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Interview with Irrigation and Environment Minister of Afghanistan

KABUL, - In Afghanistan, more then 85 percent of the population of 25 million depend on agriculture for their livelihoods. With hundreds of thousands of people returning to the country seeking work, the revival of such a key sector in this drought-plagued nation depends on the rehabilitation of irrigation systems - both traditional and modern - which were destroyed by years of fighting and neglect.

That is by itself a formidable task, but the new Afghan minister for irrigation and environment, Yusuf Nuristani, also faces ecological challenges such as diminishing wetlands, forests and wildlife. Here is what Nuristani had to say on these issues during a recent interview with IRIN. 

QUESTION: What are your main priorities?

ANSWER: I think the drought which has affected this country has had a negative impact on other countries in the region. There are six priorities at a national level, and irrigation is included in that. Also capacity building in terms of training, equipment and rehabilitation of the buildings, bringing electricity, having Internet so we can contact other organisations who are interested in supporting us. So this is our number-one priority and we hope to be able to implement it in the field.

Q: What sort of response have you had from the international community in terms of your needs?

A: There has been a good response, and many countries have come forward and are interested in supporting us with water issues to alleviate these problems.

Q: What state is the irrigation system in Afghanistan in following decades of conflict?

A: Afghanistan is an agrarian society, 80 percent of the economy belongs to agriculture and up to 85 percent of people are living in rural areas, so 80 percent of our irrigation system or fields are being irrigated by our traditional canal system, and only 12 percent by modern canals/reservoirs. 

During the war, most of these traditional irrigation systems were destroyed, and people left the country, abandoning [their] land. The irrigation systems have fallen [victim] to erosion, there has been lack of maintenance and upkeep, so we need complete rehabilitation. Last year, we had 1.5 million Afghan refugees returning from neighbouring countries back to their land. We need to get these systems up and running again so that farmers can start business. 

Q: What sort of a burden will these returnees place on the water system?

A: It will be a burden not only on the water system in the urban areas. Some people are unable to return to their land because there are mines there. We are working on this too. But once they return, they need to have systems which are working, and rehabilitation is urgently needed in order to ease the burden on water resources. We have over 150 projects in the pipeline to reconstruct systems to accommodate everyone.

Q: How many Afghans currently have access to safe drinking water?

A: When it comes to statistics in Afghanistan, we have to be careful and take them cautiously. Based on these statistics, 20 percent of Afghan people across the country have access to safe drinking water in cities and villages. The plan is to provide potable water to the people, and we will continue the digging of deep wells - after proper exploration so that we don't deprive groups of their resource. Afghanistan has suffered from war and drought for the past two decades, and would appreciate the continued inputs and financial, technical contributions to overcome these environmental problems, and restore this country to its former glory.

Q: There is concern that returnees will not go back to their land, but opt to stay in cities for job opportunities. What is your response to this?

A: We do realise that it is very difficult for them to go back to their land, because they have to build from scratch and, in some cases, complete devastation, but in the long term we urge them to go back to their land if it is safe, and we will do all we can to help them rehabilitate their land to make them self-sufficient.

Q: Are you dealing with property rights for farmers who've returned to find that their land has been occupied? 

A: The ministry of agriculture is dealing with this, and we will support them on this issue. This is a problem, but we hope that it can be resolved.

Q: A recent report by the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) indicated serious concerns over degradation of water tables, wetlands, forests and wildlife in Afghanistan following decades of war. How is the ministry responding to this?

A: The environment has been damaged to a great extent. The UNEP completed this environmental assessment of Afghanistan, with Afghan experts showing that there were adverse effects. The problem was compounded by droughts. The most recent one has severely devastated land, particularly in the south, in Nimruz, Farah, and provinces in the north. Some 40 percent of the forests have been cut down. Desertification is another problem. Pollution of underground water is another one.

Q: Some people may argue that it is too early to start pointing fingers at people for destroying the environment, for life-saving reasons, in a country where people may be forced to chop down a tree to ensure that they keep warm over the winter. 

A: Yes, this is true. The environmental damage has been caused by the Afghan people due to poverty, because they have no other alternative. But that is not as severe, because most of the degradation of forests has been caused by the timber mafias and not by the average poor Afghan. Our plan is to work with UNEP on projects to prevent increased environmental disaster in years to come.


________________________________________________________________________________________

ENS

Ebola, Hunting Put Apes On Path to Extinction 

NEW YORK, New York, April 8, 2003 (ENS) - Illegal hunting and the Ebola virus are decimating gorilla and chimpanzee populations in remote areas of Western Equatorial Africa, according to a new study from the Wildlife Conservation Society based at New York's Bronx Zoo. 

The discovery is alarming to conservationists because many believed that ape populations in these densely forested, remote regions in Gabon and the Republic of Congo were relatively stable. Some 80 percent of wild gorillas and most wild chimpanzees are estimated to live in this area of West Africa. 

The researchers, who reported their findings in the April 6 online edition of the journal "Nature," say that these populations have dropped by at least 50 percent over the past 20 years. 

"This is a catastrophic decline of great apes in an area that contains the bulk of the world's remaining populations," said Peter Walsh, lead author of the study and a Princeton University ecologist. 

"The species that are most similar to humans are just disappearing before our eyes," said Walsh. 

Walsh led an international group of 23 researchers, who coordinated and conducted several surveys between 1998 and 2002. The team surveyed ape habitat and populations over some 4,800 square kilometers (1,853 square miles) of dense jungle, mostly within Gabon.



The researchers did not try to estimate the actual number of apes within the surveyed area, instead they compared the spatial distribution of nests to earlier studies. Wild apes are extremely reclusive, and it is very difficult to count even a single group, Walsh explained. 

It is comparisons with earlier studies that offer the stark evidence that wild apes are in serious trouble. For example, a 1991 study found 67 ape nest groups along a straight 20 kilometer (12 mile) line of the forest. In 1997 and 1998, observations in the same area, but over a 2,700 kilometer (1677 mile) distance found only 91 nest groups. 

"Those who work in the field have had an idea of what is happening, both the hunting and the Ebola, for a while now, but it has been under the public radar," said Walsh. 

"Ours is a rigorous, quantitative estimate that I hope people will pay attention to," Walsh said. "If you ask anybody, even in the international conservation community, they will tell you that there are lots of apes. The fact is there are not. They have really been hammered, and it is actually accelerating." 

This new evidence provides such a grim picture because it documents that habitat alone is not enough to sustain wild ape populations. 

Habitat destruction had been listed as the leading threat to wild apes, with a 2002 report from the United Nations Environment Programme predicting that less than 10 percent of the remaining wild ape habitat in West Africa will be intact by 2030 if the current level of forest development continues. 

"If chimpanzees and gorillas are in trouble in Gabon, an area known for its pristine, unbroken forests, than we have a species wide crisis on our hands when it comes to saving these animals," said Lee White, a conservationist with the Wildlife Conservation Society. White has worked in Gabon for the past decade. 

The researchers involved in this latest study warn the decline of the great apes could be even worse outside of the surveyed areas of Gabon. 



The findings have convinced the researchers that the wild ape population will decline by another 80 percent within the next 30 years, unless decisive action is taken. 

But knowing how to address the underlying reasons for the decline of wild ape populations is far from easy. The researchers report that the increase in mechanized logging continues to negatively impact apes, bringing thousands of workers deep into forest habitat. 

Increased demand for bushmeat has followed the logging operations, which have also carved roads through the forest that make it easier for poachers to track down wild apes. 

Ape meat is only a small percentage of bushmeat, perhaps as low as one to two percent. Still, it has a severe impact on these ape species because they have slow reproduction rates. The bushmeat trade is considered to be the largest threat to wild chimpanzees. 

Petroleum operations in the forests of the Congo, as well as forest conversion for agricultural use, have similar effects to those from the logging described in the study. 

Strong law enforcement, in the few areas where it occurs, has cut down on some poaching, according to Walsh. 

But it takes political will and money, he said, "both of which have been lacking in the past." 

The threat to apes from Ebola, however, could be even more difficult to combat. Ebola is one of the world's most virulent viral diseases, killing some 50 percent to 90 percent of all clinically ill cases, and it is a disease still poorly understood by scientists. 

According to the World Health Organization, an ongoing Ebola outbreak in Congo has killed 120 people. An outbreak last year killed at least 50 individuals in Gabon and some 20 in Congo. Contaminated bushmeat has transferred the deadly virus from animals to people. 

Thousands of wild apes are believed to have perished from Ebola, but it is still unknown whether it can be passed from ape to ape or to other animals. 

WCS has warned that Ebola is very close to Odzala National Park, which is a stronghold of wild ape populations. 

The researchers found that the density of ape nests varied according to how far the site was from one of Gabon's four major cities and how far it was from a documented Ebola outbreak. 

They raised the concern that shrinking habitat could push individual groups of apes closer together, increasing the risk of an Ebola epidemic. 

Walsh said immediate funding for Ebola research is needed, and he called on the U.S. Congress to make a $10 million emergency supplement to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Great Ape Conservation Fund earmarked specifically for Ebola field research and intervention. 

Coordination among with the local people living near gorilla and chimpanzee habitat will be essential for any strategy to succeed, he said. 



People in the field know that commercial hunting was taking a huge toll but it took 10 extra years to piece together the data to make it a compelling story," Walsh said. "Let us not make the same mistake with Ebola." 

The threat to wild apes, Walsh says, merits listing apes as "critically endangered" in the IUCN-World Conservation Union Red List of Endangered Species. Gorillas and chimpanzees are currently listed as "endangered" by the IUCN. 

"If chimps and gorillas continue to disappear at the current rate, our closest relatives will be confined to a few small pockets in a matter of years," Walsh said. 

These pockets are not sustainable and could heighten the risks from Ebola, the researchers reported. 

"The stark truth is that if we do not act decisively our children may live in a world without wild apes," Walsh said. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________

LANCASTER NEW ERA (LANCASTER, PA.)

April 7, 2003, Monday

Will hope in the garden replace the snake in the desert?

Watching my beloved Philadelphia Phillies suddenly seems shallow.

      The eternal hope of spring has been Saddamized this year; how can I write a column about anything but the

      war?

      Last week's Associated Press photograph of a terrified little girl being carried among Iraqi families fleeing

      Basra robbed me of sleep that night.

      I feel for all those like her in Iraq living in fear of being slain by Saddam's henchmen, or killed as a result of  the war to topple the dictator. 

      A "Da-da" myself, I can imagine how hard it must be for the little girl's parents to try to comfort her at night  with the sound of bombers overhead.

      I wonder if she can sleep, if she can dream, if she will ever feel safe.

      Don't get me wrong. I'm not saying President George W. Bush shouldn't have gone to war. The events of

      Sept. 11 illustrated the dangers of allowing hateful aggressors to go unchecked.

      Now, the allied forces appear to be on the verge of getting the snake in the desert, or should I say in the

      garden?

      Many scholars feel the Garden of Eden was located in what is present-day Iraq.

      Others assert that Noah's flood destroyed Adam and Eve's starter home and the garden's actual location can

      never be established. Or that the garden was a metaphor and never actually existed.

      The Bible mentions in Genesis 2:8-14 four rivers near the Garden of Eden, including the Tigris and Euphrates,   which today meet near the southern-Iraqi city of Qurna. The other two rivers, Pishon and Gihon, apparently  no longer exist.

      The U.S. Department of State's Bureau of Near Eastern Affairs calls the region -- where 75 percent of Iraq's population lives -- "the legendary locale of the Garden of Eden."

      The area historically was known as the Mesopotamian Marshlands, which covered an area about half the size  of Switzerland.

      Today, the United Nations declares it "one of the world's greatest environmental disasters" because since

      the early 1970s, well over 90 percent of the marshlands have been lost.

      Nick Nuttall is head of media services of the United Nations Environment Programme in Nairobi, Kenya,

      and a staunch supporter of rehabilitating the marshlands.

      He said on Friday that the people who live there, the Marsh Arabs, are the 5,000-year-old heirs of the

      Babylonians and Sumerians.

      The marshes were important to birds and fish. They are linked to many rare and endangered species,

      including the smooth-coated otter and long-fingered bat.

      Nuttall said scientific groups have proposed various rehabilitation proposals but they are obviously on hold at  the moment.

      The place where the Garden of Eden may have been is only one of many religious sites in the midst of

      conflict today.

      Iraqi forces last week reportedly fired on coalition forces from inside a mosque that is one of the world's

      most important Shiite Muslim shrines.

      Mine fields and soldiers with machine guns surround the place where John baptized Jesus in the Jordan River in Israel.

      History says wars in general are not as rare as lasting periods of peace.

      More people have perished in conflict since World War II than the 60 million who died in that war.

