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The Nation (Thailand) 

September 8, 2004, Wednesday 

HEADLINE: Cites to mull 50 proposed trade rules

The 166 government members of Cites will meet in Bangkok from October 2-14 to update trade rules concerning some of the world's most exploited and economically valuable wildlife.

In a statement released yesterday, the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora said the conference would rule on some 50 proposals for improving the conservation and sustainable use of animals and plants. They range from African elephants, minke whales, great white sharks, yellow-crested cockatoos and lilac-crowned parrots to five Asian turtles, white rhinoceroses, the Nile and American crocodiles and the European date mussel.

Laws concerning endangered flora will deal with the ramin tree, Chinese yew and other medicinal plants.

'The Cites conferences are major environmental events because they produce enforceable decisions and practical actions for conserving wild nature and the Earth's biological diversity,' said Klaus Toepfer, executive director of the United Nations Environment Programme, responsible for administering the Cites secretariat.

'By promoting the science-based management of wildlife as a valuable natural resource, Cites also supports the UN's Millennium Development goals of halving the number of people living in extreme poverty and hunger by the year 2015,' he said.

Long known as a forum in which critical decisions are taken about such high-profile issues as the ivory trade and whaling, Cites is increasingly the focus of efforts to protect fish and timber species that are traded globally in profitable commodity markets.'Reversing today's massive destruction of the world's oceans and forests will require governments to use the full range of policies and tools available to them. It is increasingly recognised that the Cites system for regulating trade through a system of permits and quotas is effective and can make an important contribution,' said Willem Wijnstekers, secretary-general of Cites.
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PacNews

September 6, 2004 

FRENCH ENVIRONMENT MINISTER TO ATTEND SPREP ANNUAL SESSION

06 SPETEMBER 2004 PAPEETE (Pacnews) - France's Minister for Environment, Ecology and Sustainable Development, Serge Lepeltier, is scheduled to attend the South Pacific Regional Environment Programme (SPREP) conference next week in French Polynesia, government sources in Paris said.

The minister will be in Tahiti for a three-day visit (16-18 September), leading a delegation of French high officials from his ministry and foreign affairs' environment department. 

Mr Lepeltier is expected to make a series of announcements, including one stressing France's support to the setting up of a new United Nations agency that would be dedicated to environmental matters worldwide. The agency would be named United Nations Environment (UNE).

He is also believed to take a special interest in the Pacific region's environment, biodiversity and ecosystems preservation, as well as waste management, which is increasingly regarded as a looming problem in highly populated urban areas.

The fifteenth SPREP conference, will next week gather about a hundred representatives from some 25 Pacific member countries and territories and will enable member states to define their priorities for the years to come.

"Our organisation's aim is environmental protection, which includes the conservation of resources, biodiversity protection, pollution prevention and climatic changes that lead to rising water levels," Vitolio Lui, SPREP's assistant manager, said last week...
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World Markets Analysis

September 07, 2004

ADB Warns Indonesia That Annual Cost of Air Pollution Could Reach US$400m

BYLINE: Amit Chanda

BODY:
The Philippines-based Asian Development Bank (ADB) today warned the Indonesian government that the financial burden of unchecked air pollution is already high and slated to rise dramatically unless rapid steps are taken to improve the environment. In a statement announcing the introduction of a US$700,000 grant to help improve air quality in two major cities, ADB environmental specialist Feng Yue-lang said that air pollution cost the country up to US$400m, a figure that could increase tenfold in the next five years. The ADB warned that rapid urbanisation and poor regulation made poor air quality a significant urban health threat, especially so for poorer residents.  
Significance: According to the United Nations (UN) Environment Programme, the Indonesian capital Jakarta is one of the world's most polluted cities, with levels of airborne lead, nitrogen dioxide and particulates substantially higher than those advised under World Health Organisation (WHO) standards. In addition to pollution stemming from urban development, air quality across South-East Asia has suffered from time to time as a result of forest fires, usually in Indonesia, the smoke and haze from which spread to Malaysia and Singapore as well (see Asia Regional: 16 August 2004: Haze Returns to Malaysia and Indonesia, as Fire-Fighters Battle Forest Blazes).
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BBC
China flood deaths mount to 161

	


At least 161 people have died in China in flash floods and landslides triggered by torrential rains, the official Xinhua new agency reports. 
About 60 people are missing in south-western Sichuan province and Chongqing Municipality after days of downpours. 
The authorities have put the massive Three Gorges hydroelectric dam on alert and are reinforcing outlying bulwarks. 
Officials say that the largest flood peak on the Yangtze River for decades is expected within hours. 
The authorities made the move after torrents of water from the swollen Yangtze river poured through the dams' sluice gates. 
Emergency aid 
Navigation on the giant reservoir behind the dam has been halted for the first time since it began operations earlier this year, and the authorities are reinforcing structures to deal with the fast-rising waters. 
The army and police have been helping to distribute emergency aid to more than 3,000 people left homeless, Chinese officials say. 
China regularly suffers storms and severe flooding in its summer rainy season, and more than 800 people have died due to severe weather this year. 
	


More than 450,000 people have been evacuated and 127,000 homes destroyed or damaged, the China Daily newspaper reported. 
In Sichuan and nearby Chongqing, entire communities have been marooned. 
The worst-affected area is said to be the city of Dazhou, which has been hit with 360mm (14.4 inches) of rain, and has lost all its road links. 
"There have been a lot of heavy mudslides and landslides. It is a serious situation in some counties," an official surnamed Liu at the Sichuan disaster relief bureau told the French news agency AFP. 
"In Dazhou city there are around 3,000 people trapped by mudslides. In that city around 10,000 are trapped altogether. Local officials and troops are trying to evacuate people in dangerous places," he said. 
The Chinese authorities put an initial estimate of the cost of flood damage in the region at hundreds of millions of dollars 

_________________________________________________________________________________________The Daily Nation

Kenya's Water Getting Scarce As Forests Are Depleted

September 8, 2004 
 

Wilson Kimani
Nairobi 

Kenya's water has substantially decreased in the last 25 years, a regional workshop on water and sanitation was told yesterday.

This has been brought about by the depletion of water bases, like forests.

	


Mr Samwel Wambua, the executive director of Network for Water and Sanitation, said that since Kenya is classified as a chronically water-scarce country, measures are urgently needed to reverse the trend.

He was speaking at Mombasa's Plaza Beach Hotel, where water professionals from the Sudan, Ethiopia, Zambia, Uganda, South Africa, Kenya and Tanzania are attending the water and sanitation seminar. The Netwas boss cautioned that if remedial measures are not taken, natural endowment will fall from 647 to 245 cubic metres per capita by 2025.

