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The Register: Somalia fingers Europe for toxic waste crisis
By Lester Haines (lester.haines at theregister.co.uk)

Published Monday 7th March 2005 12:22 GMT

Somali MPs have asked for international help in clearing toxic waste dislodged by the Asian tsunami. They claim the hazardous material, including uranium, mercury and lead, was left by unnamed European companies who took advantage of the political anarchy in Somalia to turn the country's coastline into an illegal rubbish dump, Reuters reports.

MP Awad Ahmed Ashra told a press conference in Nairobi, Kenya, on Saturday: "The earthquake hit the coastline of Somalia and threw out containers containing toxic waste. There are several reports of a wide range of medical problems like abdominal hemorrhage, and unusual skin disorders."

________________________________________________________________________

ABC news (USA): Somalis Call for Help to Clean Up Hazardous Waste
Reuters

Mar. 7, 2005 - Somali members of parliament called on Saturday for international help to clean up tons of hazardous waste dislodged by the Asian tsunami, which they say is causing breathing problems and skin infections in Somalia.

The tsunami, triggered by a massive earthquake in the Indian Ocean, killed an estimated 300,000 people in 11 countries most of them in Asia. About 300 people were killed in Somalia by the after shocks.

A United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) report released last month said the tsunami had dislodged hazardous materials in Somalia, which for years had been used as a dumping ground by other countries for their nuclear waste.

The report said the dumping was made easier by the break down of law and order in Somalia after the overthrow of military dictator Mohamed Siad Barre in 1991.

"The earthquake hit the coastline of Somalia and threw out ... containers containing toxic waste," MP Awad Ahmed Ashra told a news conference in the Kenyan capital Nairobi

"There are several reports of a wide range of medical problems like abdominal hemorrhage, and unusual skin disorders," he said.

The MPs accused European firms of dumping toxic waste like uranium, mercury and lead in Somalia for more than a decade, but they did not name any companies. 

Copyright 2005 Reuters News Service. All rights reserved. This material may not be published, broadcast, rewritten, or redistributed.
____________________________________________________________________________


This Day (Lagos): Basel Convention, UNEP Fight Coastal Pollution 
March 8, 2005 
 
Lagos 
The Secretariat of the Basel Convention on the Control of Transboundary Movements of Hazardous Wastes and their Disposal and the Regional Seas Programme of UNEP have joined forces in the fight against coastal pollution with the signing of a Memorandum of Understanding in Nairobi last week. 

The main area of cooperation is the environmentally sound management of hazardous wastes in order to prevent coastal and marine pollution. Marine litter is targeted through the environmental management of plastic waste, used lead-acid batteries and used oils and lubricants. The two organisations will raise awareness on hazardous waste and marine pollution and support each other with technical and legal training. 

The Basel Convention is the world's most comprehensive environmental agreement on hazardous and other wastes. It has over 160 parties and aims to protect human health and the environment from the inappropriate management of hazardous and other wastes. 

The convention regulates the movement of hazardous waste and obliges its members to ensure that such wastes are managed and disposed off in an environmentally sound manner. It covers toxic, poisonous, explosive, corrosive, flammable, ecotoxic, and infectious wastes that are being moved from one country to another. Governments are also expected to minimize the quantities that are transported, to treat and dispose off wastes as close as possible to their place of generation; and to minimize the generation of hazardous waste at source. 

Many of the joint activities will be carried out using the 13 Basel Convention Regional Centres (BCRCs) as platforms for regional cooperation with the various Regional Seas Programmes. The 13 BCRCs are located in Argentina, China, Egypt, El Salvador, Indonesia, Nigeria, Russian Federation, Senegal, Slovak Republic, the South Pacific Regional Environment Programme (Samoa), South Africa, Trinidad and Tobago and Uruguay. 

The Basel Convention Secretariat and the Regional Seas Programme also work on the Programme of Action for the Sustainable Development of Small Island Developing States (known as the "Barbados Programme of Action"). 

Small Island developing states generally suffer from a lack of trained personnel to handle the environmentally sound management of hazardous waste, as well as from high transportation costs and a shortage of available land. Because the management of solid waste is generally a first priority, hazardous wastes management can receive fewer resources. 

The Regional Seas Programme is an alliance amongst the Regional Seas Conventions and Action Plans (RSCAP). Its objective is the protection of the coastal and marine environment, having concern not only for the consequences but also for the causes of environmental degradation; and encompassing a comprehensive approach to combating environmental problems through the management of marine and coastal areas. 

The 13 regions covered by the programme each benefit from an action plan formulated according to the needs of the region, as perceived by the governments concerned. The regions are the Black Sea, Caribbean, East Asian Seas, Eastern Africa, Kuwait, Mediterranean, North West Pacific, Red Sea and Gulf of Aden, South Asian Seas, South East Pacific, South Pacific, South West Atlantic, West and Central Africa. 