      In the last two decades of "peace," Americans have fought in Grenada, Libya, Panama, the Persian Gulf,

      Serbia, Somalia and Afghanistan.

      The democratic Athenians in the fifth century -- the greatest 100 years of their culture -- fought three out

      of every four years. That's when Plato understandably said peace was but "a parenthesis."

      We can only pray -- for the little Iraqi girl and us all -- that when the snake is cast out of the desert

      garden, hope will sprout again.

________________________________________________________________________________________

SACRAMENTO (California) BEE 

Wetlands expert sees Eden in Iraq

By Edie Lau -- Bee Science Writer - (Published April 8, 2003)

In her tidy Sacramento kitchen, seated at a table topped with a cheerful sunflower tablecloth, Michelle Stevens is somewhere else entirely.Like a lot of people, she's thinking about Iraq. Unlike most, it's not because of the war.Stevens is watching a videoclip on her computer of a marsh. She sees men, women and children paddling gondolas through still waters. Long-legged birds winging through the air. Buildings like cathedrals woven from reeds.Then come pictures of streams choked with dead fish. Water buffalo lying belly-up in a landscape dried to a muddy gray. No people.Stevens is a state wetlands restoration ecologist, and she wants to revive the dying Iraqi marsh.She's never been there, doesn't know when it will be safe to go and until a few months ago, knew nothing about the Mesopotamian Marshlands, an oasis of historically vast proportions, six times the size of the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta.Located where the fabled Tigris and Euphrates rivers meet in southern Iraq on their journey to the Persian Gulf, the marshlands have almost vanished today, parched by a combination of upstream dams in Turkey, Iraq, Iran and Syria; and drainage canals cut into the marshlands by the Iraqi government in the 1990s.Gone with the waters is the home of a nomadic indigenous people known as the Marsh Arabs, or Ma'dan, who dwelled in villages built out of reeds, living as their ancestors did 5,000 years ago. Gone, too, are migratory and native birds and other wildlife whose numbers can be only guessed at.Stunned by the loss, Stevens has taken a leave of absence from her job at the state Department of Water Resources to help lead an international team of scientists who hope to restore the marsh.Explaining her involvement in a project some might call politically impossible, Stevens says: "I'm completely, hopelessly, naively idealistic."The project is named Eden Again, because the marshes are believed by biblical scholars to be where the Garden of Eden once grew. The scientists involved number about 20, most of them living in North America and Europe, with a couple from the Middle East. They aim not to do the restoration themselves but to give technical assistance to the Iraqi people.Of course, since it was the government of Saddam Hussein that accelerated the dessication of the marshes by building canals -- for agriculture, it says -- Eden Again depends upon the installation of a different and sympathetic government.The thought was that "maybe someday the regime would change, and they'd have this document (on marsh restoration) in hand that puts them a couple steps ahead of the game," said Suzie Alwash, a geology professor at El Camino College in Torrance.Alwash and her husband, Azzam Alwash, an engineering consultant, founded Eden Again in 2001 after learning about the destruction of the marshes. Azzam Alwash grew up in southern Iraq and visited the wetlands as a boy with his father."You know how you have pictures in your head when you're growing up, those moments that make an impact on you?" he said. "Those pictures I have (are) of me and my father, me hanging over the side of the boat looking at the water, looking at the fish in the water. ... Memories of the heat, memories of the tall reeds, the green grasses, are kind of seared in."One month after the Alwashes established Eden Again, terrorists struck the World Trade Center and the Pentagon. It was as if the world had begun spinning in a different direction, and by the fall of 2002, when the Alwashes hired Stevens as project manager, war with Iraq was brewing.Many of those involved with Eden Again are reluctant to call the war an opportunity. "I'm conflicted," said Stevens, a former Vietnam War protester who wishes there could have been a diplomatic resolution in Iraq.But Azzam Alwash acknowledged that in another era, the world might have shrugged off a campaign for the marshes. "Quite possibly, it would have been, 'Those nagging environmentalists are at it again,' " he said with a laugh.So he doesn't mind saying that perhaps some good can come out of the conflict. "I'm trying to sell the idea that rejuvenating the marshes is one way the United States can give Iraqis a tangible boost."The United States may well buy it. Eden Again is funded chiefly by a $200,000 grant given by the State Department to the Iraq Foundation. The Iraq Foundation, which is sponsoring the project, is a private organization formed by Iraqi expatriates pushing for democracy and human rights in their homeland.The world spotlight on Iraq and the prospects for rebuilding the nation are drawing the attention of others, as well. A consortium of researchers at the University of Pennsylvania calling themselves the Institute for Strategic Threat Analysis and Response have submitted a proposal to the U.S. Department of Defense for $5.7 million to enter Iraq after the war to assess the legal rights and health of the people and the state of the rivers, including the marshland.Meanwhile, the United Nations Environmental Program is working to find accord among the nations whose activities affect the marshes. The destruction of the marshland, which once covered an estimated 7,000 square miles, is described in detail in a 2001 report by UNEP's Division of Early Warning and Assessment.Hassan Partow, author of the report, said that at first, UNEP simply wanted to prompt discussions between Iran and Iraq on a conservation plan for a marsh that straddles their border. About one-third of that marsh, called Al Hawizeh, is intact. The rest of the wetlands ecosystem is more than 90 percent gone -- bare dirt and salt crust are all that remain.Now, given the interest of Eden Again and others, Partow hopes the restoration can be more ambitious. "It would be the biggest wetlands restoration scheme in the history of the world if it takes off," he said.Stevens, who grew up in Oroville and earned a doctorate at the University of California, Davis, has worked to restore wetlands in the Delta among other places. She sees parallels between the destruction of wetlands at home and in the Middle East.After all, California has lost more than 90 percent of its wetlands, with only 454,000 acres left of the original 5 million.Stevens wrote her doctoral dissertation on how the Miwok Indians tended a plant called white root along the Cosumnes River. It was her interest in the relationship between indigenous cultures and wetlands that led her to Eden Again.Referred to the Alwashes by a fellow restoration ecologist, Stevens has become a champion of the Marsh Arabs, most of whom are living now as refugees, mostly in Iran. Some are in the United States, as well; Stevens has met several in San Diego.

If the destruction of wetlands here and abroad is comparable, Stevens said, she's also hopeful that lessons learned here can be applied in Iraq.

"We've really brought back a lot of our duck and geese species," she said. "There's definitely the possibility of restoring some of these marsh areas."

__________________________________________________________________________________________
ENVIRONMENT-SERBIA:

The Bombs Still Waiting to Explode 

Vesna Peric Zimonjic 

BELGRADE, Apr 8 (IPS) - As the bombardment of Iraq continues into the third week, Serbs are thinking of the bombs they still live with four years after the blitz on Belgrade. Serbs still come across unexploded bombshells and cluster bombs. And they still do not know the real effects of depleted uranium missiles dropped in some areas. ”We have marked 14 locations with unexploded cluster bombs” Petar Mihajlovic from the Centre for Ordnance Dismantling and De-mining told IPS. ”Besides, there are 40 locations with unexploded bombs that weigh between 250 to 1000 kg.” Six unexploded bombs have been traced in Belgrade, embedded three to 20 metres into the ground in areas where dismantling them could cause enormous damage. A one-tonne unexploded bomb lies at the bottom of a lake. ”We are mulling over what to do with them and expect foreign experts to help,” says Mihajlovic. More than 20,000 tonnes of bombs were dropped in the 11-week campaign against Serbia, according to military and independent estimates. The NATO air raids were launched March 24, 1999 after Western diplomacy failed to persuade former leader Slobodan Milosevic to stop repression against ethnic Albanians in Kosovo province. The raids continued until June 10. ”The most dangerous are the cluster bombs and they are our priority,” says Mihajlovic. ”With the assistance of foreign donors, we have spent five million dollars locating and dismantling some, but they are spread over large areas and some are still hanging from the trees in the mountains.” The areas are marked as dangerous, but from time to time there are reports of people injured by these bombs. Cluster bombs spray thousands of lethal projectiles over a large area just above ground level. They cause so-called ”air blast” injuries to internal organs and can rip apart people standing within 20 metres. One cluster bomb killed dozens of civilians in the southern Serbian town Nis in May 1999. The fallout from shells made of depleted uranium used against tanks in the southern areas close to Kosovo province remains uncertain. Shells made with depleted uranium are used to penetrate heavy armour. Most of Milosevic's army was stationed in this area. ”There are five locations in southern Serbia where the depleted uranium shells landed,” says Dr Miroslav Nikcevic from the Health Ministry. ”So far we have spent 425,000 dollars for decontamination of the sites. Most shells were found in the fields and there are still no agricultural activities there.” A United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) study has concluded that these sites in southern Serbia ”do not present immediate radioactive or toxic risks for the environment or human health.” But UNEP has asked the authorities to take precautionary measures. ”We tested the soldiers and people who were in the area at the time of air raids,” says Dr Snezana Milacic from the Health Ministry. ”So far, we have not been able to establish the direct consequences on their health. However, we found some chromosome abnormalities that are developing and the only thing we can do is to follow the developments.” 

The regime of Slobodan Milosevic, which fell from power 16 months after the end of NATO air strikes, did not reveal the exact casualty toll from the bombing. It said the civilian death toll was between 2,500 and 3,500. The death toll among the military and the police was put at 1,002. 

The Milosevic regime said up to 100 billion dollars worth of damage was inflicted on factories, buildings and infrastructure. The new administration revised the figure to 29.6 billion dollars. (END/2003)

__________________________________________________________________________________________

San Francisco Chronicle 

A dream of restoring Iraq's great marshes 

Wetlands destroyed by Hussein could thrive again 
Glen Martin, Chronicle Environment Writer
Monday, April 7, 2003 
©2003 San Francisco Chronicle | Feedback 

URL: http://sfgate.com/cgi-bin/article.cgi?f=/c/a/2003/04/07/MN293104.DTL 

There could be an unexpected beneficiary of the war in Iraq: the environment. 

More specifically, the late, great Mesopotamian marshes -- a decade ago, the largest wetland by far in the Middle East, and a site considered by many religious scholars as the inspiration for the Garden of Eden in the Bible and Koran. 

Located at the confluence of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers near Basra, this vast watery substrate sprawled over 20,000 square kilometers, providing sustenance and shelter for a wide array of wildlife. They were also home to 200,000 "ma'dan," or marsh Arabs, a group of hunters and fishermen who trace their habitation of the region back five millennia. 

The marsh Arabs lived in singular harmony with their watery environment, building elegant boats and elaborate houses out of reeds. 

But Hussein considered the swamps a haven for Shiite opponents of his regime. So in the mid-1990s, he drained the marshes, broadcast pesticides to kill the fish and wildlife, and attacked the villages of the ma'dan. Today, the once verdant network of reed beds and waterways is mostly a sere and lifeless plain. 

"It is just another example of the complete ruthlessness of the regime," said Azzam Alwash, an Iraqi exile and civil engineer. He is also a leading advocate for restoration of the marshes, and sits on the board of the Iraq Foundation, a nonprofit nongovernmental organization "working for democracy and human rights" in Iraq. 

"Everyone is harping about Saddam's chemical, biological and nuclear weapons of mass destruction," said Alwash, "but here he used water as a mass destruction weapon. He used it to destroy a culture that has lasted 5,000 years. And I'm afraid it has made me somewhat cynical that the international community stood by and did nothing while it was happening." 

The marshes were an integral part of the Iraqi culture and collective psyche, said Alwash, and their loss is an emotional blow that is hard for outsiders to understand. 

A TREMENDOUS CATASTROPHE

Ecological scientists are in general accord with Alwash that the destruction of the marshes was a catastrophe of global significance. 

"By any measure, this was one of the most important wetland systems in the world," said Scott McCreary, a principal and co-founder of Concur Inc., an East Bay consulting group that specializes in developing consensus solutions to natural resource conflicts. "It was on par with other great mega-deltas such as the Yangtze and the Amazon." 

Concur convened a February conference on the marshes at UC Irvine. The attending scientists are expected to issue a paper on possible restoration strategies in the next few weeks. 

The paper could well become a blueprint of great significance. If U.S. and British forces win the war as expected, some conservationists say it could provide a remarkable opportunity -- the chance to restore the natural splendor of the Mesopotamian marshes. If successful, such a project could be the greatest single wetland restoration in the history of the world. 

"The end of the war could provide a genuine opportunity to do this," said Chris Lagan, the media director for The World Resources Institute. "It won't be easy. About 88 percent of the marsh has been depleted. There's a sense it will take a tremendous amount of effort, but it's not impossible." 