Water Resources minister Martha Karua, in a speech read by assistant minister John Munyes, said the ministry had undertaken reforms in the water sector.

Ms Karua said the reforms would include basic structures for meeting short- and long-term challenges.

Ms Karua said: "As you may be aware, Kenya adopted a national policy on water resource management and development in August,1999. As a tool to implement the policy, strategies on water resources management and supply and sanitation services have been developed."

	


Kenya has also enacted the new Water Act 2002 as the legal and institutional framework for the entire water sector.

However, Ms Karua said that, for the Act to be fully effective, other laws on water will be reviewed and harmonized to reduce enforcement conflict.

_________________________________________________________________________________________
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Small Companies Far from Meeting 'Green' Standards

By Diego Cevallos*

Pressure is rising in Mexico for small industries to be incorporated into a new initiative for measuring and reducing greenhouse gas emissions.

MEXICO CITY - Slowly, the biggest companies of Latin America are adopting environmental regulations to measure and reduce emissions of what are known as greenhouse gases, which trap the Sun's heat in the Earth's atmosphere. 

But for small and medium businesses, which are the majority, the issue is barely on the horizon. 

The United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) applauded the Mexican government and business sector for adopting in August a voluntary program to measure and reduce emissions of gases like carbon dioxide that contribute to global climate change. 

Mexico, with a population of 110 million, is responsible for an estimated 1.5 percent of greenhouse gas emissions worldwide. 

The Greenhouse Gas Protocol Project already has the participation of 150 companies from around the globe. Financed by international agencies, the plan offers companies of all types -- including small and medium sized firms -- training and instruments to measures their emissions, means for identifying ways to reduce them, and advice on how to attract investment in clean technology. 

Mexico is the first developing country to join the project. This Latin American nation has some 48,000 companies, and 75 percent fail to comply with environmental regulations, admit government authorities. 

Jonathan Lash, president of the non-governmental World Resources Institute (WRI), which along with the World Business Council for Sustainable Development funds the Greenhouse Gas Protocol, said that by joining the effort Mexico has put itself in an environmental leadership position. 

Lash underscored that a developing country has now adopted clear commitments, while the United States, the world's leading greenhouse gas producer, refuses to ratify the Kyoto Protocol on Climate Change, which sets targets for reducing greenhouse gas emissions. 

The Greenhouse Gas Protocol ''is a good initiative, but it is just the beginning, and we can't rest on our laurels,'' said Diego Masera, UNEP coordinator for Industry, Technology and Trade for Latin America and the Caribbean. 

''I hope especially that all the small and medium companies take advantage of it,'' because they are the ones outside the environmental regulations, Masera told Tierramérica. He also hopes the program will be replicated in other countries of the region. 

Eighty percent of Latin American and Caribbean companies are considered small or medium sized, and their compliance with environmental protection standards is still more a dream than a reality. 

And many of these firms are barely surviving, due to the lack of credits and access to technology, so environmental matters are not a priority for them, according to Masera. 

Of the certificates presented annually by the International Organization for Standardization (ISO) that validate productive processes that are environmentally appropriate and sustainable, less then three percent go to companies in Latin America and the Caribbean, and of those few, the vast majority go to firms in Argentina and Brazil. 

Most of the companies that have taken on environmental commitments and have submitted to outside controls are the region's biggest and most powerful. 

''In the Mexican business world, as in the rest of Latin America, the application of environmental standards is not a priority,'' Eduardo Prieto, president of Mexico's Business Council for Sustainable Development, told Tierramérica. 

In his opinion, most executives continue to believe that environmental regulations represent excessive expenses for their businesses, ''even though it has been proven that eco-efficiency leads to a reduction of costs,'' a notion that has begun to take root in some of the bigger corporations. 

The expert commented that small and medium companies are ''small predators of the environment'' and that if taken as a group the damage they cause is greater than that of the bigger corporations. 

As for the Greenhouse Gas Protocol, Prieto maintains that it is an effort to ''reverse the trends we are seeing in emissions'' worldwide, but recognizes that its impact would be relatively small, since Mexico and the rest of Latin America contribute little to the greenhouse gas problem. 

The Inter-Governmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) identifies carbon dioxide, methane and nitrous oxide as the main gases contributing to the greenhouse effect, at levels of 60, 20 and six percent, respectively. 

To confront this problem, the international community drew up the Kyoto Protocol in 1997, which would enter into force if the United States would ratify it. 

The Latin American and Caribbean region, where 24 countries have ratified the Protocol, is responsible for 11 percent of global carbon dioxide emissions. Brazil and Mexico are among the 20 highest producers of this pollutant. 

These gases do exist naturally in the Earth's atmosphere, and the retention of the Sun's heat is beneficial to a certain degree, but human activities, particularly the combustion of fossil fuels, has released such great quantities of the gases that they are altering the global climate. 

In Masera's opinion, it is important that Mexican business executives, with the support of the government, set their sights on reducing emissions, as the country is the regional leader in releasing carbon dioxide into the atmosphere. 

Mexico's net emissions of this gas are estimated to be 444.5 million metric tons, 67 percent produced by combustion of fossil fuels, making the country a leading polluter, said UNEP in its study Geo Latin America and the Caribbean 2003. 
_________________________________________________________________________________________
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UN or UNEP in the news

Cites to mull 50 proposed trade rules 

The Nation (Thailand), Sep 8, 2004 - The 166 government members of Cites will meet in Bangkok from October 2-14 to update trade rules concerning some of the world’s most exploited and economically valuable wildlife. 

In a statement released yesterday, the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora said the conference would rule on some 50 proposals for improving the conservation and sustainable use of animals and plants. They range from African elephants, minke whales, great white sharks, yellow-crested cockatoos and lilac-crowned parrots to five Asian turtles, white rhinoceroses, the Nile and American crocodiles and the European date mussel.

Laws concerning endangered flora will deal with the ramin tree, Chinese yew and other medicinal plants. 

“The Cites conferences are major environmental events because they produce enforceable decisions and practical actions for conserving wild nature and the Earth’s biological diversity,” said Klaus Toepfer, executive director of the United Nations Environment Programme, responsible for administering the Cites secretariat.

http://nationmultimedia.com/page.news.php3?clid=3&id=120470&usrsess=1 

Air pollution costing Indonesia US$400 million a year: ADB 

Channel News Asia, Singapore, September 7, 2004 - JAKARTA : Air pollution is costing Indonesia US$400 million a year -- a figure which could increase tenfold by 2010 unless steps are taken to improve the environment, the Asian Development Bank said.