The Memorandum of Understanding was signed by Mrs. Veerle Vandeweerd, Deputy Director of the Division of Environmental Policy Implementation and Head of the Global Programme of Action for the Protection of the Marine Environment from Land-based Activities, and by Mrs. Sachiko Kuwabara-Yamamoto, Executive Secretary of the Basel Convention Secretariat. 

Meanwhile, next year's UNEP special session is to be hosted in Dubai, The United Arab Emirates (UAE). 

It is the first time that the event will be held in the Arab world. 

The announcement was made at the 23rd Governing Council of UNEP held at its headquarters in Kenya recently, by Mr. Mohamed Al-Madfaa, the UAE health minister. 

He delivered his message on behalf of His Highness, General Sheikh Mohammad Bin Rashid Al Maktoum, Crown Prince of Dubai and UAE Minister of Defence. 

Dr. Mohamed Ahmed Bin Fahad, who is chairman of the organizing committee, said: "We are excited about hosting the 9th Special Session of this Governing Council in our country and hope it will be a unique session in both deliberations and achievements". 

The special session, which will take place in Dubai, will coincide with the awards ceremony for the Zayed International Prize for the Environment. It is named after the late Sheikh Zayed Bin Sultan Al Nahyan, the founder of the UAE and a world-renowned environmentalist. 

Klaus Toepfer, UNEP's Executive Director who, is also chair of the Zayed Prize judges, said: "I must wholeheartedly thank the UAE for its kind offer to host our next special session. Through the vision and commitment of the late Sheikh Zayed and the enthusiasm and support of His Highness, General Sheikh Mohammad Bin Rashid Al Maktoum, who is also the founder of the Zayed prize for the Environment, the UAE has pioneered many environmentally important initiatives. These range from the greening of the deserts and the breeding of rare and endangered animals, to pushing forward the efficiency of drinking water desalination plants. 

"It is fitting that a country from the Arab world is hosting this event in 2006 given that next year is the International Year of Deserts and Desertification". 

_____________________________________________________________________________


Daily Observer (Gambia): As Gambian delegates return, Gambia submits US$5m project proposal to Unep
By Ebrima Jaw Manneh
Mar 8, 2005, 15:10
Gambian delegates to the 23th session of the United Nations Environment Programme (Unep) Governing Council/Global Ministerial Environment Forum (GC/GMEF) have submitted to Unep’s executive director a US$5million project proposal on The Gambia’s strategic plan for technology support and capacity building under the Bali Strategic Plan.

The delegation, led by Bai Mass Taal, secretary of state for Fisheries, Natural Resources and Environment were among delegates of other countries who attended the Unep GC/GEMF in Nairobi, Kenya from February 21 to 25.

According to a release from department of state for Fisheries, Natural Resources and the Environment, SoS Taal and Dr Klaus Topher, UN under-secretary general and Unep’s executive director, have agreed to work on a Framework Agreement between the Gambia government and Unep to provide “programmatic” support to Gambian environment programmes. The agreement is expected to be signed in the wings of the 13th session of the Committee on Sustainable Development in April in New York. In the agreement, it is proposed that Unep provides US$300,000 and help raise the balance to meet the total proposed cost.

Speaking at the forum, SoS Taal said besides the political commitment given to the attainment of Millennium Development Goals, the Gambia government has taken practical steps to overcome the bottlenecks to stimulate the population to take ownership around the process of attaining the MDG targets.

He disclosed that globally, 1.2billion people do not have access to clean water, adding that the demands on available water are on the increase with agriculture demanding more, while those who depend on the available water are accessing less and less due to unsustainable rate of abstraction. He added that a new national water policy and Act are in the making. “We are in the process of reviewing and developing new policies, legislations and other tools of governance within which the rights of our people and needs of the environment are protected,” he said.

As The Gambia is in the process of adopting a new policy to phase out leaded gasoline, the Gambian delegation participated in a seminar to address the issue of leaded gasoline and its impact on the environment and health. 

________________________________________________________________________
USIA News: Environmental Issues Linked to Women's Rights, Advancement

08 March 2005

U.N. environment chief salutes International Women's Day

There is a key linkage between environmental issues and quality of life for women, and 2005 may become the year when that linkage is recognized on the world stage, according to the head of the U.N. Environment Programme (UNEP).

In a statement released in recognition of International Women's Day, Klaus Toepfer predicted that this relationship will come to the forefront when nations meet later this year to review successes and failures of the Millennium Development Goals (MDG).

"[W]omen are in the frontline in the quest for sustainable development but have, for too long, been forced into a back-seat role with respect to men," said Toepfer.

The MDG include eradicating poverty, achieving universal education, improving child and maternal health, preventing disease and empowering women.

With their roles as farmers, healers and housekeepers, women's activities are closely linked to such environmental issues as water availability, sanitation and desertification.

"They are often the custodians of indigenous knowledge and promoters of biodiversity and environmentally friendly management," he added.