Michelle Stevens, a professor of environmental studies at Sacramento State University and the manager of the Iraq Foundation's Eden Again Project, which is dedicated to restoring the marshes, acknowledged that the scale of the vision is somewhat daunting. 

"It took 50 years to destroy 95 percent of the wetlands in California, but it took only about two years to obliterate the Mesopotamian marshes," Stevens said. "(Hussein) obliterated one of the biologically richest places on Earth, and destroyed a unique and ancient culture." 

In the short term, Stevens said, scientists must do two things. 

"First, we need to identify areas that are so toxic (from pesticides and salt accumulation) that it would be counterproductive to rehydrate them," she said. 

Those planning for the marshes' restoration must also grapple with the fact that there's less water available in Iraq than there was 10 years ago. 

"New hydro projects in Turkey, Syria and Iran have significantly reduced the flow down the Tigris and Euphrates," Stevens said, "and we're going to have to work with that." 

Scientists are working on hydrologic models that reflect the current water availability, but Stevens said it's clear there will be "enough water to do a major restoration of some kind, one that will be worthwhile." 

OTTERS, PELICANS, CATS, HERONS

Sizable segments of marsh remain near the Iran-Iraq border, she said, "and we think they contain some of the charismatic fauna the region was known for -- 

species like smooth-coated otters, Dalmatian pelicans, jungle cats, goliath herons and sacred ibis. With luck, we can re-establish them in restored areas." 

Alwash said the reduced flows of the Euphrates and Tigris complicate any restoration scenario, but he maintains much can be accomplished with the water at hand. 

"First, there is at least 45 billion cubic feet of recoverable water in the Tharthar Depression, a very large lake between the Euphrates and Tigris," said Alwash. "We can use that immediately to start rehydrating the marshes." 

The canals Hussein used to drain the marshes -- The Mother of Battles River, 

the Loyalty to the Leader Canal/Pipeline and the Third River -- can also be diverted to the marsh zone, Alwash said. 

"Finally, we can make Turkey a stakeholder in the new Iraq," said Alwash. "Turkey desperately needs hard capital and Iraq will need new power capacity to rebuild. Iraq can buy power from Turkey's hydro projects on the Tigris, and use the extra water that will be released downstream for marsh restoration." 

Pursuing these three strategies, Alwash said, "it should be possible to restore from one-half to two-thirds of the original marshes." 

Suzie Alwash, the director of the Eden Again project and Azzam Alwash's wife, said the configuration of the restoration should be determined primarily by those who once lived there -- the marsh Arabs. 

Since Hussein's initial persecutions, Alwash said, the ma'dan have been forced into a diaspora, some fleeing Iraq, others seeking anonymity in Basra and other Iraqi cities. 

MARSH ARABS IN SAN DIEGO

"We're already working with a group of (marsh Arab) refugees in San Diego," said Alwash. "Ultimately we will have a stakeholders group that will tell us their priorities. The marsh can be managed in many different ways -- say for fisheries in one portion, migratory birds and other wildlife in another portion, and so on. The people who once called these marshes home will guide this." 

Pegging the restoration to the needs of local people will be the key to success, other scientists agree. 

The marshes were "a tremendous economic engine for the country," said Thomas L. Crisman, a professor of environmental engineering and the director of the Howard T. Odum Center for Wetlands at the University of Florida at Gainesville. "They not only supported the hundreds of thousands of people who lived there, but their fisheries provided much-needed protein to the populations of Basra and other cities." 

While the marshes were a stunning ecological jewel, a repository of rare and endangered animals, Crisman said the key to resurrecting them is to emphasize their economic importance. 

"The marshes were a critical component for the fisheries and water quality of the entire Persian Gulf," Crisman said. "Marshes act as filters and transport systems -- on one hand, turning contaminants into organic matter that fish, shrimp and other commercially important species can use, and on the other, dispersing that organic manner into surrounding aquatic systems." 

Otters and the rest of the wildlife, Crisman said, "are incredibly important, but you won't necessarily be able to sell them to the World Bank. The World Bank does understand robust commercial fisheries, however." 

The critical issue for restoration advocates, said Crisman, is to find the point where a revived marsh can be truly self-sustaining, from both the ecological and economic perspectives. 

"We need to determine just how much of a wetland restoration you need to get a cultural restoration," he said. "What scale is critical? Frankly, we don't know. Which is why we have to get things going on the ground as soon as possible."
__________________________________________________________________________

MINNEAPOLIS STAR TRIBUNE

 Editorial: War and environment / What will be left to Iraqi people?

April 6, 2003 

A day before the bombing of Baghdad began, an international group of distinguished scholars issued a sober warning about the environmental catastrophe that might occur in this war.

Hardly anyone paid attention then, or since. When people are dying, concern for shielding natural resources understandably moves down the list. But environmental impacts must be considered, because in fundamental ways they will shape the peace that eventually comes to Iraq.

In the world's affluent industrial nations, it has become possible to confuse environmental protection with aesthetic or recreational enhancement -- worthwhile but discretionary. In countries where life is lived much closer to the ground, environment is more clearly infrastructure.

Consider some lasting impacts of the 1991 war on Kuwait. Because of extensive land damage from unexploded ordnance and oil contamination, agriculture remains seriously impaired. The churning of truck tires and tank tracks has accelerated erosion, and now sand dunes are edging toward Kuwait City.

Nearly a quarter of the Kuwaiti desert was encrusted with oil; only recently have scientists settled on a labor-intensive, years-long method of restoring it. Oil leaking into aquifers has contaminated some 40 percent of freshwaterreserves in a country where drinkable water is notably scarce. Coastal spills that wiped out vast bird populations also harmed important fisheries.

Damage from the oil fires lit by retreating Iraqi troops fell short of the most dire forecasts, which included disruption of monsoon cycles and even a "year without a summer" scenario. That time around, smoke columns didn't rise high enough to cause regional or global climate changes. But on a more localized scale, soot and smoke are thought to have raised the Kuwaiti death rate by 10 percent for a year or so.

This time around, the grim prospect is that the Iraqis could torch many more wells. In the north, the oilfields' higher natural gas and sulfide content could make the fires more toxic and harder to extinguish.

As for water, Iraq's supplies come chiefly from the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, which once flowed through the Mesopotamian wetlands that Saddam Hussein dammed and drained to harass the "marsh Arabs." Partly because of those actions, typhoid and child mortality have been on the rise since the1991 war. Protecting and restoring those wetlands, and their ability to filter fresh water, will be as crucial as rebuilding pipelines and treatment plants in assuring adequate drinkable water for Iraq.

Of course warfare cannot be made environmentally benign, but the harm can be limited. U.S. military officers have said they will try to do so, just as they seek to minimize civilian casualties and damage to infrastructure.

(Indeed, a significant body of international law binds them to do so, and provides penalties if they don't; the United Nations is processing more than $70 billion in claims against Iraq for environmental damage in the last war).

But the most important considerations are not so much legal as moral and practical. When the peace comes, the people of Iraq will need to be able to draw water, till land, plant crops. The less damage these resources sustain in the fighting, the less rebuilding that will be required of Iraq's postwar overseers.

                                            ***********
________________________________________________________________________________________

Tierramerica

War Could Wipe Out Ancient History

                        By Diego Cevallos*

                        Iraq, set in the cradle of Western civilization, holds 10,000 archeological sites with countless secrets still to be deciphered. Experts fear that the war will bury many of them  forever.

                        MEXICO CITY - When the U.S.-led war against Iraq finally ends, experts in national heritage will have the bitter task of assessing what damage bombs and missiles have wrought on the vestiges of a                        millennia-old history in the cradle of Western culture. 

                        Since March 20, thousands of bombs have been dropped on the land  that tradition has identified as the biblical “Garden of Eden” and the departure point of the prophet Abraham who sought the Promised Land. 

                        There, where remnants of the Tower of Babel can be found, writing was created, the wheel and glass were invented, and mathematics and other sciences were developed, the foundations of Western                        civilization. 

                        “They aren’t fighting near just any important place, but in the middle of the richest and most extraordinary cultural heritage on the planet,” archeologist Nicolo Marchetti, a Middle East expert at the University  of Bologna-Italy, commented in a conversation with Tierramérica. 

                        Bombs and missiles fall relentlessly on government palaces, ministries and public buildings in Baghdad and other cities along the  Tigris River, which fed the West’s earliest cultures: the Assyrian,               Babylonian and Sumerian. 

                        Apparently the result of error, the bombardments have hit markets, hospitals and even a maternity ward in the capital. There is nothing to indicate that the country’s historic wealth has not also been                        affected. 

                        Iraqi territory is estimated to hold 10,000 archeological sites with artifacts and constructions that have yet to be studied and countless secrets to decipher.   Much of the country’s treasures are in Mosul Nasiriya and Tikrit,  three cities that have been bombed heavily by the invading forces. 

                        As the U.S.-British offensive began, Iraqi officials rushed to erect barricades around the National Museum of Iraq, home to the oldest cuneiform tablets (with the world’s first writing) and the largest                        collection of Mesopotamian pieces, dating back 6,000 years. 

                        But the efforts to protect the museum may have been in vain. It is set in the central Salihyia district of Baghdad, just 700 m from the  foreign ministry building that was reduced to rubble. Some say it will                        be a miracle if bombs do not level the museum in the coming days. 

                        McGuire Gibson, of the University of Chicago and considered the leading U.S. authority on Mesopotamian archeology, takes a philosophical approach, saying “war is war” and just about anything                        could happen to those sites. 

                        Before March 20, when the attacks began, Gibson and other experts met with officials from the Pentagon (U.S. Defense Department) to  inform them about Iraq’s most valuable cultural sites. 

                        The Pentagon had a list of 150 important locations. The academic experts handed over a list of more than 4,000 and insisted that they represented just a small percentage of Iraq’s rich heritage. 

                        Twelve years ago, during the first Gulf War, the United States also held information about this cultural wealth, but that did not prevent  the destruction from occurring. 

                        In the crossfire are legendary cities. For example, Mosul, intensely bombed to destroy Iraqi missile launch sites, is home to the Nur ad-Din mosque, built in 1170. 

                        Close by are the ruins of the ancient Assyrian city of Nineveh, the largest archeological site of the East, covering 750 hectares. And  Nimrud, with its beautiful palaces, like that of King Ashurnasirpal II. 

                        The list is long, and the new discoveries are ongoing in Iraq, also seen as giving rise to Eastern civilization. 

                        The experts warn that knowledge could be lost forever if bombs hit historic sites. And even if they escape harm, in the chaos of war they are vulnerable to looting, says Gibson. 

                        “Distant witnesses” 

                        As the war thunders on, historians, archeologists and experts in ancient cultures feel as if their hands are tied. 

                        “Now we are only distant witnesses to what occurs,” Mounir Bouchenaki, assistant director of culture at UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization), told Tierramérica. 

                        The UN agency is preparing a working group to travel to Iraq once the war is over. 

                        The only weapons UNESCO has to protect world historic heritage are the commitments signed by various countries, but which do not include mechanisms with “teeth” to force compliance. 

                        Bouchenaki hopes that the parties to the conflict respect the Convention for the Protection of Cultural Property in the Event of Armed Conflict, in effect since 1956, a reaction to the devastation of                        art and historic sites in Europe during the Second World War. 

                        “It is in the interest of everyone to protect works of art, because even from the perspective of propaganda, no one wants to be seen as the destroyer,” Miguel Angel Elvira, director of Spain’s Archeological                        Museum, told Tierramérica. 

                        The U.S. military, he commented, will not want to destroy “elements evoking the Christian tradition of the West.” 

                        Archeologist Marchetti is not so optimistic. “I have the impression that the damage is already widespread and that, frankly, nothing can be done.” 

                        “War has its own logic and follows its own path,” he lamented. 

                        Prior to the 1991 Gulf War, experts agreed in acknowledging that Iraq had a laudable record in preserving its ancient artifacts and cultural heritage. 

                        But after the war, that point of view changed. The conflict, in which a U.S.-led military coalition forced Iraq to withdraw from neighboring Kuwait, was centered on bombardments, not the massive influx of  troops into the heart of Iraq. 

                        The damage to historic sites sent an alarm throughout the world of cultural experts. 

                        Bombs destroyed millennia-old bridges in Baghdad and seriously damaged historic structures in the capital, like the 13th century Mustansiriya, the Kaplannya mosque and the Archeological Museum of Iraq, one of the leading such institutions in the world. 

                        Once a ceasefire was established, looting and vandalism of museums and libraries multiplied as a consequence of internal conflicts. 

                        Iraq’s General Directorate of Antiquities reported that 13 museums were seriously damaged in the war. Nine would require restoration  and the others reconstruction. Six libraries were destroyed. 