In a statement on Tuesday announcing a US$700,000 grant to help improve air quality in two Indonesian cities, the ADB said urgent measures were needed to cut hazardous urban pollution levels which are among the world's worst.

…The UN's Environment Programme ranks Jakarta as one of the world's most polluted cities with airborne levels of lead, nitrogen dioxide, and particulates significantly higher than World Health Organization standards.

The ADB has already provided technical assistance to the Indonesian government for reducing vehicle emissions.

http://www.channelnewsasia.com/stories/afp_asiapacific_business/view/105354/1/.html 

Global meeting to consider new rules to save great white shark, timber

AP via Yahoo! Asia News - Sep 07 - The great white shark and the diminutive humphead wrasse are to be added to a list of species requiring trade permits during a global conference next month in the Thai capital, organizers said Tuesday. 

The Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora, or CITES, will meet Oct. 2-14 in Bangkok, hosting representatives of 166 member governments, the U.N. Environment Program said. 

http://asia.news.yahoo.com/040907/ap/d84upbmo0.html
CONVENTION ON INTERNATIONAL TRADE IN ENDANGERED SPECIES OF WILD FAUNA AND FLORA

Bangkok--Sep 7—UNISBKK - CITES conference on wildlife trade to consider introducing new rules for high-value fish and timber Bangkok agenda also features the African elephant, minke whale and bald

eagle, plus turtles, rhinoceroses and medicinal plants

The 166 member governments of the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) will meet in Bangkok from 2 ? 14 October to update the trade rules governing some of the world's most charismatic, exploited and economically valuable wildlife species.

http://www.thaipr.net/prnewsgov.aspx?i=10765C3ABAFD7CB003314D0AD180975C 

UNEP Launches First Report on State of Environment in Democratic People's Republic of Korea

ENN, September 7, 2004 - http://www.enn.com/direct/display-release.asp?objid=D1D1366D000000FEDB05243EDDB0CFB1 

N. Korea has severe pollution, says report

The Star Online - Aug 27-  http://thestar.com.my/news/story.asp?file=/2004/8/28/asia/8776959&sec=asia 

French environment minister to attend SPREP annual session

06 SPETEMBER 2004 PAPEETE (Pacnews) - France's Minister for Environment, Ecology and Sustainable Development, Serge Lepeltier, is scheduled to attend the South Pacific Regional Environment Programme (SPREP) conference next week in French Polynesia, government sources in Paris said. 

The minister will be in Tahiti for a three-day visit (16-18 September), leading a delegation of French high officials from his ministry and foreign affairs' environment department.

Mr Lepeltier is expected to make a series of announcements, including one stressing France's support to the setting up of a new United Nations agency that would be dedicated to environmental matters worldwide. The agency would be named United Nations Environment (UNE).

He is also believed to take a special interest in the Pacific region's environment, biodiversity and ecosystems preservation, as well as waste management, which is increasingly regarded as a looming problem in highly populated urban areas.

The fifteenth SPREP conference, will next week gather about a hundred representatives from some 25 Pacific member countries and territories and will enable member states to define their priorities for the years to come.

Our organisation's aim is environmental protection, which includes the conservation of resources, biodiversity protection, pollution prevention and climatic changes that lead to rising water levels, Vitolio Lui, SPREP's assistant manager, said last week PNS (ENDS).
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T U E S D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
*
Annan calls for international support to expand African force in Darfur, Sudan

*
Darfur: UN fed nearly 1 million people last month but 200,000 still went hungry 

*
Brutal attack on Russian school shows need for world action on terror – Annan

*
Iraqi Foreign Minister calls for UN’s return to Baghdad

*
DR of Congo: Annan hails release of detained UN peacekeeper

*
Congolese refugees in Burundi return home but UN says situation is unsafe 

*
Israeli fire wounds Palestinian girl in UN school in Gaza Strip

*
Armed groups and weak rule of law still plague Haiti – UN report

*
Haiti kicks off three-day elections seminar to lay groundwork for 2005 polls

*
Annan sees major challenges to reaching goals set at 2000 ‘Millennium’ summit

*
Afghanistan’s first free presidential election campaign kicks off

*
Forest experts converge for UN meeting to discuss how to stop destruction

*
UN health agency launches new plan to help elderly people

*
Liberia: former top aide to Taylor surrenders weapons to UN peacekeepers

*
UN workshop aims to foster development through grassroots communications 

*
Kosovo: new UN-backed rail terminal opened in Kosovo

* * * * 

Sudan

7 September – The Security Council could take action on the crisis engulfing the Darfur region of Sudan within the next week, Secretary-General Kofi Annan said today, stressing that “more can and should be done” to improve security in the war-torn region and urging international support for the African monitors deployed there.

Mr. Annan made his comments to reporters on arrival at UN Headquarters, where he had separate meetings with a former Sudanese Prime Minister and a rebel leader.

While recalling that in a report to the Council last week he had noted an improvement on granting humanitarian access to Darfur, he warned that security problems persist. Khartoum “must re-double its efforts to protect the population” of an estimated 1.2 million internally displaced persons (IDPs), he said.

“Obviously the situation on the ground could be better. We are not satisfied with the security front. We believe that more can and should be done,” he added.

Mr. Annan said the Council should expand the size of the force of African Union monitors (AU) from its original “woefully inadequate” number to better protect the IDPs and to restore security.

“I hope the international community will support them [the AU monitoring force] financially, logistically and also in other ways.”

In his report to the Council, he said the notorious Janjaweed militias have conducted a “scorched-earth policy” against Darfur’s civilians since conflict began there early last year when two rebel groups took up arms against the Government.

Mr. Annan said most of the militias have not been disarmed and continue to carry out attacks, killing, raping and assaulting villagers and generally traumatizing the inhabitants.

Today, he held meetings with El Sadiq El Mahdi, former Sudanese Prime Minister, and John Garang, leader of the southern rebel group, the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement (SPLM), about the situation in Darfur and also the peace talks taking place in Naivasha, Kenya, to end the separate civil war in the country’s south.

In a read-out to the press, UN spokesperson Marie Okabe said Dr. Garang and Mr. Annan discussed the need to intensify efforts to resolve the Darfur crisis and to complete the Naivasha talks. Mr. El Mahdi stressed how important it was for the international community, especially the Security Council, to remain engaged about Darfur and to put pressure on all sides to fulfil their commitments.

Mr. Annan also told reporters that there are lessons in the current Naivasha talks which could be applied to resolving the conflict in Darfur. But he said Khartoum should press ahead and try to conclude both conflicts, rather than waiting for one to finish before tackling the other.