Toepfer said UNEP is calling on governments and the international community to bring gender equality into the mainstream, weighing the impact on women in all development and environmental policies.

U.S. Secretary of State Condoleezza Rica also noted the connection between the empowerment of women and democracy building. Her statement is available at http://usinfo.state.gov/usinfo/Archive/2005/Mar/07-295045.html 

(The text of the UNEP statement on International Women's Day follows)
____________________________________________________________________________

A2Gay: With Clarion Calls and Worldwide Events, UN Marks International Women's Day

9th March
The United Nations today marked International Women's Day throughout its many agencies and across its multiple front-line outposts around the world with calls for bolder action to promote gender equality and events ranging from a cancer prevention workshop in Colombia to a hairdressing contest in Russia to a rights seminar in Uganda.
"New challenges have emerged," Secretary-General Kofi Annan said in a message, noting the tangible progress that has been made since the Beijing conference on eliminating gender discrimination 10 years ago.    

"Consider the trafficking of women and children - an odious but increasingly common practice. Or the increasing targeting of women in armed conflict. Or the terrifying growth of HIV/AIDS among women - especially young women," he added, stressing the crucial importance of women's empowerment.    

"No other policy is as likely to raise economic productivity, or to reduce infant and maternal mortality. No other policy is as sure to improve nutrition and promote health - including the prevention of HIV/AIDS.
 
No other policy is as powerful in increasing the chances of education for the next generation. 

And I would venture that no policy is more important in preventing conflict, or in achieving reconciliation after a conflict has ended," he declared.    

In the very trenches of conflict itself, in Iraq where the UN is seeking to help bring a peaceful transition to democracy and answer numerous educational, health and social needs, the role of women was held up as a shining example.
 
"Despite the burden that war has placed upon them, Iraqi women remain the force that binds this nation together," Mr. Annan's Special Representative Ashraf Qazi said in a message in Baghdad.    

"Through their continued efforts, I am confident that the women of Iraq will succeed in bringing peace and stability to their communities and thereby to the country," 

he added, praising their role in recent elections, in developing hundreds of civil society organizations and continuing to work despite threats against their lives and their families.    

In camps around the world the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) organized a plethora of activities with a focus on education and leadership.
 
In Apartadó, Colombia, where fighting between Government and militia forces has driven thousands from their homes, it was holding a workshop on cancer prevention and reproductive health.
 
In Moscow, it organized a conference for Afghan, Iraqi and Nigerian refugee women and asylum seekers to discuss their return options and work opportunities, with a hairdressing contest as part of a training project to help them become more self-reliant.    

In Uganda, UNHCR was conducting sensitization seminars on women's rights, girls' education and sexual and gender-based violence, while in Sierra Leone's Kissy Town refugee settlement it was hosting a panel on empowering women for sustainable development in sectors like education, employment, food security, health and HIV/AIDS.    

In Kenya's Kakuma camp the agency was organizing a talk for refugee women to express their views on the possibility of returning to war-torn south Sudan, and in Nepal winners of a poster competition for the elimination of violence against women were receiving T-shirts with the slogans such as "You educate a woman, you educate a community," and "Men and women are two wheels of a chariot."    

Agency heads rallied with messages to throw their support behind the momentum for gender equality.    

"Yet, while we celebrate progress, we know that it has been too slow. Thirty years after the beginning of the Decade on Women, and 10 years after Beijing, it is still a woman's face we see when we speak of poverty, of HIV/AIDS, of violent conflict and social upheaval, of trafficking in human beings," Noeleen Heyzer, Executive Director of the UN Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM) said.
 
"To break the cycles of poverty, violence and gender discrimination, we need to accelerate progress and expand its reach."    

The World Food Programme (WFP) stressed the need to ease the burden of women in their traditional tasks such as collecting food while the International Labour Organization (ILO) underscored its commitment to the promotion of gender quality and more and better jobs for women.    

The UN Children's Fund (UNICEF) threw the spotlight on systematic rape and sexual violence against women and girls during armed conflict while the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) noted that women are disproportionately affected by natural and weather-related disasters.    

The overall message was summed up by the Executive Director of the UN Population Fund (UNFPA), Thoraya Ahmed Obaid.    

"Let us assert once again that each woman and girl is a unique and valuable human being who is entitled to equal opportunities and universally adopted human rights, no matter where she is born or where she lives. 

Now is the time to energize efforts to put gender equality at the top of the international peace and development agenda," she declared.    

___________________________________________________________________________

The New York Times: For Iraq's Great Marshes, A Hesitant Comeback
March 8, 2005 Tuesday 
Late Edition - Final


 By JAMES GLANZ
 ABU SUBAT, Iraq, March 1 

 
The family of marsh Arabs that had lived in this smashed house was named Tweresh, said Hamid Muhamed Hashim, walking carefully in his cracked leather sandals over the fallen bricks.

He had visited them; his cousin used to live right over there, Mr. Hashim said, pointing to another ruin sitting amid the rubble of its collapsed roof, the doors and window frames torn from the walls either by looters or the fleeing families themselves.