                        Nearly all of the artifacts taken out of Iraq – clay tablets, ivory carvings, metal utensils, illuminated Islamic manuscripts, jewelry,  gold and silver coins, statues and ceramics – have ended up on the                        clandestine market of art and archeology. 

                        In 1994, experts from around the world, including many from the United States, gathered in Baghdad and mourned the destruction of  history as they found that war had resulted in at least 3,500                        catalogued artifacts being spirited out of the country. 

                        One can only expect more dramatic losses to be reported when they gather again after this war, which is proving to be much more lethal and devastating. 

                        * Diego Cevallos is an IPS correspondent. Carla Maldonado (Italy), Haider Rizvi (United States) and Lidia Hunter (Spain) contributed to this report.
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Tracing the roots of America's war in Iraq

'Neocon' architects of a muscular US policy eye more regime changes in the

region.

By Gail Russell Chaddock | Staff writer of The Christian Science Monitor

WASHINGTON - In speeches that were lambasted by the foreign-policy establishment of the early 1980s, Ronald Reagan dubbed the Soviet Union an "evil empire" and called for a "global campaign for democracy."

Liberal critics called his comments extremist and dangerous. George Kennan, architect of America's containment policy toward communism, said that such rhetoric would produce "endless war" and "disqualifies the US from active participation in the world."

But for a group of young staffers in and around the Pentagon - who are now top advisers in the Bush administration - these fighting words were gold. Weary of what they saw as the weakness and indecision of the Carter years, they believed in American destiny and a more "muscular" American role in the world. Nor did they mind going it alone. In fact, they welcomed it.

Many of these Reagan-era hard-liners found no place in the first Bush administration, or the Clinton years that followed it. But now, under George W. Bush, they have helped craft what may be the boldest rethinking of

national security policy since the 1940s - a policy that is now leading US troops into the streets of Baghdad, and possibly beyond.

Just this past weekend, Paul Wolfowitz, arguably the most visible of these so-called neoconservatives, made the rounds from one Sunday talk show to another. The topic of the moment was how to rebuild Iraq, but he looked further: "There's got to be a change in Syria," he said on one show.

Whether they prove to be visionary or reckless, the ideas of these "neocons" appear likely to shape not just the future of Iraq but also America's role and image in the world for years to come.

"It's a profound intellectual debate with great consequences," says Jay Winik, a senior scholar at the University of Maryland's School of Public Affairs.

At the heart of their worldview is a conviction that American power and democratic values can be a force for good - even if applied without the blessing of international institutions or local cultures.

The 9/11 effect on Bush

A far cry from the "humble" foreign policy that Mr. Bush promised in his 2000 campaign for president, the claims for "democratic imperialism" were boosted by the attacks on 9/11. To be safe from terrorism, the US must promote a world that shares American values, supporters say.

Defense officials and civilian advisers close to the Pentagon are already signaling the possibility of a widening scope in the region.

"Iraq is just one battle in a larger war.... bringing down the regime in Iran is the central act, because Iran is the world's most dangerous terrorist country," said Michael Ledeen, a former Reagan adviser who is now

a senior fellow at the American Enterprise Institute at a briefing the first week of the war. The words "United Nations" and even "State Department" are laugh lines at the AEI's signature "black-coffee briefings" on the war.

To critics, the emboldened US posture is a formula for regional resentment and increasing US isolation in the world.

"Our friends in the region won't become more democratic; they'll have to be more repressive to deal with the consequences of a long-term American occupation," says James Zogby, president of the Arab American Institute in Washington.

"This is a very different administration than that of Bush the father," Mr. Zogby adds. "In the past we've used diplomacy and containment and the building of alliances to strengthen ourselves and our allies against those

who oppose us."

The prospect of a broader agenda beyond the war in Iraq alarms many in the US Congress, as well as allies in the "coalition of the willing" and some in the Bush administration. They signed on to what they thought was a single goal - regime change in Iraq. The resulting nation-building effort by itself could require years of involvement by America and other nations.

"I chair every closed briefing. This is not about Iran, it's about getting those [Iraqi] weapons of mass destruction. Period," says Sen. John Warner (R) of Virginia.

Syria, Iran: Are they next?

This debate is sure to pick up as US forces move toward endgame in Baghdad. Last week, Defense Secretary Rumsfeld publicly cautioned Iran and Syria to avoid "hostile acts" on behalf of Iraq or risk consequences - a warning repeated on Sunday by Mr. Wolfowitz, the deputy secretary of defense.

Since 9/11, US aims have evolved from targeting those responsible for the attacks to eliminating weapons of mass destruction and regime change in Iraq.

Much of the intellectual groundwork for that shift was laid by a small group of advisers with a broad plan for democratic reform in the Middle East.

While Cheney and Rumsfeld are old-time conservatives, Wolfowitz and others came up through Democratic ranks as staffers in the 1970s for Washington Sen. Henry "Scoop" Jackson, a powerful liberal Democrat who took the lead in scuttling the SALT II arms agreement with the Soviets.

They include Douglas Feith, now No. 3 at the Pentagon, and Richard Perle, who recently resigned as chairman of the Defense Policy Board, an advisory group, amid a controversy over what critics said were conflicts of interest.

Dubbed neoconservatives for their switch from the liberal Democratic camp, their paths converged in the Reagan White House in the 1980s, then again in the second Bush administration.

Their intellectual influence was felt in early decisions by Bush to scrap the Kyoto protocols on the environment and a biological weapons convention. But their views counted even more as the administration shaped its response to the Sept. 11 attacks.

Within days of the attacks, former Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu crisscrossed official Washington with a broad plan to deal with terrorism: "There is no international terrorism without the support of sovereign states," he said, referring to a position paper drafted for him in 1996 by Mssers. Perle and Feith. The attacks, he said, present a historic opportunity for the US to dismantle the regimes that support terrorism,

including those in Syria, Iran, Iraq, Sudan, and the leadership of the Palestinian territories.

Meanwhile, as early as Sept. 16, 2001, Wolfowitz urged President Bush to deal with Saddam Hussein as a priority, according to published reports. He had raised the concern as far back as the Carter years. The idea was 

initially rejected by Cheney and Secretary of State Powell. But by the State of the Union in January 2002, Iraq was part of the "axis of evil" and a top US priority.

The Bush II hawks aren't always united on assumptions or strategy. Old-line conservatives such as Rumsfeld and Cheney have been deeply skeptical of "nation building" as an exercise that can tie up military capacity for years to no good end. By contrast, neocons see building democracies as an essential aspect of American leadership.

What both groups share is rejecting the view that America is constrained by weakness and indecision - qualities both ascribe to the Carter and Clinton years - or by the votes of international organizations.

"I'm rather optimistic that all of these divisions and debates in the United Nations and elsewhere will be resolved in a general recognition that high moral purpose has been achieved here," said Mr. Perle at an AEI panel last month. "The Iraqis are going to show, I believe, that they are far more capable of implementing a humane government than some people have believed."

On Capitol Hill, neocon thinkers have also influenced some members of Congress toward acceptance of a more forceful US policy. Sen. Sam Brownback (R) of Kansas recalls a series of dinners at Freedom House after 9/11 to help policymakers understand the new security threats.

"What came out of this was that we were really going to have to shift policies to bring peace to this troubled region and to keep terrorism from coming to us," he says, referring to comments from AEI's Ledeen and

historian Bernard Lewis, a longtime influence on neocons. "This whole effort is about change in the region, not just a regime," he says. "It is about spreading democracy, human rights, full gender participation, religious

freedom, open societies.... This is not the end of the road in Iraq: We will be pressing forward."
_________________________________________________________________________________________

Reuters

UK industry cuts CO2 emissions by well over target

  LONDON - Britain's industry has slashed emissions of polluting carbon dioxide (CO2) by more than three times above targets as plans to cut greenhouse gases take effect, the government said. 

  About 5,000 UK companies cut the amount of CO2 they produce by 13.5 million tonnes last year under the Climate Change Agreements (CCA) scheme, the UK Department for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) said in a statement. 

  "The results of our agreements demonstrated real gains in energy efficiency, achieved in a cost-effective way," Sustainable Energy Minister Lord Whitty said. 

  Under the CCA programme UK companies risk a hefty tax on energy use if they miss targets to cut CO2, largely blamed for global warming.

  The cut was about 10 million tonnes above the 3.5 million target set under the programme for 2002 and DEFRA said most of the reductions  were made by the steel industry - the greatest energy consumer in Britain. 

  The government said CO2 emissions fell 3.5 percent last year and that industry played a big role in helping Britain meet goals under the  United Nations Kyoto Protocol to cut UK emissions by 12.5 percent by 2010 on 1990 levels. 

  "Today's figures are another boost for the government's aim to cut out carbon emissions by 60 percent by 2050," UK Environment  Minister Michael Meacher said, adding industry's contribution under the CCA scheme was significant. 

  A voluntary CO2 emissions trading scheme was launched in April last year as part of CCA to enable companies that cut greenhouse gas  emissions above government agreed targets to sell allowances to those unable to meet the reductions. 

  DEFRA said companies traded almost 600,000 emissions allowances to meet targets under the CCA scheme in 2002, either selling or  keeping the equivalent of four million tonnes of CO2. 

  The UK government hoped for a large uptake to help meet its commitments under the Kyoto protocol ahead of mandatory European  trading from 2005 and possible global trading. 

  Britain produced the equivalent of 150.4 million tonnes of carbon dioxide in 2002 compared with 156.1 million in 2001, according to DEFRA.

__________________________________________________________________________________________

NY Times

Asian officials say SARS might be hard to stop
                 Keith Bradsher and Lawrence K. Altman, New York Times

HONG KONG -- Health officials in Hong Kong and Singapore warned citizens Tuesday  that the agent that causes a mysterious respiratory disease had spread so far that it  would be hard to bring under control anytime soon, if ever.

                 "Singaporeans must be psychologically prepared for the problem to stay with us for some time," said Lee Hsien Loong, Singapore's deputy prime minister.

                 Hong Kong and Singapore officials began emphasizing new measures to slow the  spread of the disease, known as severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS). But they  backed away from suggestions that they might be able to get rid of it completely.

                 The World Health Organization (WHO), however, remained optimistic that the disease could be kept in check.

                 Dr. Leung Pak-yin, Hong Kong's deputy director of health, said that residents should be  concerned that the disease could be spread through contaminated objects, particularly  if their apartment buildings developed large numbers of cases.

                 "We believe that every citizen could become a carrier of the virus," especially if people do not follow such practices as hand washing and the wearing of face masks, he said.  The cause of SARS is unknown, but officials are almost certain that it is a virus, and they suspect that the culprit is a previously unknown member of the coronavirus family.

                 Epidemiologists have traced most SARS cases to close person-to-person contact. That finding initially led officials to believe that they could break the SARS chain by isolating patients and their contacts and by requiring health workers to use standard infection-control measures in caring for patients.

                 But in recent days, epidemiologists have been unable to trace a number of SARS outbreaks in hotels, hospitals and apartment complexes in Hong Kong, Singapore and China to such person-to-person spread. Because of that, many health officials have become increasingly suspicious that the disease can be spread through contaminated  objects such as door knobs, water and sewage, as well as by person-to-person contact.  Hong Kong officials also have theorized that insects such as cockroaches could spread  the disease, perhaps by tracking contaminated sewage from apartment to apartment.

                 Hong Kong University researchers have found evidence suggesting that many people might come in contact with the virus and become only mildly ill and not meet the case  definition. Also, officials are suspicious that some people might be able to spread the disease even before they develop the first symptoms of SARS.

                 If SARS can be spread by insects or objects or healthy human carriers, containing its  spread would be much more difficult.

                 The global death toll rose to at least 104 with new fatalities announced Tuesday.

                 More than 2,600 people have been infected worldwide, most of them in mainland China and Hong Kong. The United States has had no deaths from the disease but reports 148  suspected cases in 30 states.

______________________________________________________________________________________
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Germany to fund Environmental Programmes in Madagascar 

Antananarivo, Madagascar (PANA) - Germany and Madagascar signed a financing agreement worth 1.61 million Euro aimed at environmental education in Malagasy primary and high schools, an official source said. The funds will enable the production of 2.16 million copies of a teaching manual for the "Ny Voaary" programme of environmental education, as well as 82,000 copies of a teaching guide and 7,500 topical posters. Meanwhile, Germany's international funding agency, KFW, will grant the "Ny Voaary" programme 1.53 million Euro to ensure its sustainability. The grant will finance the implementation of the second phase of the programme's environmental quarterly magazine titled "Vintsy."
http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng048307&dte=08/04/2003
S. Africa in major operation to return giant stingray to sea 

Cape Town, South Africa (PANA) - South Africa carried out a major operation on Tuesday morning to transfer a giant stingray from the Cape Town Aquarium back to the ocean after residents in the town of Struisbaai complained bitterly that the fish that had lived in the harbour for the past 20 years and had become a "friendly pet". The fish was captured in the small seaside resort near Cape Town last week and transferred to the predator tank at the aquarium. On Tuesday morning, scuba divers coaxed the ray into a transport tank, which was lowered into the predator tank. 

