reviews the extent of progress in making use of the opportunities provided by globalization by focusing on four main indicators: trade, foreign direct investment, communications and tourism.

Speaking at a press briefing in New York on the launch of the report, Houssam Asaad Diab, Charge d’Affaires of the Permanent Mission of Lebanon to the United Nations, whose country currently chairs the Commission, said there was no doubt that the publication would assist member countries to use opportunities provided by globalization.

* * *

Western Asia

6 February – Delegates from Arab countries meeting on the final day of a United Nations conference in Beirut adopted a declaration today making recommendations on policies and initiatives that would spur the growth of information technologies in Western Asia.

The Declaration of Principles and the “Beirut Initiative,” adopted at today’s conclusion of the Western Asia Preparatory Conference for the World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS), will be submitted to an Arab team that is due to meet at the UN Economic and Social Commission for the region (ESCWA) on 7 and 8 February in order to prepare for a meeting of telecommunications ministers in Cairo.

Among their highlights, the texts call for the formulation of a practical Information and Communication Technology (ICT) policy through the removal of socio-economic barriers between privileged and unprivileged segments of society; through narrowing the ICT divide; and ensuring homogeneous availability of ICT for all.

Other priorities included the pursuit of “e-government,” “e-business” and intra-regional trade through electronic networks, “e-learning,” “e-education” and improving electronic content in the Arabic language.

* * *

Al-Qaida


6 February – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today reappointed for another year, the five experts monitoring implementation of UN sanctions imposed on Al-Qaida, and their associates. 

In a letter, Mr. Annan informs the Security Council that he has reappointed the five-member Monitoring Group through 17 January 2004. The expert body was established by Council resolution 1363 (2001), which concerns the sanctions placed against Usama bin Laden, Al-Qaida, the Taliban and their associates. 

The experts will monitor the implementation of the UN sanctions regime, including in the fields of arms embargoes and counter-terrorism, and follow up on relevant leads relating to any incomplete implementation of the measures.

The Secretary-General says the composition of the Group, which is chaired by Michael Chandler of the United Kingdom, will be unchanged. The other experts are Hassan H. Ali Abaza of Jordan, Victor Comras of the United States, Philippe Graver of France and Surendra Bahadur Shah of Nepal.

The Secretary-General’s decision follows the Council’s recent decision to improve the implementation of specific measures which date back to 1999. They include the freezing of funds and other financial resources of the Taliban as well as funds and other assets of Usama bin Laden and individuals and entities associated with him as designated by the sanctions committee established by resolution 1267 (1999), an arms embargo, and travel prohibitions. 


By unanimously adopting resolution 1455 last month, the Council stressed the need for improved coordination and increased exchange of information between the relevant sanctions Committee and the Counter-terrorism Committee (CTC) established in 2001 in the wake of the 11 September terror attacks against the United States, and called on the Secretary-General to reappoint the Monitoring Group.

* * *

HIV/AIDS

6 February – Two United Nations agencies today formally joined forces to cope with the growing links between HIV/AIDS, regional food shortages and chronic hunger in a bid to save millions of lives – especially in Africa, Southeast Asia and the Caribbean.

“Food aid plays a pivotal role in responding to HIV/AIDS. The first thing poor families affected by AIDS ask for is not cash or drugs, it is food. And food has to be one of the weapons in the arsenal against this disease,” said James T. Morris, Executive Director of the World Food Programme (WFP), which signed the cooperative agreement at its Executive Board meeting in Rome with the Joint UN Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS).

Under the agreement, WFP and UNAIDS will direct their joint efforts to emergency situations with a special focus on pregnant women and orphans, among the most vulnerable to the impact of HIV/AIDS. At the same time, they will strive to make food security an integral part of the battle waged by governments and partners against HIV/AIDS.

WFP will manage the HIV/AIDS-related food programmes, while UNAIDS will offer technical assistance, promoting access to care, including home-based care, impact evaluation, the reduction of vulnerability to HIV/AIDS, and the identification of appropriate local partners.

“The HIV/AIDS epidemic and the hunger it brings with it, are triggering the premature death of thousands of productive people – particularly women – across southern Africa, as well as wrecking the livelihoods of millions more, which will undoubtedly provoke future famines,” Mr. Morris said, having recently been in Africa, home to around three quarters of the 42 million people around the globe currently living with HIV/AIDS.

“People living with HIV/AIDS as well as those who are malnourished are caught in a vicious cycle,” UNAIDS Executive Director Dr. Peter Piot said. “Those who are infected are often unable to feed themselves. Without good nutrition, they are robbed of one of the defences against AIDS-related illnesses and early death.

“At the same time, hunger often forces people to engage in high-risk survival strategies, such as sex work, which in turn exposes them to HIV,” Dr. Piot added. “It is vital that food security be integrated in the response to prevent the further spread of HIV/AIDS.”

* * *

Children and armed conflict

6 February – Expressing “particular concern” over the violence perpetrated against children in West Africa, regional leaders have called for countries to act on a call by a United Nations envoy to protect youngsters from the deadly impact of war.

In the final communiqué adopted and issued last week in Senegal at the end of the Summit of Heads of State and Government of the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS), leaders from that region declared their commitment to respect the “inalienable principles” contained in the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child and the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child.

They also called on Member States to implement the agenda for action proposed by the Special Representative for Children and Armed Conflict, Olara Otunnu, which calls for the inclusion of child protection measures in ECOWAS peacekeeping activities, and the development and strengthening of a civil society network for protection and advocacy in the region.