''This was the main guest room,'' he said quietly, as if the owners were still here.

A dike that Saddam Hussein's government finished nine years ago had drained this marsh, once part of an incomparable ecosystem spread across 7,000 square miles of southern Iraq that Mr. Hussein systematically destroyed. 

After sealing this dike, the government gave families 24 hours to leave and never come back, Mr. Hashim said. The ruined houses were left sitting on dusty little hills in a barren and bone-dry desert. He was 15 then. 

But when Mr. Hussein's government fell in April 2003, villagers went to the dike and gouged holes in it using shovels, their bare hands and at least one piece of heavy equipment, a floating backhoe. Since then, something miraculous has occurred: reeds and cattails have sprouted up again; fish, snails and shrimp have returned to the waters; egrets and storks perch on the jagged remains of the walls, coolly surveying the territory as if they had never left.

As Mr. Hashim walked down a short muddy embankment to his boat, the air filled with a cacophony of frogs croaking in full-throated appeal to their potential mates. The re-emergence of life from the bleak Iraqi desert, said Ali Messen, another marsh Arab, from the town of Chabaysh, has made him feel ''like a person detained in prison who is set free.''

In certain places, and with a fraction of their former bounty, the marshes have started to come back from the dead.

Now, financed by an array of American, Canadian, British, Italian and Iraqi agencies, teams of scientists are trying to determine how fast and how fully this region can return to what was. The work includes soil and water sampling, computer modeling of water flows, training of local scientists and restocking some of the marshes with indigenous fish. One program also comes with veterinary and health services for the marsh Arabs.

To do their research, those scientists are delicately negotiating their way around tribal boundaries, a continuing insurgency and the extreme passions and politics that the marshes excite in the south of Iraq. 

The clannishness bred by the region's long isolation is a factor not to be overlooked, said Dr. Azzam Alwash, an American civil engineer originally from Iraq who is working in one of the teams.

''I used to call the marshes our Sherwood Forest,'' said Dr. Alwash, who is project senior director at the Washington research organizations Eden Again and New Eden. ''It was a place of refuge for people who didn't want to be under the control of the central government.''

Mr. Hussein's obsessive and vindictive drainage program, in fact, was intended to obliterate this prime refuge for deserters from his army and the southern Shiite guerrillas, many of them marsh Arabs who fought his government long before the Americans arrived.

Whatever the complexities of the region, reversing Mr. Hussein's depredations and bringing back one simple resource, water, is at least the first step in changing the course of recent history here, said Dr. Thomas E. Rhodes, the representative in southern Iraq for the United States Agency for International Development, which is financing some of the work.

''The conversation starts because there's water there,'' Dr. Rhodes said, ''and the conversation is guided by how much water is there.''

''After that,'' he said, ''it's every man for himself.''

Under the protection of local sheiks, village leaders, Iraqi scientists and heavily guarded American officials, this reporter visited a number of reflooded sites in recent weeks, traveling mostly along a stretch of road some 75 miles long, running north from Basra to the town of Qurna -- as legend has it, the center of the Garden of Eden and west to Chabaysh, a marsh Arab town on the way to the major city of Nasiriya.

The trip covered places where marsh Arabs, with little or no official supervision, were returning and putting up clusters of their reed huts in the marsh equivalent of boom towns, and other spots where old settlements remained spooky and deserted. Great expanses of desert are still dry; other areas now stretch away in grand vistas of water and reeds, dotted by slim wooden boats.

From the road an observer could see boats that were often piled to within a few inches of sinking with bundles of reeds, which the marsh Arabs harvest and feed to their water buffaloes or sell at market. 

But with an ethereally tuned sense of balance in an element that is so plainly their own, the boatmen, who often stood upright and pushed the craft with poles, never came close to overturning. Veiled women dressed in bright colors picked up the bundles of reeds at the shoreline and carried them on their heads along the side of the road.

Obvious everywhere in the pleasant spring sunshine was a passion for the marshes.

''Surely the marshes can be recovered as they were before,'' said Dr. Malik H. Ali, director general of the marine science center at the University of Basra, where some of the marshland research is being carried out.

When asked how much of the original marshlands could be restored, Dr. Ali replied, ''Eighty percent, that will be acceptable.'' But others have suggested that no more than a third of the marshes can reasonably be restored, and Dr. Ali added, in what many here would regard as a vast understatement, ''Certainly, it needs a lot of political involvement.''

In truth, a much deeper set of challenges confronts the people here, beyond the technical problem of undoing what Mr. Hussein wrought. Dozens of dams in Turkey, Syria and Iraq have reduced the historical flow of the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers where they merge and nourish the marshes. Rich oil fields beneath some of the former marshes ensure that no force on earth will push the rigs out and bring water back anytime soon.

Drained areas have been reclaimed as agricultural plots where farmers say they no longer want the land inundated.