Meanwhile, political talks are continuing in Abuja, Nigeria, between representatives of Khartoum and Darfur’s two rebel groups, the Sudan Liberation Army (SLA) and the Justice and Equality Movement (JEM).

Ms. Okabe said the parties are still discussing a draft protocol on security issues – focusing on disarmament and monitoring – prepared by the AU mediators with help from the UN and other partners in the peace process.

* * *

Sudan

7 September – Battling appalling and often dangerous conditions in western

Sudan’s Darfur region, the United Nations emergency feeding agency said today it had delivered food for nearly 1 million people there in August, but noted this fell alarmingly short of its target of the 1.2 million total displaced by fighting between the government, rebels and armed militias.

“Considering the severe constraints we faced in August and continue to face this month, reaching nearly a million people in August does indicate that we are starting to meet the huge challenges in Darfur,” UN World Food Programme (WFP) Sudan Country Director Ramiro Lopes da Silva said of what has been called the world’s worst current humanitarian crisis.

“But we won’t feel at all comfortable until we have the capacity to reach every last person who is in need of our assistance in Darfur. The number of people that remain to be reached is worryingly high and we simply have to do better in September,” he added. 

In a report to the Security Council last week Secretary-General Kofi Annan concluded that a “scorched-earth policy” by armed militias had caused most of the violence since the conflict began there early last year. He called for an expanded international presence there as soon as possible since attacks against civilians were continuing and “the vast majority of militias” had not been disarmed in accordance with an earlier accord between the UN and the Sudanese government.

August was the height of the rainy season and large swathes of the decrepit road system were rendered impassable in Darfur, a generally arid region as large as France. Trucks laden with food struggled along the long drive from Port Sudan on the Red Sea.

Many were stranded on the banks of flooded dry valleys known as wadis, often for days at a time. The only rail line into Darfur was knocked out of service for five days in August after rains washed away its foundations and caused a serious derailment.

Insecurity substantially cut the number of people who could be reached.

Clashes between government forces and the rebel Sudan Liberation Army (SLA) were more frequent than in recent months, closing areas to access by UN agencies. Banditry also intensified forcing the closure of some roads or compelling agencies to take longer routes.

Mr. Lopes da Silva noted that WFP was still only two-thirds funded for its 2004 food needs in the area. “The international community has already responded generously to assist WFP in its Darfur operation, but the bottom line is that unless we are better resourced our ability to do the job properly will be fundamentally compromised,” he said. “When things go wrong, as they can easily do in Darfur, we have little ability to plug the gap.”

* * *

Terrorism

7 September – The “brutal and senseless slaughter” of children in the terrorist attack on a school in southern Russia only serves to emphasize the need for the world community to come together in confronting terrorism, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan said today.

Answering questions in his first meeting with reporters at UN Headquarters in New York after his return from three weeks’ holiday, Mr. Annan called the hostage-taking at the school in Beslan “terrorism, pure and simple.

“Even without what happened in Beslan, we are all aware of the terrible toll terrorism has taken on people and nations around the world, and the need for the international community of nations to come together and work to confront this phenomenon,” he added. “I think what happened in Russia underscores that point even more.”

Asked how he assessed future UN operations after the United States elections in November, Mr. Annan reiterated his oft-repeated call for multilateralism and the important role the UN has to play in that field.

“I think we are working well with this administration, and we did work well with the previous administration, and I am confident we’ll work well with the next one,” he said. “I think many Governments around the world believe that the only way to deal with some of the crises we are confronting is through multilateral efforts, and the UN has an important role to play, and many governments consider the UN an important institution.”

Pointing to the European Union as a great example of how regions and governments have demonstrated that coming together to work together enhances the progress of countries and individuals, he added: “So I think on the question of multilateralism, I think the world is on our side.”

* * *

Iraq

7 September – As Secretary-General Kofi Annan met in New York with his top envoy for Iraq, the country’s foreign minister said the return of the United Nations to Baghdad was long overdue.

Mr. Annan held talks on Monday with his Special Representative for Iraq, Ashraf Qazi, who is holding consultations at UN Headquarters this week.

Meanwhile in Baghdad, Foreign Minister Hoshiyar Zebari told Deputy Special Representative in Iraq Ross Mountain that the UN will be necessary to energize the country’s political and reconstruction process. 

The Foreign Minister sought UN support for Iraq’s efforts to hold soon an international conference on reconstruction that would include neighbouring countries.

Mr. Mountain, who was based in Amman, Jordan, where many international staff were relocated after last year’s terrorist bombing of the UN’s Baghdad headquarters, also met with President Ghazi Al Yawer, Prime Minister Iyad Allawi and Deputy Prime Minister Barham Salah.

The deputy envoy reiterated the UN’s current priorities – elections in the political process and the humanitarian/reconstruction work of the UN system – and discussed preparatory work for forthcoming elections.

* * *

DR of Congo

7 September – Welcoming the release of a United Nations peacekeeper detained last week by one of the factions in the eastern Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), Secretary-General Kofi Annan today called on all sides to bring the peace process in the area back on track.

Private Rashid Zahidi, a member of the Moroccan contingent serving with the UN Organization Mission in the DRC (MONUC) was detained by elements belonging to the Union des Patriotes Congolais (UPC) on 2 September in the Ituri region of the country, where fierce ethnic and factional raged fighting last year. He was released yesterday.

In a statement issued by his spokesman in New York, Mr. Annan agreed with a communiqué from the Transitional Government that such an act constituted a flagrant violation of undertakings signed by the leaders of armed groups in Ituri.

He “calls on all concerned to recommit themselves to bring the Ituri peace process back on track,” the statement added.

Mr. Annan expressed appreciation to the Transitional Government for its cooperation, and to his Special Representative for the DRC, William Lacy Swing, and other MONUC officials for their efforts to obtain the soldier’s release.

* * *

Burundi/DR of Congo

7 September – Nearly a month after more than 150 Congolese refugees were massacred in Burundi, large numbers appear to have gone back to the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) although the United Nations refugee agency does not believe conditions in their home areas allow for a safe or sustainable return.

UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) staff do not have access to the border to monitor the returns, and cannot establish how many of the nearly 20,000 Congolese who fled ethnic fighting in the eastern DRC in June have now left Burundi, spokesman Ron Redmond told a news briefing in Geneva today.  

“We have requested authorisation for a presence at the Rusizi River border crossing, but the Burundian military says the area is too insecure to allow such a presence,” he added.

Mr. Redmond noted that on a visit to the Rugombo transit centre last week, a UNHCR team found that 500 refugees crossed back into DRC on one day alone in late August, and several other groups have left since then, although there are conflicting reports about whether they were allowed to enter DRC.