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng048297&dte=08/04/2003
Great Lakes: Delayed Rains Causes Concern

UN Integrated Regional Information Networks: The onset of seasonal rains, important for crop planting, has been delayed by 20-30 days across key agricultural parts of the Great Lakes region, according to the 31 March issue of the Greater Horn of Africa (GHA) food security bulletin. Satellite imagery showed lower than average daily rainfall over most of Burundi, Rwanda and Tanzania, the bulletin reported. In Tanzania, the report said unusual dryness between the end of January and mid-March, compounded by forecasts of poor rainfall to come, had raised concern. The current weather conditions resemble the pattern in 1997-8, when 2.4 million Tanzanians in 33 districts were vulnerable to drought-induced food insecurity, and emergency operations were required. Unusually dry weather also occurred over eastern and southern Rwanda in February and early March. In Burundi, heightened levels of insecurity in most provinces during February undermined national food security, the report said. A prolonged dry spell delayed the start of the February-July production season. The GHA regional food security bulletin is a joint initiative of Famine Early Warning System Network, Regional Centre for Mapping of Resources for Development, Desert Locust Control Organization, Livestock Early Warning System, United States Geological Survey. It is funded by the United States Agency for International Development and other collaborators.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200304080238.html
Maathai gives terms for rice plan at swamp

NATION: The government will not support the exploitation of Yala swamp if the necessary assessments are not done.  Environment assistant minister Wangari Maathai said the National Environmental Management Authority would conduct an intensive research on the Yala swamp to determine whether the planned rice growing project would be allowed.  Prof. Maathai said she had not seen any environmental impact assessment from a private developer planning to grow rice in the expansive swamp located in the Western and Nyanza provinces.  She was speaking in Nyeri town after a road inspection tour of her Tetu constituency. She said Kenyans needed to be enlightened about the importance of wetlands. "Waterlogged areas and even swamps are important and necessary biological sites. Many serve as water reservoirs and therefore should be conserved," said Prof. Maathai. "It is important that we don't blindly look at these wet places as areas that need drying up for cultivation."  Many of the people, Prof. Maathai noted, looked at swamps as wasteland areas, which needed to be cultivated.  The ministry of Environment, Prof. Maathai said, was concerned about the exploitation of Yala swamp and was following the mater keenly. 

http://www.nationaudio.com/News/DailyNation/Today/News/News0904200324.html
_____________________________________________________________________________________

ROE MEDIA UPDATE
UN or UNEP in the news

General environment news

WHO wants action to stop millions of child deaths (Reuters), 8 April 2003

GENEVA - The World Health Organisation (WHO) called yesterday for urgent international action to remove environmental hazards which kill five million children every year, mainly in poor countries.

Simple measures to improve habitats where children live, learn and play could prevent the acute respiratory infections, malaria and diarrhoea which are major killers of children worldwide, the WHO said yesterday.

http://www.planetark.com/dailynewsstory.cfm/newsid/20397/story.htm
Hunting, Ebola virus threaten Africa's wild apes (Reuters) 8 April 2003

LONDON - Western equatorial Africa's wild apes are being killed off by hunting and the Ebola virus and could be pushed to the brink of extinction, scientists said.

"The stark truth is that if we do not act decisively, our children may live in a world without wild apes," cautioned Peter Walsh of Princeton University in the United States. (Reuters), 8 April 2003

http://www.planetark.com/dailynewsstory.cfm/newsid/20399/story.htm
___________________________________________________________________________________________ 

ROWA MEDIA UPDATE

Bahrain
Careful disposal of waste urged from gardeners

With the first weeks of the summer heat wilting gardens, a private waste management firm has urged gardeners to dispose of waste from their garden with care. 

MBM Alam Flora has already announced plans to introduce a new system where special containers will be placed at prominent areas for disposal of garden waste and bulky waste such as old furniture, broken electronic items etc. 

“Grass clippings, dead plants and flowers, loose stones, soil and any other waste material from the garden usually comes under the classification of organic waste and should ideally be packed separately and disposed of,” said Corporate Communications head Ravindran Raman Kutty. “We plan to have in place a new system where by garden waste and bulky waste such as old furniture and discarded electronic goods and household appliances can be put in special containers which will be emptied once every two weeks. This will be done soon and we hope it will help to get people used to the concept of segregating waste.”

http://www.bahraintribune.com/local.asp?Art_No=9819
Oman
The World Health Day 

The Ministry of Health celebrated the World Health Day 7 April, 2003 “ A Healthy environment for children secured their future”. The celebration included a speech on the importance of the healthy environment in protecting the health of the humankind . He added that our understanding about the environment shouldn’t only be the air we breath or the water we drink, but also the place we live in, the food we eat, the location of our work, our children’s school, and our social life.  
http://www.alwatan.com/ 

Iraq
Basra Residents Angry Over Lack of Water 







BASRA, Iraq (Reuters) - People and cars flooded the streets of Basra on Tuesday, a day after British forces entered the heart of Iraq's second largest city, with many residents angry over a lack of water and breakdown of law and order. 

The paratroopers who walked into town on Monday have left, but a dozen British tanks took up position at major intersections as soldiers began distributing water at four points. 

"All we're doing today is providing a presence to allow people to feel confident to come out onto the street and do what they want to do," said Captain Giles Malec. 

The mood on the street around the troops was one of excitement. In the city's main square, a portrait of Iraqi President Saddam Hussein that loomed large had been taken down. 

But residents away from the soldiers complained the water was not enough. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________
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T U E S D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
*
Security Council would decide UN role in post-war Iraq – spokesman

*
Already alarmed by civilian casualties in Iraq, UN agencies now concerned by looting

*
Iraq: UN designates 4 new Oil-for-Food ports for emergency shipments

*
UN panel awards $860 million in compensation for Iraq’s 1990 invasion of Kuwait

*
Condemning violence, Security Council asks for probe into DR of Congo massacre

*
Security Council re-establishes panel to investigate embargo violations in Somalia

*
DPR of Korea crisis may end up paving way for permanent settlement – UN adviser

*
Annan pays tribute to UN doctor who died of respiratory illness he first identified

*
Major gaps in HIV prevention in Latin America and Caribbean, UN official says 

*
Youngsters in Asia face alarming HIV risk due to high drug use, UNICEF warns

*
Top UN anti-drug official sees ‘signs of progress’ in global fight against illicit drugs

*
Sentences of 3 Bosnian prison camp commanders upheld by UN tribunal

*
UN agency adopts new single standard for interactive TV worldwide

* * * *

Iraq

8 April – Reacting to statements by the leaders of the United Kingdom and United States today that the United Nations would play a “vital role” in post-war Iraq, a UN spokesman welcomed such suggestions but stressed that any potential involvement of the world body could come only at the direction of the Security Council.

“We welcome any indications of an important role for the United Nations in post-conflict Iraq,” spokesman Fred Eckhard told a press briefing at UN Headquarters in New York. “I don’t think we have a clearer sense of what that role might be, and we would expect the Security Council to define whatever role – beyond the humanitarian one that might already be included in the mandates of our specialized agencies – that we might have in Iraq after the conflict has ended.”

In reply to a question that a vital UN role might only refer to a humanitarian one, Mr. Eckhard said: “We won’t be disappointed if it’s only humanitarian but we think it would be unwise, and we’re waiting for our marching orders from the Council.”

The spokesman stressed the UN’s experience in the administration of post-conflict situations as in Afghanistan, but that it depended on what the Security Council wants it to do in Iraq. “It’s not that we’re looking for a particular role. We know we can coordinate humanitarian relief. If that’s what the Security Council asks us to do, we’re happy to do it energetically,” he said.

“We feel that for the legitimacy of any new governmental authority established in Iraq, and therefore for the stability of the region as a whole, it would be in everyone’s best interest if the international community were brought to play in the establishment of such a government or authority,” he added. “We know how to do that, how to assist in that process. We’ve done it most recently in Afghanistan. So we’re prepared to do whatever the Council asks us to do.”

Asked whether Secretary-General Kofi Annan would propose a specific UN role in upcoming talks with world leaders, Mr. Eckhard said he would be focusing on achieving Security Council unity on the issue. “His main thrust will be to encourage Council members to agree on a common plan of action for the United Nations, whatever that might be,” he said.

The Secretary-General “has not put forward any ideas except to say, as he himself has said, that the legitimacy of any new government that might be set up in Iraq would be enhanced if it had the blessing of the international community,” the spokesman said.

* * *

Iraq: humanitarian

8 April – Already preoccupied with the flood of civilian casualties from the fighting in Iraq and the other hardships facing the civilian population, United Nations relief agencies today expressed a new concern – looting.

The UN Humanitarian Coordinator for Iraq (OHCI), Ramiro Lopes da Silva, is pursuing the matter with coalition forces and reminds them that the occupying power has the duty under international conventions to ensure law and order in occupied territory, spokesperson Veronique Taveau told the daily briefing in Amman, Jordan, on UN humanitarian activities.

She said looting continued in Um Qasr and Basra in the south. The UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) added its voice to the concern, reporting that drivers of its aid convoys had witnessed looting in certain areas, especially in Zubair, south of Basra.

The drivers reported that schools were being looted, UNICEF spokesperson Wivina Belmonte said. “While the situation was chaotic it was manageable,” she added. “People are, very simply, desperate and need to be reassured that aid trucks coming in will continue to supply them with the items they need.”

Looting in schools was a dual concern, Ms. Belmonte said. The obvious one was the added damage it caused an already sorely rundown educational infrastructure. The other was that schools and other locations where intense fighting took place might become places of curiosity for children, drawing them to hunt for souvenirs and remnants of war. Souvenirs of war can be lethal souvenirs for a child, she warned.

The World Health Organization (WHO) reiterated its serious concern about the level of civilian casualties in Baghdad and the impact this had on hospitals. Hospitals and hospital staff were reported to be overwhelmed by the number of casualties, and this was putting huge pressure on both medical supplies and medical staff, who were working round the clock to provide emergency treatment, spokesperson Fadela Chaib said.

There were reports that some hospitals were beginning to run short of crucial surgical and medical supplies, she added.

Ms. Taveau also said hospitals were being stretched to their limits, and personnel faced increasing difficulties getting to work. The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) reported that many of the electricity grids were not working, and less than 20 per cent of households were receiving power, she added.

The ICRC supplied five main surgical hospitals with emergency drinking water: 80,000 litres by water tankers and 23,000 one-litre plastic bags were delivered. It also provided additional drinking water to several suburbs in central and northern Baghdad that are not connected to the water network.

Emergency supplies continued to be trucked into Iraq or readied in its neighbours. UNICEF’s trucking operations into northern and southern Iraq continued. Five trucks carrying 31 tons of supplies were on their way across Turkey and expected to reach northern Iraq tomorrow.

Another 11 UNICEF trucks were on their way into the south today, to Um Qail, South Basra, Safwan and Zubair, bringing to 85 the number of trucks taking life-saving supplies into southern Iraq since the agency began its humanitarian deliveries from Kuwait.

The World Food Programme (WFP) reported that with a large convoy rolling into northern Iraq from Turkey today its first major corridor into Iraq was functioning well. Nearly half of the wheat flour it had brought in from Turkey over the past few days had already been distributed, spokesman Maarten Roest said. A total of 6,000 tons of wheat flour, donated by the Canadian Government, was to be delivered in the coming week.

The UN High Commissioner for the Refugees (UNHCR) reported a tiny trickle of refugees out of Iraq – five to Jordan and 11 to Syria.

* * *

Iraq: Oil-for-Food

8 April - The United Nations office overseeing the humanitarian Oil-for-Food programme said today it had identified four new locations for the bulk shipment of emergency food and other items to Iraq once security conditions allow.

The designation of Latakia in Syria, Iskenderun in Turkey, Aqaba in Jordan, and Kuwait City, each offering the advantages of bulk handling facilities, warehousing for supplies and good road links to Iraq, follows recent adjustments to the programme, which allowed Iraq to use part of its oil revenues to buy humanitarian supplies and on which 60 per cent of the population depend as its sole source for food.

The programme was temporarily halted on 17 March after the withdrawal of all UN staff from Iraq on the eve of hostilities, and the Security Council adopted a new resolution on 28 March giving Secretary-General Kofi Annan more authority to administer the operation for the next 45 days, including prioritizing deliveries and finding new entry ports to speed their shipment.