And many of the displaced marsh Arabs themselves, estimated at 350,000 to 500,000 people by the United Nations, have lived for years in urban centers in Iraq, Iran, Saudi Arabia and elsewhere, and are now of two minds about returning to isolated villages lacking electricity, paved roads, running water and modern schools. With stocks of wildlife much lower than in the marshes of old, it is also much harder to survive by hunting and fishing alone.

Even many of those who are overjoyed about the rejuvenation of the marshes have not embraced their former lives wholeheartedly. Mr. Messen, a former refugee who spent time near the Iranian border, is now a government employee who rents a house in Chabaysh and spends some of his off time in the marsh.

And Mr. Hashim, despite his place in a culture that stretches back at least five millenniums, with links to the ancient Sumerians and Babylonians, is upset with his parents for insisting that he and his entire extended family of 14 people move back to the marshes before services like electricity and roads have been put in place.

''We have just constructed a house from mud, from reeds,'' he said, sounding a little like a New Yorker who has been packed off to summer camp. ''We have no jobs. Nothing to do.''

Dr. Alwash, the American engineer, said he was developing a pilot project to show that modern services and the marshes are not incompatible, but he admitted that it was all theory until the great experiment to turn back the environmental clock clarifies some technical and human unknowns.

''The main conclusion is that the marshes are getting back, they are recovering,'' said Dr. Ali Farhan, of Development Alternatives Inc., an Iraqi who manages a monitoring and restoration project financed by the international development agency. 

Still, Dr. Farhan said, ''most probably the restoration will be partial.''

From the windows of a dual-prop airplane that flew from Basra to Baghdad this month, water could be seen spilling into the desert in blue and green fans from numerous breaches in the insanely complicated web of canals and dikes that Mr. Hussein built to drain the marshes. 

During a boat trip with local scientists up the Shatt al Arab, which flows by Basra, water streamed through one such breach. It was a cleanly excavated, 100-foot-wide channel cut into the enormous earthen embankment that had desiccated the swamp around Mr. Hashim's village. Beached at a steep angle on one side of the gap, its bow resting high on the embankment, was a derelict barge spray-painted with the words ''confiscated by Al Bahba tribe.''

Floating nearby, one of three marsh Arabs in a boat piled high with reeds and an AK-47 lying in plain sight, said that he had been present in April 2003 when about 50 people from several local tribes including one that brought a ''floating shovel,'' apparently a backhoe, dug the hole.

''There was only land on the other side of it, and the water was huge going through the cut,'' said the man, Abid Hashem Obeid, 53.

Other groups tore through the dike in other places, he said, and the water poured in for 48 hours before it had reached its former level.

The scientists continued on through the gap and began taking samples of the soil, water and aquatic life in the remade marsh. Dr. Najah A. Hussain, who is leading a marsh restoration project at the University of Basra, and Dr. Sadek A. Hussein, another university researcher on the project, contentedly pointed out the loud, almost operatic mating calls of the frogs.

''Nature!'' Dr. Hussain exclaimed, drawing laughter.

Dr. Hussain was an author of a paper -- with Dr. Curtis J. Richardson of the Nicholas School of the Environment and Earth Sciences at Duke and several others, including Dr. Peter Reiss of Development Alternatives and Dr. Alwash -- in the Feb. 25 issue of the journal Science that gauged what the scientists called the ''restoration potential'' of the southern marshes.

The scientists reported that less than 10 percent of the original marshes still function as true wetlands, but that about 20 percent of the original area had been reflooded by March 2004, according to satellite imagery.

High salt content in soil and water, threatens the recovery of the marshes in certain areas, the paper said.

As Dr. Hussain's team pulled up muck and spinachlike aquatic plants from the bottom of this marsh for testing, he confirmed the problems and said the thickets of reeds in this marsh were still only about half as dense as they had been before the marsh dried up. 

Some plants, like water lilies, had not come back at all, he said.

On another day, during an overland excursion farther north, the mayor of Qurna, which sits on dry land along the banks of the Tigris but is surrounded by damaged marshes, laid out a broad case for restoring them on environmental, social, political and economic grounds. 

Just a short while later, however, on a visit to a nearby farm the portly owner, Muhamed Abdul Saadeh, said that he had grown up on this same spot when it was a marsh, and he assured his visitors that he still respected the memory of his grandfather.

But if the area is reflooded now, Mr. Saadeh said, ''we will lose everything.''

''Don't let them flood our farm,'' pleaded Mr. Saadeh, who is receiving support from the international development agency to grow date palms and alfalfa on his land.

Still farther down the road, to the west, where the returning water had already covered nearly everything and muddy, dripping water buffaloes clopped over the pavement, the water was welcome. 

''This is our kingdom,'' said Afif Muhamed Ali Al-Asad, a marsh Arab who teaches English in Chabaysh. . 

Sheik Fadal Douiej, a wizened chain-smoking local leader who gave two visitors an all-important pledge of protection in a land that still has a renegade feel, asserted that many consider Chabaysh ''an Iraqi Venice.''