Rugombo is north of Gatumba refugee camp where some 160 ethnic Congolese Tutsi were massacred on 13 August. Eyewitnesses have implicated Hutu from the DRC and Rwanda as well as from Burundi itself. Burundi and Rwanda have been torn by decades of ethnic fighting between the two groups, which has spilled over into the eastern DRC.

* * *

Middle East

7 September – The main United Nations agency helping Palestine refugees today decried the wounding by Israeli gunfire of a child sitting in a classroom of one of its schools in the Gaza Strip – the third such incident in 18 months.

The 10-year old girl was struck in the head while at her desk in a UN Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA) school in Khan Younis camp when Israeli forces retaliated with sporadic gunfire targeted at the camp after Palestinian militants fired a homemade rocket at the Neve Dekalim settlement. 

“The kind of live firing into refugee camps that is so indiscriminate that it makes classrooms dangerous for 10-year old children is totally unacceptable,” UNRWA Commissioner-General Peter Hansen said. “UNRWA will protest this violation of the sanctity of its school in the strongest possible terms to the Israeli authorities.” 

The girl, Raghda Adnan Al-Assar, underwent major surgery in the European Gaza Hospital.

On 1 June two 10-year old children in an UNRWA school in Rafah were hit by a bullet and ricochets from an Israeli tank stationed on the sand dunes opposite the school. In March last year, a 12-year old girl was blinded when bullet from an Israeli observation post on the outskirts of Khan Younis struck her head. 

In another development, UNRWA has announced that it will open 103 new shelters in Rafah for families whose homes have been demolished during the latest uprising against Israel.

Last week the Agency protested to Israel over its barring Mr. Hansen from leaving the Gaza Strip to perform his duties in the West Bank in a security clampdown.

* * *

Haiti

7 September – While the troubled Caribbean nation of Haiti is making tentative steps towards stability and development, Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s latest report on the progress of the United Nations peacekeeping mission there warns that the rule of law remains weak and armed groups continue to undermine the country’s institutions.

Mr. Annan’s report to the Security Council on the most recent work of the UN Stabilization Mission in Haiti (known by its French acronym, MINUSTAH) says it has made “a promising start” this year, progressively restoring security to areas of the country as it deploys more and more troops.

But this process must be accelerated, the Secretary-General says, urging States to sustain efforts to provide French-speaking personnel, particularly civilian police officers.

The report warns that illegitimate armed groups claim to be exercising official security and administrative responsibilities, especially in Haiti’s north and east along the border with the Dominican Republic, in the absence of national police.

Mr. Annan adds there have been reports of “isolated instances of violence and gunfire,” citing killings, home invasions, kidnappings and gang activity. The armed groups include former soldiers and police, street gangs, organized criminals and supporters of President Jean-Bertrand Aristide, who departed Haiti in February after weeks of unrest.

Warning that the presence of these armed groups and their ability to act in quasi-official roles weakens the legitimacy of Haiti’s democratic institutions, the report calls on the Transitional Government to strengthen the institutions and overhaul or abolish those that do not achieve democratic standards.

Mr. Annan also suggests the creation of a national commission on disarmament, demobilization and reintegration so that the estimated 25,000 members of armed groups are no longer a threat and the political process – including elections scheduled for next year – can proceed without pressure.

The Secretary-General identifies the restoration of the rule of law as another key challenge, arguing it is crucial to ensuring that Haitians have confidence again in their State institutions.

“The Government of Haiti must do more to establish a well-functioning justice system that is accessible to all and operates free of inappropriate governmental, political or private influence,” he writes.

Mr. Annan says the sudden acquittal of a former paramilitary leader facing a murder charge, after a trial in which “the proper procedures were not respected,” does not indicate a commitment to effectively tackling a culture of impunity.

He also expresses concern about lists of citizens barred from travelling outside Haiti without any judicial justification.

* * *

Haiti

6 September – Haiti took a step closer on the road to democracy today as officials there began a three-day workshop on elections slated to be held next year in the troubled Caribbean nation.

Addressing participants, the head of the United Nations Stabilization Mission in Haiti (MINUSTAH), Juan Gabriel Valdés, pledged that the world body would “assist the Transitional Government in its efforts to maintain and conduct a national dialogue of reconciliation in Haiti.” 

Haitian President Boniface Alexandre assured both the national and international community that the Provisional Electoral Council would organize a “safe, fair, credible and transparent election process which will end with the political transition in Haiti.”

* * *

Millennium Declaration

7 September – Violence in Iraq, massive human rights violations in Sudan, escalating demands for United Nations peace missions, and the inability of African countries to provide a social safety net for their citizens pose major challenges to achieving the aspirations of the UN Millennium Declaration, according to Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s latest report.  

Noting the Declaration, adopted by a summit of world leaders meeting at the UN in 2000, spoke of a world striving for peace and decent living standards for all, Mr. Annan stresses that despite progress in resolving differences “one of the most distressing features” of the past 12 months is the very large number of victims of terrorism.

This is not just true in Iraq but in many other countries. “Major attacks targeting civilians in Istanbul, Madrid, Riyadh and Haifa and Moscow are grim reminders of the scope and severity of the challenge we face,” he declares.

He says that the crisis in Darfur, Sudan, where fighting among the army, rebel groups and militias, has led to extrajudicial killings, sexual violence and other massive human rights abuses resulting in the deaths of tens of thousands and the displacement of more than a million others, strikes at the very heart of the UN Charter and the Declaration.

“If we fail to act here, we lose not only lives but also all credibility,” he states.

Mr. Annan calls the jump in demand for UN peace operations a welcome signal of new opportunities for the world community to help resolve conflicts peacefully, but one that will also stretch the world body’s capacities to the limit and beyond. “Those opportunities can only be truly seized if the necessary commitments of political, financial and human resources are made and if each peace process is seen through to its completion,” he warns.

Mr. Annan paints a mixed picture of progress in reaching the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) set by the Summit for transforming the world’s social fabric by 2015, finding success in some areas and a major shortfall in others, especially sub-Saharan Africa.

Dividing developing countries into three groups, he notes that the first, comprising most of Asia and Northern Africa, is largely on track for halving extreme poverty by 2015 and achieving other key goals. The second group, mainly in West Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean, has been making good progress towards some individual targets such as achieving universal primary education, but has been less successful in reducing poverty. The third group, sub-Saharan Africa and least developed countries in other regions, is far from making adequate progress on most of the goals.

On the goal of reducing child mortality, he notes that sub-Saharan Africa continues to have the highest level of under-five deaths at 174 per 1,000 live births, nearly twice the rate of the next highest region, Southern Asia, and more than 20 times that of developed regions.