The Office of the Iraq Programme (OIP) said more locations were expected to follow. UN agencies and organizations are continuing to review contracts in the Oil-for-Food pipeline for items that will be useful in the current emergency and can be expedited. 

The agencies are already in contact with some suppliers to discuss the redirection of items in transit or those which are ready to be shipped before 12 May – the end of the 45-day period. The Security Council has defined priority items under the new resolution as food and medicines, health supplies and water and sanitation supplies and equipment.

The review of the Oil-for-Food pipeline has confirmed that only a modest portion of the supplies in it is likely to be shipped in time to meet emergency requirements in Iraq, the OIP said.

Meanwhile, OIP Executive Director Benon Sevan reported to the Security Council today on the work that has been done in accordance with the 28 March adjustments. The Council asked Mr. Sevan to report to the 661 committee, which set up the Oil-for-Food programme, on the operation’s evolution in what remains of the 45-day period, Council President, Ambassador Adolfo Aguilar Zinser of Mexico, said.

* * *

Iraq/Kuwait

8 April - The United Nations panel set up to process claims and pay compensation for losses and damage suffered as a result of Iraq’s invasion and occupation of Kuwait in 1990-1991 made available today more than $860 million to governments and international organizations for distribution to 370 successful claimants.

The present payment brings the overall amount of compensation made available to date by the UN Compensation Commission (UNCC) to more than $17.5 billion, out of $44 billion so far awarded against more than $150 billion in claims.

Money for the awards come from the UN Compensation Fund, which has received up to 30 per cent of the revenue generated by Iraqi oil exports under the UN’s Oil-for-Food programme.

* * *

DR of Congo

8 April – Amid reports of persistent violence and human rights abuses in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), members of the United Nations Security Council today strongly condemned the recent activities of rebel groups in the volatile northeast of the country and called for the immediate withdrawal of foreign troops from the territory.  

In a statement to the press, the Council’s President, Ambassador Adolfo Aguilar Zinser of Mexico, said the members of the 15-nation body demanded the immediate cessation of the fighting and massacres in the eastern part of the DRC, and all that might delay or hinder the establishment of the new transitional government. 

“They called on all Congolese parties, and those who have influence over them in the region, to ensure that the transitional government in the DRC is established as soon as possible,” he said, adding that the members called on the parties to cooperate with the newly created Ituri Pacification Committee.

“Members of the Council condemned the massacres perpetrated in the Ituri area and asked that the perpetrators be identified and brought to justice,” Ambassador Zinser said, adding that members had requested the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, Sergio Vieira de Mello, to initiate an investigation into the events and report his findings to the Council as soon as possible. 

The Council condemned the recent offensive launched by the Congolese Rally for Democracy-Goma (RCD-Goma) in eastern DRC, and ordered the group to immediately withdraw its troops to agreed positions, the President said. Members also called on the Ugandan forces to withdraw from the territory of the DRC immediately, and recalled that “so long as they are deployed on the ground, these forces have the responsibility of the safety of the civilian population.”

The Council’s strong condemnation of the ongoing conflict in the DRC was echoed by Mr. Vieira de Mello, who vowed in a statement issued from Geneva earlier today that reports of mass killings and other “intolerable” acts would be thoroughly investigated and that the perpetrators would be held accountable. “Gravely alarmed” by the reports out of Drodro, the High Commissioner called on all the parties in the Ituri region to respect human rights and promote the rule of law. 

The reported massacre, near Bunia last Thursday, came just a day after a peace agreement was signed in South Africa marking the end of months of talks between the government, opposition parties, civil groups, militia and rebels.

Today, the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) reports that the bodies of at least 960 victims have been recovered. The UN Organization Mission in the DRC (MONUC), meanwhile was forced to distribute medical supplies to survivors by helicopter because the security situation on the ground remained very dangerous.  

* * *

Somalia

8 April – Recognizing the important need to improve the implementation and monitoring of the arms embargo against Somalia, the United Nations Security Council today re-established for six months a panel of experts to investigate any violations of the ban.

The decision to extend the mandate of the Panel of Experts, to be based in Kenya, came after the Council considered a report submitted last month by the three-person panel stating that even after the signing of the Eldoret Declaration, most factions have continued to import or receive weapons in breach of the arms embargo against Somalia. Somali leaders who participated in last year’s conference in Eldoret, Kenya, had rededicated themselves to the search for peace.

By unanimously adopting resolution 1474 today, the Council mandated the Panel to investigate the violations of the arms embargo, covering access to Somalia by land, air, sea and any other sources that might reveal helpful information.

The Panel was commissioned to identify those who continue to violate the arms ban both inside and outside Somalia as well as their active supporters. The Experts were also asked to research and assess the capacity of States in the region to implement fully the embargo, including through a review of national customs and border control regimes.

In addition, the Council authorized the Panel to make specific recommendations in areas of expertise related to violations and measures to strengthen the embargo. This includes exploring the possibility of establishing a monitoring mechanism with partners inside and outside Somalia, in close co-operation with regional and international organizations, specifically the African Union.

To ensure that the Experts discharge their mandate effectively, the Council has requested all Somali and regional parties to cooperate fully with the team and asked the Panel to immediately report any lack of cooperation.

* * *

DPR of Korea

8 April – A senior United Nations adviser said today that the current crisis surrounding the restart of the nuclear programme in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) might in the end pave the way for a permanent settlement to the issue.

“Perhaps if there is anything good that can come out of this crisis is that it may well prepare the way for the kind of comprehensive, permanent settlement of this issue, which I think everybody wants and I think is achievable,” Maurice Strong, Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Special Adviser, said on the eve of a Security Council meeting to discuss the situation.

In a press briefing at UN Headquarters in New York on his recent mission to the DPRK, Mr. Strong told reporters that his activities since the beginning of the year have focused primarily on three areas: humanitarian aid, long-term economic development and the country’s nuclear programme.

Since 1995, the UN has been responsible for coordinating and orchestrating the humanitarian assistance to the DPRK, Mr. Strong noted. Although that pipeline was running dry, the donor response to the Secretary-General’s recent appeal for new humanitarian supplies has been very encouraging in the short-term. However, the longer-term prospects remain somewhat tenuous.

On the longer-term development issues, Mr. Strong said, “You cannot divorce peace and security in this area from the economic security of North Korea. They have been undertaking some reforms, they have been trying to prepare themselves to be more actively cooperating with, or seeking the cooperation of, the international community in terms of their own economic development.”

As for the controversies arising from the nuclear issue, Mr. Strong noted that there was something of a paradox “in that both sides seem to be willing to move in the direction that the other is requiring, yet they still have not been able to agree on the modalities of a meeting.”

The Secretary-General’s role in the use of his good offices was not to substitute for any of their negotiations, but to be willing to be helpful in seeing whether the gap that now separates the two parties in terms of the modalities of meeting could be bridged, Mr. Strong said.

“Peace is necessary here...it’s unthinkable, it would be horrendous for this to escalate into conflict,” he added. “I’m satisfied that none of the parties want this, but all are prepared for it.”

* * *

SARS

8 April – Secretary-General Kofi Annan today paid tribute to Carlo Urbani, the first United Nations officer to identify the Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) who later died from the very same disease.

In a message to a memorial service in Hanoi, Viet Nam, held in honour of Dr. Urbani, the Secretary-General said had it not been for his recognition that the outbreak of the virus was something out of the ordinary, many more would have fallen victim. “It was the cruellest of ironies that he lost his own life to SARS while seeking to safeguard others from the disease,” he said.

Dr. Urbani was the first World Health Organization (WHO) officer to identify the outbreak of the disease in an American businessman who had been admitted to a hospital in Hanoi. As a result, global surveillance was heightened and many new cases isolated before spreading the infection further, the agency noted.

“Dr. Carlo Urbani dedicated his life to helping protect and save the lives of others. It was characteristic of his vigilance, professionalism and expertise that he was instrumental in ensuring an early response by the international community to Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome,” the Secretary-General said.

Mr. Annan expressed his deepest condolences to Dr. Urbani’s wife and children, as well as colleagues, saying, “I hope you will know that he will be missed greatly by his other family too – the United Nations family – and that he leaves an inspiring legacy among the global public health community as a whole.”

The latest figures from WHO indicate there have been more than 2,671 reported cases of SARS and 103 deaths globally.

* * *

HIV/AIDS

8 April - Despite considerable achievements in ensuring access to care and treatment for people living with HIV/AIDS in Latin America and the Caribbean, major gaps continue to exist in carrying out effective prevention interventions due to economic and political crises in the region, a top United Nations official said today.

“The main stumbling block is that resources are often insufficiently allocated to address the needs of those most at risk of HIV infection primarily due to the stigma surrounding marginalized groups,” Peter Piot, Executive Director of the Joint UN Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS), said at the opening of a conference on HIV/AIDS in Latin America and the Caribbean in Havana, Cuba.

The Second Forum on HIV/AIDS/STIs in Latin America and the Caribbean aims to address a range of AIDS-related issues, including financing HIV/AIDS care and treatment, as well as the implementation of projects funded by the UN Global Fund for AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria. The conference, organized by a network of National AIDS Programme Coordinators from the region, kicked off yesterday and will conclude this Saturday.

“The conference presents an opportunity for governments, non-governmental organizations and civil society from the region to renew their commitment and alliances to fight HIV/AIDS and strengthen south-south cooperation,” Dr. Piot said. “In particular, we must avoid the epidemic becoming entrenched in marginalized populations, including men who have sex with men, sex workers, injecting drug users, prisoners, poor migrant workers, and ethnic minorities.” 

With an adult HIV prevalence of 2.3 per cent, according to UNAIDS, the Caribbean is the second-worst affected region after sub-Saharan Africa, which has a 9 per cent HIV prevalence. Close to 2 million people are living with HIV/AIDS in the Caribbean and Latin America, at a time when there is a growing danger of the AIDS response in the region losing its momentum due to economic and political crises in the region. 

Dr. Piot said leadership from the top is needed, but leadership is only cemented when civil society is fully engaged in driving the AIDS response. “Cases like Brazil's show that governments which open the way for civil society to actively manage the social control of AIDS move faster to large-scale, credible programmes,” he said, stressing the important role of civil society in the fight against the epidemic.

* * *

UNICEF

8 April – With the high correlation between drug abuse and HIV infection, the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) today warned that youngsters in Asia are facing unprecedented health risks due to the escalation in abuse of amphetamine-type drugs.

UNICEF said young people between the ages of 15 and 24 account for the majority of new HIV/AIDS infections worldwide. Intravenous drug is fuelling much of these infections, with amphetamine-type substances increasingly becoming the drugs of choice.

“We are witnessing a human tragedy unfolding at an alarming pace affecting our children and young people,” Robert Bennoun, UNICEF Regional Advisor on HIV/AIDS, said at the International Conference on the Reduction of Drug Related Harm in Chang Mai, Thailand, where he highlighted the urgent need for more effective and coordinated policies to tackle this growing problem.

Asia is home to approximately 33 million users of amphetamine-type substances, with approximately two-thirds of them living primarily in Thailand, Philippines, Japan and Taiwan Province of China. Children and young people account for the majority of new users, UNICEF said.

“That short but invaluable window of opportunity – that eagerness and ability to learn and to excel – is at best interrupted and at worst destroyed by drug use and closed for good,” Mr. Bennoun stated, adding that programmes aimed at preventing drug use should be complemented with those to reduce the risk to young people presently using drugs.

UNICEF is developing global, regional and national strategies to deal with this growing threat to young people, both in and out of schools. The UN agency said youngsters have a right to information, skills and services to help protect themselves from the harm associated with drugs. UNICEF is calling for an overall increase in investment in education, community services and parental support to better protect young people from drugs.

* * *

Drugs

8 April – World governments and local communities have achieved promising results in the fight against illicit drugs by introducing innovative crop development strategies that give farmers an alternative to cultivating poppy and coca plants, the United Nations top anti-drug official said today.

As the UN Commission on Narcotic Drugs opened its forty-sixth session in Vienna today, Antonio Maria Costa, the Executive Director of the UN Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), introduced a mid-term progress report which examines whether the international community is on track to reduce illicit drug production, trafficking and abuse.

The Commission is the central UN policy-making body dealing with drug-related issues. This year’s session, set to run through 17 April, will feature a ministerial segment, marking the first five-year milestone for Member States to review their achievements and the commitments made in 1998 at the twentieth special session of the General Assembly on the international drug problem. During that summit in New York, more than 150 countries promised to achieve significant and measurable results to reduce the illicit supply and demand for drugs by 2008.