But the marsh Arabs bringing their reed-laden boats to shore and building reed huts on some of the remaining dry land suggested an earlier time.

Sheik Fadal showed his visitors to a splendid lunch of chicken, carp, pudding and dates in a mudeef, one of the arching, temple-like reed structures of ancient design that somehow remain hushed and cool inside even at high noon. As customary, a black-turbaned cleric recited the brief opening verse of the Koran when the meal was done.

And then the sheik put his visitors in the care of Mr. Messen and several other marsh Arabs in a small wooden boat with a belt-fed machine gun sitting on a tripod in the bow. They pushed off and for about an hour, wove deeper and deeper into the marsh as reeds scraped both sides of the boat along what appeared to be makeshift paths. It was impossible to believe that it had all been dry land two years before.

The murky water was thick with deep green aquatic plants, including water lilies, not flowering at the time, and after a short while all signs of civilization disappeared. There was only sky and water and reeds. Occasionally, other marsh Arabs slipped out of the thickets in their boats and disappeared again.

The boat glided past a pair of water buffaloes placidly chewing their cuds and staring at the intruders. Finally it emerged from the vegetation into open water. Ahead, there was a farm on a tiny raised clump of land. A chicken cackled. 

GRAPHIC: Photos: Hamid Muhamed Hashim revisited the ruins where his family and friends once lived in the marshlands of Iraq. The area, drained years ago for a dike by the government of Saddam Hussein, is now springing back to life. (Photo by Max Becherer/Polaris for The New York Times)(pg. F1)
Habib Mossen, a University of Basra student, is part of a team of researchers monitoring the Hammar marsh.
Workers in Iraq's Hammar marsh preparing to unload canoes filled with reeds, which provide a livelihood when sold at market. (Photographs by Max Becherer/Polaris for The New York Times)(pg. F4)Chart/Map: ''Bringing the Marshes Back From the Dead''Restoration has begun on wetlands in southern Iraq, which were nearly wiped out in 2000. Damage is extreme in some areas.Maps of Iraq highlighting wetlands in 1973, 2000, and 2004.(Source by United Nations Environment Program)(pg. F1)Chart/Map: ''Struggling to Reclaim the Wetlands''Lush vegetation, and the diversity of wildlife that accompanies it, have returned to a few marshes in Iraq, after portions were reflooded by the breaching of dikes and drainage canals built by Saddam Hussein. But some former fens, like the Sanaf Marsh, are so poisoned from salt and mineral deposits, left behind after fresh water evaporated, that they may not fully recover.Map of Iraq highlighting open water, marsh plants and salt deposits in March 2000 and in March 2004.Salt contentSodium ions, June 2003Milligrams per literUpstream: 308Sanaf Marsh: 5,324Most areas refloodedHawizeh Marsh: 220Contains pristine wetlandsHammar Marsh: 663Most areas refloodedDownstream: 501(Sources by Mark A. Ernste and Hassan Partow, United Nations Environment Program [satellite images]
Curtis J. Richardson, Duke University)(pg. F2)

____________________________________________________________________________

Environment and Energy Daily: AGRICULTURE: House panel to consider controversial methyl bromide exemption
March 8, 2005 Tuesday

Allison A. Freeman, E&E Daily reporter

The controversial issue of American farmers' continued use of methyl bromide, an ozone-depleting pesticide that has been banned in Europe and other nations, will come under the scrutiny of a House Agriculture Committee panel this week.

Rep. Frank Lucas' (R-Okla.) conservation subcommittee will examine the issue at an oversight hearing Thursday. A committee spokesperson said the witnesses for the hearing have not yet been confirmed. 

A worldwide ban on the chemical comes into effect this year under the the Montreal Protocol, a 1987 international treaty the United States signed onto. Negotiators for the protocol gave the United States a one-year exemption last fall. The Bush administration has pushed for methyl bromide exemptions.

The United States had proposed a multiyear agreement that would have kept methyl bromide use at a nearly flat rate, but settled for a one-year deal after meeting stiff resistance from the European community and developing nations that were in favor of steeper reductions. The agreement specifies that the United States can use methyl bromide at 37 percent of 1991 levels this year, then reduce it to 27 percent in 2006. In exchange, the body agreed to reconsider restoring the 37 percent limit at a meeting next year.

Environmentalists have attacked the Bush administration's efforts to keep a methyl bromide exemption for U.S. farmers, saying it caters to chemical and agribusiness and puts the ozone layer at risk.

Produce and tobacco farmers, beekeepers and golf course operators have said they lack a viable alternative for the chemical, which is used to sterilize soil before planting and for killing pests in stored food products.

Scientists have said the chemical contributes significantly to the destruction of the stratospheric ozone layer.