With respect to improving women’s health, recent estimates indicate “appallingly high rates” of maternal deaths in sub-Saharan Africa and Southern Asia. Of the 529,000 women who died in labour worldwide in 2000, 445,000 occurred in those two regions. On HIV/AIDS Mr. Annan notes that new infections in the last calendar year were higher than ever before, “raising serious concerns about the development prospects for whole regions of the world in which hundreds of millions of people reside.”  

On the goal of forming a global partnership for development, he stresses that the collapse of trade talks in Cancun, Mexico, last year – when developing countries sought to eliminate the subsidies and tariffs used by the developed world – was “a serious setback in efforts to create a level playing field” for the developing nations.

“With only 11 years to go until the 2015 deadline, 2005 will be a critical year, particularly in Africa,” he reports. “The Millennium Development Goals are still technically feasible in even the poorest countries, but the window of opportunity is rapidly narrowing and the political will remains largely absent.”

The Secretary-General calls on all countries – rich and poor – to play their part. Developing States will need to continue integrating the MDGs into their national strategies, while donor nations should incorporate them into bilateral programmes. For its part, the UN “must also prove that it can be agile,” he writes.

“New realities call for new solutions,” he says. “This coming year will be crucial.”

* * *

Afghanistan

7 September – The campaign for Afghanistan’s first open presidential election in its history formally began today, with 18 candidates given the next 30 days to convince voters they should be chosen for the post, the joint United Nations-Afghan body handling the polling announced.

The Joint Electoral Management Body (JEMB) issued a statement declaring that campaigning began at 7am today and ends on the morning of 7 October, two days before more than 10.5 million registered Afghan voters – including at least 4.3 million women – are scheduled to cast their ballots.

“The political campaign must be based on the principles of freedom of expression and conducted in a climate free of intimidation, which allows for democratic debates and discussion,” the statement read.

JEMB said it has established a media commission to monitor reporting during the election campaign and to probe possible breaches of the media code of conduct, which calls for fair and balanced reporting and promotes retractions and rights to reply.

The presidential election is Afghanistan’s first poll since the UN Assistance Mission to the country (UNAMA) was set up to help reconstruction following a quarter century of war and Taliban misrule. National and local parliamentary elections are scheduled for next April.

UNAMA spokesman Manoel de Almeida e Silva, briefing reporters on Sunday in Kabul, said there are also regulations in place requiring free and equal access to candidates on state-run media.

He also said the budget to run the elections now has more than $58 million, thanks to contributions from the United States, United Kingdom, the Netherlands, Finland, Canada, Norway, Sweden, Denmark, Japan and Germany.

* * *

Forests

7 September – Dozens of international experts on forests have gathered at UN Headquarters in New York this week to discuss how best to manage the world’s rapidly disappearing stock of forests so that their long-term health is protected.

The UN Forum on Forests (UNFF) is holding a four-day meeting starting today that will consider whether strengthening existing environmental and timber treaties and agreements or establishing a new global pact on forests is the smarter option to reducing deforestation and protecting biodiversity. At least 70 specialists are taking part.

Forests continue to disappear at an alarmingly swift pace. Brazil estimates that an average of 40 square kilometres of the Amazon rainforest, Earth’s largest, were destroyed each day last year, while the UN has previously calculated that an area larger than Venezuela was lost during the 1990s.

In a statement released on the eve of the meeting, the Forum said the protection of forests is important not only for direct environmental reasons, but because forests play a valuable role in reducing poverty and improving food security and access to affordable energy.

The Forum was set up in 2000 to promote the management, conservation and sustainable development of the world’s forest, and is a subsidiary of the UN Economic and Social Council. The recommendations made at this week’s meeting will be discussed at a final session in New York next May.

* * *

Ageing

6 September – With more than 1 billion people projected to be over 60 years old by 2025, the World Health Organization (WHO) today launched a new set of principles aimed at providing better care for the elderly.

Released during the International Federation on Ageing’s Seventh Global Conference in Singapore, the strategy, called “Towards Age-Friendly Primary Health Care,” aims to tackle problems associated with getting older, such as diabetes, Alzheimer’s disease, cancers, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease and musculoskeletal problems by strengthening community health centres.

“WHO has recognized the critical role these centres play in the health of older people worldwide and the need for these centres to be accessible and adapted to the needs of the older population,” said WHO’s Dr. Catherine Le Galès-Camus. “Supporting older people to remain healthy and ensure a good quality of life in their later years is one of the greatest challenges of the health sector in all countries.”

* * *

Liberia

6 September – Liberia’s immediate former President, Moses Z. Blah, who took over from exiled President Charles Taylor in August last year, today surrendered his weapons to United Nations peacekeepers in the capital, Monrovia.

The arms were turned over to Lt.-Gen. Daniel Opande, Force Commander of the UN Mission in Liberia (UNMIL), five days after senior UN envoy Jacques Paul Klein had announced the that the disarmament programme would wrap up within two months.

Mr. Blah, a long-serving Vice President under Mr. Taylor, was Liberia’s President for just over two months, until the inauguration of the National Transitional Government headed by Charles Gyude Bryant on 14 October as part of a peace deal brokered among the country’s three warring factions.

Turning over his weapons as well as those of his bodyguards, Mr. Blah said after 14 years of war, Liberians could boast of no winners but only losers. “Since the United Nations is here to bring us the much needed peace through disarmament, it is no longer necessary to keep arms,” he said.

“I have emptied this house of weapons. All around me, we have disarmed to you today,” said the former President. “Our security now is in the hands of the United Nations and the Transitional Government.”

Receiving weapons from the former leader, Lt.-Gen. Opande urged all former fighters in the country to emulate Mr. Blah’s example and surrender their weapons to the UN. “I think it is a good opportunity for former President Blah to show the people of Liberia that having been a fighter himself, having been in leadership position, he has shown that all the leaders also must disarm, not only the ordinary combatants.” 

UNMIL has so far disarmed over 71,000 former fighters and collected and destroyed more than 20,000 weapons and over 5 million rounds of small arms ammunition. Disarmed soldiers are offered vocational training and formal education as part of the efforts to reintegrate them into mainstream society and offer them a second chance at civilian life. The disarmament programme will come to an end on 30 October.

* * * 
HIV/AIDS

6 September – Experts gathered today in Rome at the headquarters of the United Nations food agency to examine how communications at the local level can be used to foster development.

The Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO) said the aim was not to transmit messages from the top down, but rather to spread them among all members of a community. For example, grassroots activists can use posters, pamphlets, radio and television programmes to raise awareness and spread information on how to protect against the spread of HIV/AIDS.