Introducing his report to the Commission today, Mr. Costa said that in recent years, efforts to reduce abuse of illicit drugs have shown signs of progress. Based on reports from governments – and for this year's session, 117 governments have submitted responses to an UNODC biennial questionnaire – the action plans and measures adopted in 1998 served as a catalyst for action in implementation of the international drug control treaties.

Mr. Costa said that, in recent years, a large number of governments have incorporated demand reduction into their strategies to deal with drugs, and have also launched information campaigns on drugs. “Now they see their national efforts integrated in – and supported by – the global strategy against illicit drugs,” he said.

Citing "encouraging progress towards still distant goals," Mr. Costa emphasized the positive experiences in four major elements of the international drug policy – overall drug control policies, demand reduction, supply reduction and international cooperation. Here, he urged governments to work together in the fight against drugs, warning, “Otherwise, problems are only pushed around, from one country to another, in a zero-sum game.”
During its deliberations, the Commission will also discuss new challenges encountered in recent years, including the dramatic increase in injecting drug use-related HIV/AIDS cases – especially along drug trafficking routes – as well as the worldwide spread of synthetic drugs.

* * *

ICTY

8 April – The United Nations International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) today upheld the prison sentences of three Bosnians convicted of war crimes committed while in charge of a prison camp.

Zdravko Mucic, Hazim Delic and Esad Landzo had appealed their new sentences, which were for nine, 18 and 15 years, respectively, after a previous ruling by the ICTY Appeals Chamber returned their case to the trial level with a number of issues relating to the adjustment of the sentences that had been imposed as a result of its new findings.

Mr. Mucic, the camp commander, Mr. Delic, the deputy commander, and Mr. Landzo, a camp guard, had been found guilty of killing, torturing, sexually assaulting, beating and otherwise subjecting detainees at the Celebici camp to cruel and inhumane treatment.

* * *

Telecommunications

8 April – The United Nations telecommunications agency has approved a new one-size-fits-all standard for interactive TV (iTV) services that will enable providers to develop material for programmes that can then be distributed worldwide without extra labour or cost.

Under the new measures approved by the Geneva-based International Telecommunication Union (ITU), viewers anywhere in the world, for example, can access data on a football player while watching a match without the service provider having to implement any of the modifications previously needed.

Previously, proprietary or country-specific standards forced content providers to develop different product versions for each market.

The new standard means content will stay true to the author's design in all markets – a key concern for advertisers. Content providers will also find that it removes barriers to entry and reduces risk, while helping to advance the functionality of iTV services. The need to drive iTV services is seen as particularly relevant to the market in the United States, where services have been slow to develop.

ITU is a worldwide organization that brings governments and industry together to coordinate the establishment and operation of global telecommunication networks and services. It is responsible for standardization, coordination and development of international telecommunications including radio communications, as well as the harmonization of national policies.

* *** *

_________________________________________________________________________________________

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

                      AND THE SPOKESMAN FOR THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY PRESIDENT

           Following is a near-verbatim transcript of today’s noon briefing by Fred Eckhard, Spokesman for the

     Secretary-General, and Richard Sydenham, Spokesman for the General Assembly President.

           Spokesman for Secretary-General

           Good Afternoon.

           **Guest at Noon

           Maurice Strong, the Special Adviser to the Secretary-General, will be joining us today.  He will brief you on his recent mission to the Democratic Republic of Korea.

           **Iraq -- Humanitarian

           The Office of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) reported during today’s daily humanitarian  briefing in Amman, Jordan that small numbers of Iraqis have started to trickle into Jordan and Syria, but there are no reports of large-scale refugee movements.

           A UNHCR spokesman said while there is no mass exodus, some Iraqis are starting to leave, braving an

     uncertain security situation on routes leading west while paying the high price demanded by taxis plying the roads.   He added that no movements have been reported towards any of Iraq's other borders.

           The World Food Programme (WFP) has chartered trucks to travel from Turkey into northern Iraq to deliver some 6,000 tonnes of wheat.  The wheat was purchased in Turkey with funds provided by the Canadian Government.   The agency says more than 23,000 people of Dohuk governorate (mainly in the area close to the Turkish border) are  receiving their first full rations of wheat flour since well before the war began.

           The UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) is also mounting trucking operations into northern and southern Iraq. 

     UNICEF convoys will head to Dohuk in northern Iraq and a separate convoy of trucks is on its way to the southern Iraqi  towns of Um Qail, south Basra, Safwan and Zubair.  Since UNICEF began its humanitarian deliveries from Kuwait, 85   trucks have taken life-saving supplies into southern Iraq.

           UNICEF is concerned at reports from its drivers in southern Iraq of scenes of looting in certain areas they have visited, especially in Zubair, where schools are being looted.  The full text of the Amman briefing will be available in my  Office.   On a related note, UNHCR announced on Tuesday in Rome that the Italian tenor, Luciano Pavarotti, will join hands with U2 Irish rock band leader Bono in May at a charity concert in Modena, Italy, to raise funds for people  displaced by the Iraq conflict.

           **Oil-for-food

           The “oil-for-food” programme has identified four new locations for the delivery and transshipment of emergency  food and other items to Iraq once security conditions allow.  The new locations are in Syria, Turkey, Jordan and   Kuwait.  All offer the advantages of bulk handling facilities, warehousing for supplies and good road links with Iraq.

           Meanwhile, UN agencies and organizations are continuing to review contracts in the oil-for-food pipeline for  items that will be useful in the current emergency and can be expedited.  The full text of the oil-for-food update is available upstairs.

           **Compensation Commission

           The UN Compensation Commission today has made available more than

     $860 million to governments and to international organizations for distribution to 370 successful claimants.  The present payment brings the overall amount of compensation made available to date by the Compensation Commission  to more than $17.5 billion.  We have a press release upstairs with more information, including a table listing the  recipients of the payments.

           **Security Council

           The Security Council began consultations today with a briefing by Under-Secretary-General for Peacekeeping Operations Jean-Marie Guehenno on the Democratic Republic of the Congo.  The Council President, Ambassador Adolfo Aguilar Zinser of Mexico, is expected to read a press statement following those consultations.

           As you’ll recall, yesterday, in a statement on reported massacres in the Ituri region of the DRC, the

     Secretary-General demanded that all concerned unconditionally respect the basic human rights of innocent civilians.   He said that the reported massacres underscore the need for the local leaders to participate fully in the Ituri  Pacification Committee, which has been established to find peaceful solutions in this troubled region.

           The second item on today’s consultations’ agenda is the oil-for-food program for Iraq, during which Benon

     Sevan, the program’s Executive Director, is expected to brief.  After the consultations end, the Council has scheduled  a formal meeting to consider a draft resolution on Somalia sanctions on the re-establishment of a Panel of Experts.

           **DRC

           Also on the DRC, the High Commissioner for Human Rights, Sergio Vieira de Mello, today said he was gravely alarmed by the reports received from the UN Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo that more than 1,000  people had been killed in Drodro, north of the town of Bunia, in Ituri Province.  He urged all the parties fighting in Ituri to  find the perpetrators of these odious and criminal acts and bring them to justice.  We have copies of Vieira de Mello’s  statement, in French, available upstairs.

           **Sierra Leone

           The pace of repatriation of Sierra Leonean refugees from Guinea has quickened over the past few days as the  UN refugee agency began using a new, shorter return route, raising hopes that the repatriation could be wrapped up by  the end of next year.  You can read more about this in today’s briefing notes from the UN High Commissioner for  Refugees.

           **Carlo Urbani

           The Secretary-General sent a message to the memorial service that was held today in Hanoi for Dr. Carlo

     Urbani, the first World Health Organization officer to identify Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome, SARS, from which  he died.  The Secretary-General said if it had not been for his recognition that the outbreak was something out of the   ordinary, many more would have fallen victim to SARS.  “It was the cruelest of ironies”, he said, “that he lost his own   life to SARS while seeking to safeguard others from the disease”.  We have the full text of the message upstairs.

           **HIV/AIDS

           Peter Piot, Executive Director of the Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS, is in Havana this week  attending the Second Forum on HIV/AIDS and sexually transmitted diseases in Latin America and the Caribbean. 

     Speaking at the opening of the forum today, Piot said financial resources are uneven across the regions and those  available resources are often not allocated to the groups that are most at risk of infection.

           He said that prevention and care interventions must be sustained and strengthened, particularly amongst

     marginalized populations such as sex workers, injecting drug users and poor migrant workers.  Positive results, he  added, can be seen when there is concerted action against AIDS that includes all civil society.  We have a press  release on that.

           **UNICEF

           The United Nations Children's Fund has warned that children and young people in Asia are facing

     unprecedented risks form HIV/AIDS and other diseases due to the rapid spread of amphetamine-type drug abuse.   Asia has 33 million users of this type of drug and approximately two-thirds live in Thailand, the Philippines, Japan and  Taiwan.  Children and young people account for the majority of new users, exposing them to risks of contracting  HIV/AIDS and other diseases through the sharing of needles.

           We have a press release with more information.  We also have another press release from UNICEF on

     tomorrow’s attempt to break the record for the world’s largest lesson.  At 10 a.m. tomorrow in Conference Room 1,  Nane Annan, wife of the Secretary-General, and world music star Angelique Kidjo will lead the UN Headquarters leg of  the lesson that will take place simultaneously in

     100 countries.

           **Drugs

           The Commission on Narcotic Drugs opened its 46th session in Vienna today, and, in a report submitted to the  Commission, Antonio Maria Costa, the Executive Director of the UN Office on Drugs and Crime, said that efforts to  reduce illicit drug abuse have shown signs of progress in recent years.  Costa noted promising results that have been  achieved in reducing the areas under opium poppy and coca bush cultivation, by introducing alternative development  strategies that give farmers an alternative to producing drugs.

           He said that, in recent years, a large number of governments have incorporated demand reduction into their

     strategies to deal with drugs, and have also launched information campaigns on drugs.  Costa also urged governments to work together in the fight against drugs, warning, “Otherwise, problems are only pushed around, from one country to another, in a zero-sum game”.  We have a press release on that.

           **ICTY

           The appeals chamber of the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia today dismissed appeals   by three men who had been convicted of killing, torturing, sexually assaulting and otherwise abusing inmates at the  Celebici camp in central Bosnia.  The appeals chamber confirmed the existing sentences of nine years imprisonment  given to Zdravko Mucic, of 18 years for Hazim Delic and of 15 years for Esad Landzo.  We have a press release on that.

           **United Nations Telecommunication Agency

           The United Nations telecommunications agency has approved a new one-size-fits-all standard for interactive TV (iTV) services that will enable providers to develop material for programmes that can then be distributed worldwide without extra labour or cost.

           Under the new measures approved by the Geneva-based International Telecommunication Union (ITU), viewers  anywhere in the world, for example, can access data on a football player while watching a match without the service  provider having to implement any of the modifications previously needed.  Previously, proprietary or country-specific  standards forced content providers to develop different product versions for each market.

           **World Chronicle TV Programme

           Finally, World Chronicle TV programme No. 885 will feature Jan Kavan, President of the 57th session of the  UN General Assembly.  You can see that today at 3:30 p.m. on in-house television channel 3 or 31.

           Maurice, why don’t you come up here and make yourself comfortable.  We’ll take questions; we’ll go to

     Richard Sydenham briefly on the General Assembly and then we’ll come to you.  Yes, Greg?

           Questions and Answers

           Question:   Fred, can you give us any sense of how this phrase “vital role” for the United Nations is being

     interpreted upstairs?  The phrase coming from President Bush, obviously?

           Spokesman:  We welcome any indications of an important role for the United Nations in post-conflict Iraq. 

     We’ve only begun officially to discuss that with Member States, as I mentioned to you yesterday, in the

     Secretary-General’s meeting with members of the Security Council in his conference room.  I don’t think we have a  clear sense of what that role might be.  And we would expect the Security Council to define whatever role -- beyond  the humanitarian one that might already be included in the mandates of our specialized agencies -- that we might have  in Iraq after the conflict is ended.

           Question:   Just as a follow up.  (inaudible), are you suggesting here that they, that should be interpreted

     literally and in “vital” they may perhaps mean just humanitarian tasks?

           Spokesman:  I can’t interpret what the President meant.  We can take our directions from the Security

     Council which is what the Secretary-General intends to do.  Richard?

           Question:   Can you tell us the latest; I know it’s a fluid situation, on the Secretary-General’s travel to Europe  and Russia?

           Spokesman:  There was an erroneous report that the Secretary-General would meet with several leaders in St.  Petersburg.  That is not the case.  So, I can deny that.  As far as the plans for the trip that was to begin tomorrow and  that I announced yesterday, we may have something further to announce on that in the course of this afternoon.