The protocol negotiators gave methyl bromide exemptions to 12 nations, which are expected to use a total of 13,438 metric tons of the chemical, according to the U.N. Environment Programme. The U.S. allowance of 8,942 metric tons for 2005 is about twice that of all the 11 other countries combined ( Greenwire , Nov. 29, 2004).

Research on potential alternatives for the U.S. Researchers have focused on two methyl bromide substitutes -- Telone and Inline. Both have shown to vary in efficacy with growing conditions. Last year, 30 percent of California strawberry growers had switched to Inline. The U.S. EPA has identified Telone as a possible human carcinogen and requires a buffer zone between agricultural fields and houses or offices ( Greenwire , Dec. 23, 2004).

Schedule: The hearing is set for 10 a.m., Thursday, March 10, in 1300 Longworth.



_____________________________________________________________________________

Xinhua General News Service: Nine VIPs confirmed to participate in Lake Toba summit
March 8, 2005 Tuesday 5:00 AM EST

Nine VIP guests will participate in the Lake Toba Summit, two days before the world's regional leaders hold their first meeting in three cities in Indonesia's North Sumatra province on March 10-12, the committee said Tuesday.

The summit will be held in Medan, capital of the province, Prapat and Brastagi regencies respectively. 

"Among the nine VIPs are East Timor President Xanana Gusmao and Erin Brockovich of the Save World Air," according to Summit coordinator Gori Tarnanto who was quoted by the state news agency Antara as saying. 

Tarnanto said that other important figures include UN Environment Program Executive Director Klaus Toepfer, Executive Director of UN Research and Training Institute Marcel Boisard, ASEAN Secretary General Ong Keng Yong as well as Indonesian ministers. 

In addition, nine Indonesian governors and vice governors have confirmed their participation.

Governors and regional leaders in the world who are concerned about the environment and sustainable development and grouped in the Network of Regional Government for Sustainable Development ( NRGSD) will hold their first summit in the province. 

The main theme of the summit will be "Global Partnership on Rehabilitation and Reconstruction of Post-Disaster Settlement". The summit called "Lake Toba Summit 2005" is expected to produce a declaration on global partnership to mitigate the aftermath of natural disasters in the world, particularly tsunami tidal waves in Aceh and North Sumatra.

The Summit, which will be opened by Indonesian President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono Thursday, will be preceded by a visit by the world's guests to the recent tsunami-hit Banda Aceh, capital of Aceh province, on Wednesday. It is scheduled to close by Minister Rachmat Witoelar on Saturday. 


____________________________________________________________________________

Philippine Daily Inquirer: ISLANDS AND LANDFILL
March 6, 2005
Doris Gaskell Nuyda
 
OTHER cities or even provinces probably wish they have many things that Puerto Princesa, Palawan's capital city, has.

For one thing, the people know a good thing when they see it. In this case, the clean and green life that their government has encouraged them to lead. They have taken those directives so much to heart and live them from day to day, that now their city is considered the country's cleanest and greenest. Local and international awards heaped on them through the years attest to this. 

The government's priorities here are the establishment of infrastructures and control mechanisms to assure peace and order to get its projects going. Schools, roads, electricity and institutions have been provided to fill the people's needs.

There is no shortage of schools-both public and private. The streets are all paved, well-lit and, best of all, clean. The city has its own power plant that serves even some areas outside Puerto. Plans are said to be underway to extend the service with the cooperation of Napocor.

At present, the city's two main targets are tourism and agriculture. Initially, they will focus on local tourism, promoting itself internationally only when it feels ready for a more massive influx of visitors.

Agriculture is considered essential in view of the city's ban on logging and mining. It is also expected that self-sufficiency in food production will lead to revenue-earning exports and better means of livelihood.

Sanitary landfill

To further push its cleanliness and environment-friendly efforts, Puerto Princesa is constructing a sanitary landfill, said to be the first of its kind in the country, in Barangay Sta. Lourdes, some distance away from the city center. Expected to be usable for 50 years, it is 90 percent completed, says Mayor Edward S. Hagedorn, and will be operational by the third quarter of this year.

The plan provides for easy transfer to an adjacent landfill once the first is filled to capacity. The landfill has a concrete base to protect the soil underneath from contamination with toxic substances. The garbage is covered by a plastic and sand mix to prevent its being blown away.

Provisions are being made for leachates to undergo waste water treatment. The place will not look drab and desert-like as a park with lots of greens will be developed around it.

Eco-tourism

Another priority, eco-tourism, occupies the government's and people's attention. A lot of effort is being put in creating destinations to enhance the city's image as "Eco-Tourism Capital of the Philippines." These efforts were spurred by the declaration of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (Unesco) of Puerto Princesa's Subterranean River as "World Heritage Site" in 1999.

A visit to the site is bound to inspire a feel for exploration, especially of the different islets that dot the sea off Puerto Princesa's long coastline. Some of the islets, we are told, disappear during high tide or heavy rain. The others are used as diving centers or resorts or even Bantay Dagat spots. The isles have names like Snake, Bat, Caon and Las Palmas.