The leaders’ text also proposes to make ECOWAS a child solder-free zone with initiatives aimed at reducing the recruitment of youngsters as fighters and the strengthening of traditional African values for the protection of children.

“The most important asset for Africa is its enormous human resource and intellectual capital, especially that of its youth,” Mr. Otunnu said as he pledged a partnership between the UN and ECOWAS “to ensure the protection, rights and well-being of all the children of this sub-region.”

On the recommendation of Mr. Otunnu, ECOWAS established a child protection unit within its Secretariat last year.

* * *

UNICEF

6 February – Troubled by figures indicating that between 100 million and 130 million women suffered female genital mutilation or cutting as girls, the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) said today governments must abide by commitments they made to end the disturbing phenomenon.

“The 100 million women who endured female genital mutilation (FGM) as young girls are living proof that the world has failed to protect them,” said Carol Bellamy, Executive Director of UNICEF. “This is why governments and communities alike must take immediate action to put an end to this practice.”

Ms. Bellamy’s call for action came on the International Day Against FGM, launched by the Inter-African Committee for traditional practices in Addis Ababa today. She stated that genital mutilation and other forms of violence against girls occur on a daily basis across the globe – in Africa, South and East Asia and in parts of Europe, North America and Australia. “This is why we call on world leaders to stand by their commitment and end the practice by 2010,” she said.” These girls deserve nothing less.”

While political leadership is critical for ending the practice, the work of civil society is equally significant. UNICEF welcomed an initiative of the international non-governmental organization called “Stop FGM,” which was launched at the European Parliament in December. The organization’s work focuses on building a protective environment for children that safeguards them from abuse and exploitation.

* * *

Leprosy

6 February – Despite great progress towards the goal of eliminating leprosy as a public health problem, serious concerns remain in several countries, the United Nations lead health agency said today at a gathering of leprosy endemic countries and partners in Myanmar. 

The annual gathering sponsored by the World Health Organization (WHO), brought together the global health community that agreed in 1999 to create the Global Alliance to Eliminate Leprosy (GAEL) with a target of eliminating leprosy as a public health problem by the year 2005. Among the 122 countries where the disease was considered endemic in 1985, 108 have now reached the goal of elimination at the country level. Today, however, 90 per cent of cases are found in India, Brazil, Nepal, Madagascar, Mozambique and Myanmar.

The reasons why some countries may miss the 2005 deadline are complex and include the delay in improving access to leprosy treatment, particularly in highly endemic areas, WHO said. The continued existence of specialized leprosy services also tends to hinder the full integration of leprosy services into the primary health care system.

“Diagnosing and treating leprosy through the public health system is vital if we are to avoid continuing stigma and prejudice against leprosy patients,” said Dr. David Heymann, Executive Director in charge of Communicable Disease Programmes at WHO.

In recent years, however, access to leprosy diagnosis and treatment within general health services has been greatly improved, WHO said. Mass media campaigns have also helped create awareness of the availability of free and effective treatment as well as to dispel fear about the disease. 

* * *

Meningitis 


6 February – Just months after a new epidemic strain of meningitis emerged in Burkina Faso, a United Nations-led partnership has moved quickly to make available three million doses of a new, low-cost vaccine to countries throughout Africa’s “meningitis belt.”

Speeding up what is usually a years-long process, the World Health Organization (WHO), GlaxoSmithKline and the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation are making available the ACW135 vaccine – which will cover the typical meningitis strains found in Africa (A and C) – as well as a W135 vaccine, just months after an emerging epidemic of a new strain of the killer disease was discovered.  

“The record time in which we’ve come up with a vaccine and are making it available to those who need it is a testament to the fact that public-private partnerships can work for the betterment of health,” WHO Director-General Gro Harlem Brundtland said.  The initial supply of the vaccine – 3 million doses – will be made available at reduced cost for the African meningitis belt in response to need over the coming months.  

Until now, the prohibitive cost of the only vaccine available for W135 – between $5 and $50 per dose – put it out of reach of the countries where it was most needed. The new vaccine is available at $ 1.50 per dose once delivered to countries in the area, comprising 21 countries stretching from Ethiopia in the east to Senegal in the west, taking part in an impact evaluation due to begin this month. 

The W135 is a strain found only in sporadic cases on the continent until last year, when it affected 14,453 people and killed some 1,743 in Burkina Faso. The partnership is quick-shipping 100,000 doses of the new vaccine to that country, where 1,349 cases of W135 meningitis have already been confirmed, out of which 244 people have died.

* *** *
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� HYPERLINK  \l "Afghanistan" ��Agence France Presse - Afghanistan calls for global support to reconstruct ruined environment�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Crisis" ��XINHUA -  Roundup: Afghanistan facing environmental crisis� 


� HYPERLINK  \l "Mercury" ��Greenwire - Mercury: U.N. calls for drastic cuts in pollution� 


� HYPERLINK  \l "Lifestyles" ��Tomorrow Magazine - Sustainable Consumption Green Products Key to the Re-birth of 'cool' Lifestyles�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Pollution" ��UN: Report On The Environment Warns Against Increasing Mercury Pollution


By Eugen Tomiuc�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Ecosecurity" ��TASS - Russian deputy minister speaks to GEF on UNEP, eco-security�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Cities" ��BBC - Boost for poor world's cities�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Ambiental" ��AFGANISTAN-M.AMBIENTE Degradación ambiental plantea serio obstáculo para reconstrucción�
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