           Question:   So, that as far as the wire service, if accurate, you are saying UN diplomatically, that trip was

     cancelled?

           Spokesman:  I wouldn’t deny that, I’m just not in a position to confirm it at this time.

           Question:   But Berlin has cancelled.  Berlin has said the trip to Germany was cancelled.

           Spokesman:  That’s fine, Berlin can make that announcement.  This involved plans for four different countries  and we’re not now prepared to say anything.  Give us a few more hours, please.  Yes?

           Question:   Can you tell us a little bit what the Secretary-General will be talking about with Javier Solana

     today?  And the Secretary-General yesterday seems to have avoided a question about whether Rafeeuddin Ahmed is a  coordinator.  Is there a difference between “special adviser” and “coordinator”?

           Spokesman:  The term we used is “focal point”.  He already, since February, has been working on alternative strategies for post-conflict Iraq.  And until yesterday, we haven’t formally discussed that subject with any  governments.  So, it was merely contingency planning within this house.  As of yesterday, he’s formally designated as  the focal point for the UN system for post-conflict planning and he is available to members of the Security Council as  they deliberate on what role the UN should have in post-conflict Iraq.  He’s not traveling anywhere.  He’s going to be  based in New York.  He’s not putting ideas forward to the Security Council.  He’s available to answer their questions  should they come to him.  He is generating ideas for the Secretary-General.  Of course, that involves a wide range of  possibilities because we don’t yet know what roles we might be given.

           Your first question was?

           Question:   I just wondered what’s on the Secretary-General’s talks with Javier Solana?

           Spokesman:  Well, we normally tell you afterwards rather than beforehand what went on, in a sketchy way, I  admit.  But we’ll try to give you some kind of read out after that meeting.

           Question:   Can I perhaps just have one more and it’s about the journalists in Iraq?  Is the UN planning to

     issue some sort of statement on what’s happening to journalists in Iraq?

           Spokesman:  I’d have to see whether we’d say anything.  Because we have no international staff in Iraq and  can’t witness directly many of these things that are being reported -- and I realize that among the latest casualties  were some from your own news organization -- we’re not in a good position to comment.  But the Secretary-General’s  concern from the beginning has been the well being of civilians in the middle of a conflict, and that would include  foreign journalists as well as Iraqi journalists.  So, let me see whether we feel we’re in a position to say any more than  that.  Yes?

           Question:   Do we know what Mr. Annan discussed with Ambassador Aldouri this morning?

           Spokesman:  I did not get a readout of that meeting.  I understand the Secretary-General asked for the

     meeting and if I can get anything more ahead of it, I’ll give it to you after the briefing.

           Question:   I know it’s fluid, it’s a new situation, but would the SG be disappointed if the UN did not have a  wider role and if it just extended in Iraq to humanitarian, medicine and food, as President Bush says?  Seemingly  saying ‘it’s for Iraq, it’s for the people there”? and was it just words that he hoped people in Europe would hear when he   said the UN would have a vital role, considering the UN’s experience in other past issues?

           Spokesman:  It’s not that we’re looking for a particular role.  We know that we can coordinate humanitarian relief, if that’s what the Security Council asks us to do.  We’re happy to do it energetically.  We feel that for the  legitimacy of any new governmental authority established in Iraq, and therefore for the stability of the region as a  whole, it would be in everyone’s best interest if the international community were brought in to play in the  establishment of such a government or authority.  We know how to do that, how to assist in that process.  We have  done it most recently in Afghanistan.  So, we’re prepared to do whatever the Council asks us to do.  We wouldn’t be  disappointed if it’s only humanitarian, but we think it would be unwise.  And we’re waiting for our marching orders from  the Council.  Yes, Greg?

           Question:   Fred, what do you do in the situation where the Council is unable to ask you to play this role

     because we have a similar situation in (Inaudible) having to run after negotiations, every second resolution where one  part of the Council wants to do one thing, one wants to do another, you’re caught in the middle?  Do you foresee any movement by the Secretary-General to try and strikeout or try and lead people in any particular direction?

           Spokesman:  Well, I don’t want to speculate about what would happen if the Council could not reach

     agreement on a post-conflict role.  The Secretary-General said that that was one of the purposes of his originally  planned trip for this week.  He’s trying to encourage Council unity and in its unity comes its strength.  So, his main  thrust would be to encourage Council members to agree on a common plan of action for the United Nations whatever  that might be.

           Question:   He’s not suggesting anything?

           Spokesman:  He’s not put forward any ideas except to say, as he himself has said, that the legitimacy of any   new Government that might be set up in Iraq would be enhanced if it had the blessing of the international community. 

     Yes?

           Question:   Can you tell us if Lakhdar Brahimi has been approached by the UN to play a role in Iraq and what  his response was if he was approached?

           Spokesman:  Mr. Brahimi still has his hands full with Afghanistan and I don’t think it would be realistic to

     consider him for a role in Iraq.  Yes?

           Question:   So, if this trip is canceled, we don’t want to deal with hypothetical situations, but if it’s canceled  and you proposed it or the SG came up with this and the other countries, was this because of the Moscow  announcement that the SG did not want to look like he is getting caught in the divisions of the Council and he could probably do business with all of these countries, drawing from (inaudible) 1998, but now is not the time to start getting  to a Moscow summit, certainly of the axis, as The New York Post would say, axis of weasels, left on the critics of the ... ?

           Spokesman:  He intended to have a series of bilateral meetings on Iraq.  He would be considering whether to  do that in the way we announced yesterday, through a plan to visit four capitals in four days, or whether there might not be another, more efficient way of doing that and I expect to be able to tell you more about his travel plans later  today.  Irwin?

           Question:   Fred, some UN officials and some oil industry officials outside the United Nations have raised

     questions about the legality of a US idea to use all money from Iraq’s oil sales to fund reconstruction, and I wonder if  this is also a concern of the Secretary-General when he’s talking about the concern and what role the UN can play,  that the Security Council blessing for instance, might make this a legal situation?

           Spokesman:  Well, as of now, because all of the Security Council’s resolutions on Iraq are still in force, some  of them suspended, but still on the books, the oil-for-food programme governs the sale of Iraqi oil.  I don’t think I want  to speculate what would happen should the programme not be renewed after  3 June or even what the impact would be of the expiration of the 45-day deadline under the most recent Council  resolution.  That matter, in general terms -- that is the legality of the sale of oil, in general terms -- was addressed in yesterday’s meeting with Council members on the 38th floor.  And our view right now is that oil-for-food is the governing

     legislation.  Richard?

           Question:   Sorry, if it’s confirmed that President Saddam Hussein has died, will the UN follow protocol and lower flags?

           Spokesman:  I’d have to consult Protocol on that issue.  It’s hypothetical.  Serge?

           Question:   When you said some resolutions have been suspended, what were you referring to?

           Spokesman:  Oil-for-food has been suspended and then they adopted a subsequent resolution governing this  interim period for 45 days.

           Question:   What happened to the money in escrow with the UN bank?

           Spokesman:  We have briefed you exhaustively on the oil-for food programme, the escrow money, first with  the Deputy Secretary-General here on Friday and then with working-level staff on Monday or Tuesday.  Please don’t ask me to repeat those numbers.  But you can refer to the record of those two ...

           Question:   I am asking you what happened to the money.  I am not asking you to repeat the numbers ...

           Spokesman:  It’s all in that briefing, Serge.  More than you want to know. 

           Question:   I’m sorry, I was going to ask you about the United Nations efforts to help out my colleagues in

     public television who are in Baghdad and they’re appealing for help.  I might be late, you might have discussed it, I’m  sorry.

           Spokesman:  We discussed the plight of journalists working in Iraq, including those who have been killed on  the job.  We, the United Nations, have no power to help because we have no presence in the country.  We can only  offer moral support and urge the combatants to respect the rights and the lives of civilians.

           Question:   Did the SG speak with Colin Powell today?  Anything?

           Spokesman:  I did not have that on the log the last time I checked.  So, as of about 11 a.m. this morning they had not spoken.  

           Richard?

           Spokesman for the General Assembly President

           Thank you.

           President Kavan continued his two-day visit to Austria today with an address to the 46th Session of the

     Commission on Narcotic Drugs.

           In his address, President Kavan said that “the Commission continues to play a central role as an instrument of  Member States in the progressive development of international drug control policies”.  He noted that “over one hundred ministers will be participating in the ministerial segment of the Commission.  The drug control regime, based on the solid foundations of the international drug control treaties, continue to enjoy the strong support of governments.  This demonstration of political will and commitment is the best argument to counter those sceptics that believe that drug control is no longer a priority for Member States and that the conventions, the very heart of international cooperation in  this field, should be nullified”, he said.  In conclusion, he said “We have a difficult task.  We have a global challenge  which we can only meet if we work collectively in a spirit of shared responsibility.  We have the political responsibility  to strive for a world free of illicit drugs.  We owe this to the next generation”.

           The text of the address is at the 3rd floor documents counter.

           President Kavan then met with Wolfgang Hoffmann, Executive Secretary, Preparatory Commission for the

     Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty Organization (CTBTO) and with theDirector-General of UNIDO, Carlos Magariños.

           In an address yesterday to the Vienna Global Agenda Forum on “The role of the UN in maintaining

     international peace and security”, President Kavan said  “the Organization has just gone through one of the most  intricate moments, which will without doubt resonate into its future.  But its failure to obtain, in the Security Council, a  workable multilateral solution to the crisis in Iraq, did not stop it from fulfilling its multitude of mandates.  The work of  the United Nations in the area of peace and security is broad and should not be reduced only to this conflict, however  important it undoubtedly is”.  He went on, “In my opinion, the frequently heard obituaries to the United Nations,   particularly with respect to its role in maintaining peace and security, stem just from the lack of thorough knowledge and examination of the Organization’s broad mandate and day-to-day activities.”

           This text is also available on the third floor.

           Just a quick word about a meeting on Thursday of the General Committee of the General Assembly.  They will consider a request for the inclusion of an additional agenda item submitted by Oman entitled “Global road safety crisis”.  That’s a meeting on Thursday of the General Committee of the General Assembly.

           Any questions?  Yes?

           Questions and Answers

           Question:   Richard, the Arab Group said that they’re going to submit a request for a new item on the situation  on Iraq.  I assume that also goes to the General Committee.  Could you tell us the process of what then happens?

           General AssemblyPresident’s Spokesman:   I believe first, a letter has to be received.

           Question:   They will be sending a letter to them?

           General AssemblyPresident’s Spokesman:   Yes.  Which as of the time I came down here at 12:45 p.m. had not been received by the President’s office.  So, after that I don’t want to speculate on when it might be received.

           Question:   That’s all right.  I just want you to explain the process of what happens once a new item goes to

     the General Committee to consider a request to put an item on the agenda.

           General AssemblyPresident’s Spokesman:   Yes, as far as I know, it goes to the General Committee to be

     discussed and it has to be approved by the General Committee as a new agenda item.

           Question:   And then does it go to the General Assembly for a vote?  Any kind of a vote?

           General Assembly President’s Spokesman:   I’d have to get back to you on that one, specifically on that

     process.  Yes?

           Question:   How soon, what’s the time scale between receiving the letter and of convening a meeting of the

     General Assembly if it’s approved?  What’s the minimum amount of days it could take?

           General AssemblyPresident’s Spokesman:   I think it depends on the process.  If it’s for an emergency

     special session, then after a majority of the General Assembly of the members give positive responses, then the

     meeting can be held within 24 hours.  But that’s through the process of requesting an emergency special session of the General Assembly.

           Question:   Can you tell us if there was any action by the Secretary-General to brief the President of the

     General Assembly?  Because he had met with all the regional groups, the Security Council.  Is there any interest whatsoever from either side?

           General AssemblyPresident’s Spokesman:   I think there is a great deal of interest.  The President of the

     General Assembly has spoken on a number of times on the issue.

           Question:   But what about the Secretary-General?  He has taken it all the way to the regional groups and not  meeting the President of the General Assembly?  Did the President of the General Assembly have any interest in this question?

           General AssemblyPresident’s Spokesman:   I think he has a great deal of interest in the question.  Whether

     there was a specific meeting, I don’t believe so.  But they’re in frequent contact.

           Question:   Richard, can I just broaden that?

           General AssemblyPresident’s Spokesman:   Yes.

           Question:   If and when a letter is received from the Arab Group on a meeting on Iraq, could you see exactly  what it is they’re requesting and come back and tell us what the procedure is, because it is sort of confusing?

           General AssemblyPresident’s Spokesman:   Absolutely.  Yes, I’ll get back to you on that.

           Thank you.

                                              * *** *
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