“Communication strategies at community level are essential for sustainable development,” said FAO expert in communication Jean-Pierre Ilboudo. “Fighting land degradation and desertification, halting deforestation, managing water resources and protecting biodiversity all require the participation of rural communities.”

* * *
Kosovo

4 September – A new rail cargo terminal of the United Nations Interim Administration in Kosovo (UNMIK) was inaugurated today in what officials termed a sign of progress in the province.

UNMIK chief Søren Jessen-Petersen and President Ibrahim Rugova were on hand at the ceremony in Fushe Kosove/Kosovo Polje. 

“UNMIK Railways is working for Kosovo’s future – the new Cargo Terminal is a strong sign of this,” said the UN envoy. He voiced hope that the facility would serve to move UNMIK Railways – currently dependent on donor contributions – to “a market economy and regional economic integration.”

Mr. Jessen-Petersen noted that UNMIK Railways – with 20 per cent of its workforce coming from different minorities, passengers from all communities, and operations throughout the province – is a strong example of how a multi-ethnic Kosovo can be a success.

He recalled that the so-called “Freedom of Movement Train,” which was initiated in 2001, plays an important role in ensuring this multi-ethnicity by linking Kosovo together.

UNMIK Railways currently covers over 300 kilometres and expects to launch inter-city services in close cooperation with neighbouring railways in Serbia and Montenegro and the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia.

* *** *

_________________________________________________________________________________________

                                     7 September 2004

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

    Following is a near-verbatim transcript of today’s noon briefing by Marie Okabe, Spokesperson for Secretary-General Kofi Annan.

    Good afternoon.  I hope everybody had a good three-day weekend.

    I understand we have some journalists visiting from Israel.  Welcome to the United Nations.

    **Secretary-General’s Trip to Mexico

    The Secretary-General will be leaving for Mexico City today to attend a seminar on "Democracy, Politics and the State", organized jointly by the Government of Mexico and the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP).

    The seminar is intended to contribute to the public debate by Latin American countries on strengthening their democracies.  It will be based on a report issued by UNDP in April of this year on the state of democracy and public opinion in the region.

    While in Mexico City, the Secretary-General will also meet President Vicente Fox, Foreign Minister Luis Ernesto Derbez, members of the Senate External Relations Commission and of the Federal Electoral Institute, and representatives of the academic and business world.  He is also expected to meet the press.

    This stay in Mexico will be his first since he attended the Monterrey Conference on Financing for Development in March 2002, and his third visit to Mexico as Secretary-General.  We expect to have embargoed copies of his speech later this afternoon.

    **Secretary-General on Sudan

    The Secretary-General told reporters today on his way into United Nations Headquarters that he expects the Security Council to take action on his report on Sudan within the next week, and argued that “we believe that more can and should be done” on the security front in that country.

    The Secretary-General said that his Special Representative, Jan Pronk, had made it very clear that, while humanitarian access has improved, “a lot needs to be done on the security front.”  He urged the Sudanese Government to adopt a strategic approach to bring peace to the whole of Sudan, including between the north and south, as well as in Darfur.

    **Sudan

    The parties to the political talks on the Darfur crisis taking place in Abuja, Nigeria, continue to discuss a draft protocol on security issues prepared by the African Union mediation together with the United Nations and other partners.

    The issues on contention include disarmament and monitoring.  The mediation with the support of the partners is trying to assist the parties to reach what could be a viable compromise.

    On the humanitarian front, the World Food Programme (WFP) said that in August, it had been able to reach almost one million persons in Darfur with food aid, despite especially difficult and dangerous working conditions.  The good news was that WFP had reached almost one million persons, but the bad news was that it had not reached its goal of 1.2 million people.  The obstacles in August were particularly bad, including the rainy season, insecurity and the shortage of funds. 

    **Statement on Release of Moroccan Soldier

    I have a statement attributable to the Spokesman that just came in.

    The Secretary-General is relieved to learn of the release yesterday of Private Rashid Zahidi, a member of the Moroccan contingent serving with the United Nations Organization Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (MONUC).  The Moroccan soldier had been detained by elements belonging to the Union des Patriots Congolais (UPC) since 2 September.

    The Secretary-General concurs with the Transitional Government’s communiqué of 6 September that such an act also constituted a flagrant violation of the 14 May 2004 “Acte d’engagement” signed by the leaders of armed groups in Ituri, and calls on concerned to recommit themselves to bring the Ituri peace process back on track.

    The Secretary-General wishes to express his appreciation to the Transitional Government for its cooperation and is grateful to his Special Representative for the Democratic Republic of the Congo and other Mission officials for their efforts to obtain the earliest possible release of the Moroccan solider.

    And that’s available upstairs for you.

    **Secretary-General’s Comments

    The Secretary-General was asked, on entering the building, about the situation in Lebanon and Syria, and said that he had made clear at the recent African Union summit that governments should refrain from tampering with the Constitution.  The Constitution is for the long-term interest of the nation and should not be changed to suit the needs of one individual, he said.

    Asked about the US elections, the Secretary-General said that the United Nations is “working well with this administration” and voiced his confidence that it will work well with the next one.

    Concerning comments made at last week’s Republican National Convention, he said that, regardless of statements made during elections, every country, including the United States administration, is working seriously with the United Nations.  He added, “On the question of multilateralism, I think the world is on our side.”

    Asked about a theme for this year’s General Assembly, he said, “It would not be bad if we all concentrated on the rule of law.”

    We have the transcript of his comments upstairs.  That should be available shortly.

    **Iraq

    Turning to Iraq:  Over the last three days, the Secretary-General’s Deputy Special Representative there, RossMountain, held a series of meetings with Iraq’s President, Prime Minister, Deputy Prime Minister and Foreign Minister -- among others.

    Mountain reiterated the United Nations current priorities -- elections and the political process, and the humanitarian and reconstruction work of United Nations system.  He also discussed the preparatory work for the forthcoming elections and the support the United Nations is extending to the relevant Iraqi institutions.

    Foreign Minister Hoshiyar Zebari said the UN’s return was long overdue, as the international organization is and will be necessary to energize the political and reconstruction process in Iraq.  In this regard, the Minister called for UN support in Iraq’s efforts to hold soon an international conference on reconstruction that would include the neighbouring countries.

    Also on Iraq, but closer to home, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative, Ashraf Qazi, is in New York this week.

    We will have him as a guest at the Noon Briefing on Thursday.  Yesterday, Qazi met with the Secretary-General at the residence.

    **UNRWA

    The UN Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA) reports that a child sitting in the classroom of a UN-flagged school in Gaza was struck in the head by gunfire from an Israeli position.  This is the third such incident in 18 months.

    The Israeli fire towards Khan Yunis was in retaliation for a Palestinian Kassam rocket which had been fired towards the settlement of Neve Dekalim.

    Following the incident, UNRWA’s Commissioner-General Peter Hansen said the Agency would protest this incident to Israeli authorities in the strongest terms.  He added that the kind of live firing into refugee camps is so indiscriminate that it makes classrooms dangerous for 10-year old children and is totally unacceptable.  A press release from UNRWA is available upstairs.

    **Haiti

    The Secretary-General says it’s encouraging that the overall situation in Haiti has become calmer and more stable -- but it’s clear that international efforts to help the country must be accompanied by sustainable economic development and income-generating activities.

    That’s one of the conclusions of the Secretary-General’s latest report on the United Nations Mission in Haiti, which is out on the racks today.  In it, the Secretary-General also appeals for donors to deliver on commitments made at the donors’ conference in July in a timely manner.

    The Secretary-General’s Special Representative, Juan Gabriel Valdes, addressed political leaders, civil society and representatives of international organizations during the opening of a workshop over the weekend, organized by the Provisional Electoral Council to initiate discussions concerning Haiti’s democratic elections next year.  We have more on that in a press release upstairs.

    **Secretary-General’s Report on Millennium Declaration

    Developing countries are reducing extreme poverty, extending access to primary education and alleviating disease and hunger in many parts of the world, in pursuit of targets set in the year-2000 United Nations Millennium Declaration.  Those are some of the findings of the Secretary-General's annual progress report on the implementation of the Declaration, which is out today.

    But the United Nations warns that progress has been hardest to come by in the poorest nations; those that are landlocked or least developed, and those that are in sub-Saharan Africa.  In many cases, there’s lack of significant progress or even reversals.

    There are eight Millennium Development Goals derived from the Declaration, which set targets for progress in areas ranging from poverty to disease -- most of the targets call for substantial improvements by 2015, compared with 1990.  We have more on this upstairs.  There are press kits available, and we have a resource person here to take your questions, should you have any.

    **Security Council

    Turning to the Security Council:  At 3:00 this afternoon, the Security Council will hold closed consultations on the Democratic Republic of the Congo.  Council members are expected to discuss a draft resolution concerning the proposals, included in the Secretary-General’s recent report, on the strengthening of the mandate of the United Nations Mission in that country.

    **Afghanistan

    On Afghanistan, the campaign for Afghanistan’s presidential election officially began today, and it is to last for 30 days.  Afghanistan’s Joint Electoral Management Body has prepared a set of regulations, procedures and a code of conduct to govern the campaign period, during which 18 candidates are running for President.  We have more information in a press release upstairs and in the Sunday briefing notes from Kabul mention election developments as well.

    **Locusts

    An update provided by the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs shows that the desert locusts are spreading rapidly causing significant crop damage.  The latest assessment estimates that some 4.3 million hectares of crops need to be treated with pesticide to protect them from the swarm.  We have more information available in a press release upstairs.

    **WHO - Ageing

    We also have a World Health Organization (WHO) press release on ageing.  More than one billion people will be over 60 years old by the year 2025 and, as populations age, the burden of chronic diseases will increase.

    **United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP)
    And turning to the environment -- for those of you with a taste for fine food -- the 2004 export quotas for three Black Sea countries that jointly manage the sturgeon stocks that spawn every year in the DanubeRiver were published today.  We have more on this in a press release.

    **World Chronicle

    And finally, World Chronicle programme no. 945, a special edition on the “United Nations and Africa” will be shown today at 3:30 p.m. on in-house television channel 16.

    This show features an in-depth interview with the Secretary-General recorded just prior to the African Union summit meeting in June.  Ben Malor of UN Radio presents this interview, and topics include peacekeeping in Africa, HIV/AIDS and economic development, as well as the crisis in Darfur.

    And that’s all I have for you today.  Any questions?

    **Questions and Answers

    Question:  Marie, are we going to get any readouts on the Secretary-General’s meetings this morning with the former Sudanese Prime Minister and John Garang?

    Associate Spokesperson:  The meetings were ending when I was leaving, so I’ll try to get that for you after the briefing.  I know that John Garang was downstairs, and we tried to hold him for a little bit to speak to you, but unfortunately that didn’t work out.

    Question:  When will the Secretary-General be back from Mexico?

    Associate Spokesperson:  He should be back by the end of the weekend.

    Question:  First of all, is the Secretary-General going to be meeting with the Mayor of Mexico City when he goes to Mexico?

    Associate Spokesperson:  I don’t think we’re providing detailed programmes on his day to day schedule for security reasons, so what I had announced to you earlier is the information we have now.  I think we will be confirming these meetings once they have taken place.  But I can also give you the spokesman travelling with the Secretary-General and she can confirm these appointments with you.

    Question:  And also, does the Secretary-General have any comment about Simona Pari and Simona Torretta who were abducted today in Iraq -- the two humanitarian workers?

    Associate Spokesperson:  Not yet.  We have not received any official statement, but if there is, I’ll let you know.

    Question:  A few international civil servants have re-entered Iraq recently.  Do you know how many have actually re-entered Iraq, and is this a sign that the Secretary-General is confident that their security will be assured?

    Associate Spokesperson:  Well, as you know, the Secretary-General today at the stakeout also mentioned how closely he was watching events in Iraq.  His report to the Security Council, which will give an overview of his thoughts, is going to be out, I think, either later today or tomorrow.  And I would like to draw your attention on that once it comes out.  I’m certain it will address some of his security concerns.  [The correspondent was later informed that the numbers fluctuate between 10 and 30.]

    As for the numbers on the ground, I would like to check the precise figure, and I’ll get back to you after the noon briefing.

    Question:  The ballots for the Iraqi thing -- are going to be distributed by the United Nations and Iraq, or what?

    Associate Spokesperson:  I’m not sure details of that nature have been decided upon, but let me look into that for you, and get back to you after the briefing.  [The reporter was informed that the elections are being organized by Iraq’s Independent Electoral Commission, with the support of the United Nations.]

    Question:  Foreign Minister Zebari of Iraq has asked the Secretary-General for support for the international conference on reconstruction.  Do you know when this conference will take place, and which neighbouring countries will participate?

    Associate Spokesperson:  Let me find the details for you, and I’ll get back to you on that as well.  [The correspondent was later informed that the details were still being worked on.]

    If there are no other questions, have a pleasant afternoon.  Thank you.
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