Next to underwater diving, a tour of the islets on a speedboat is probably the most exciting thing. You hold your breath as you hold on to your seat. This is exercise enough, guaranteed to ease stiff necks and flex muscles like no treadmill or stationary bike can.

It may not exactly be eco-tourism in the purest sense of the term. Maybe a change of terminology is needed, like Sea Gym or Speedboat Stretch.

There is so much else to this green city, but we will try to cover those in future issues.

'Greening' finance people

Environmentalism cannot be confined to wildlife conservationists and nature lovers alone. Professionals must get into the act, too.

The financial sector, being an important cog in this country's economic development, must have a "green" agenda for more feasible systems and practices. There is need, for instance, to address such matters as "environmental due diligence," the investigation of environmental practices of borrowers.

To clarify the importance of this and other related matters, the Asia Pacific Roundtable for Sustainable Consumption and Production (APRSCP) is inviting bankers and financiers to a forum on "The Greening of the Financial Sector," 9 a.m.-4 p.m., March 11, at Dusit Hotel.

Speakers will include Ambassador Jesus Tambunting, chair of Planters Bank; Margarito Teves, president of Landbank; and Ray David, president of the Development Bank of the Philippines. Workshop groups will meet after lunch. Co-sponsoring the forum is the United Nations Environmental Program (UNEP).
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UN or UNEP in the news


India stops production of ozone-depleting halon

 INCLUDEPICTURE "http://www.hindustantimes.com/on/img/0.gif" \* MERGEFORMATINET 


Hindustan Times, India, 9 March 2005 -  New Delhi - [image: image2.png]


India has stopped the production of ozone-depleting halon as required under a global convention, Minister of Environment and Forests A Raja said in New Delhi on Tuesday.
Unveiling a plaque to mark the closure of the production site and to launch the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP)'s global programme "Remember Our Future", Raja said: "Halon production and consumption have been phased out in India.
http://www.hindustantimes.com/news/181_1272027,0004.htm 

UNEP chief hails women's role in sustainable development 
EastDay.com, China, 8 March 2005 - http://news.google.co.th/news?hl=en&ned=us&ie=UTF-8&scoring=d&q=Klaus+Teopfer  

General Environment News

AWAITING THE INFERNO 
The Nation (Thailand), Kamol Sukin, Published on March 09, 2005 - The rains stopped early last year and the dry set in. Now, the El Nino effect taken into account, this season’s rains are likely to be late. These are serious times for the Kingdom’s firefighters 
Despite the latest statistics suggesting forest fires are occurring less frequently in Thailand, authorities this week warned that most forested areas of the Kingdom would be seriously hit by fire – the worst in six years – anytime in the next three months. 
“Two reasons: Thailand has been slightly affected by El Nino and the ‘high’ accumulation of natural fuel in forested areas,” said Siri Akkha-ak, a director of the Forest Fire Control Division. 
An additional factor, he said, was that the current drought season had begun earlier and would last longer than usual. Normally the drought season begins in December and ends in early May, but this year it began in October and looks likely to last until early June, said Siri. 
And the longer the summer, the higher the possibility of forest fires, he added.
http://www.nationmultimedia.com/2005/03/09/Special_Report/index.php?news=Special_Report_16665126.html 

_____________________________________________________________________________

ROWA NEWS BRIEFING

8 & 9 March 2005
Bahrain

Green group in push to save Tubli

THE Environment Friends Society is inviting people interested in environmental protection to visit Tubli Bay tomorrow. 

The visit, at 4pm, will also include members of the media and environment specialists along with others working towards saving the bay.

Society president Khowla Almohanadi said there has been a number of events to help protect the area, which is a safe haven for wildlife. 

"We've promised members of the society to take this mission in making the bay a better place than it currently is," she said.

"This trip will be part of a series of trips to different areas every Thursday to spread awareness on environmental issues."

http://www.gulf-daily-news.com/arc_Articles.asp?Article=106233&Sn=BNEW&IssueID=27354
Qatar

Stuffed leopard is seized at Doha airport

THE Supreme Council for Environment and Natural Reserves (SCENR) has confiscated a stuffed leopard at the Doha airport.

The consignment with the animal’s stuffed body was brought to Qatar without proper papers from the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (Cites), said Ghanem Abdullah, director of the Department of Wildlife Protection at SCENR.

Cites is an international agreement between governments, aimed at ensuring that international trade in specimens of wild animals and plants does not threaten their survival.

Ghanem did not say who sent the parcel or who the consignee was.

Qatar is a signatory to the international agreement and is obliged to abide by the Cites rules.

The confiscated animal is one of the rare varieties, found only in a few Asian countries. It is listed in the Endangered Species list, maintained by Cites.

Ghanem Abdullah reiterated that it was a crime to import animals and plants in the red list without proper documents.

http://www.gulf-times.com/site/topics/article.asp?cu_no=2&item_no=29103&version=1&template_id=57&parent_id=56
UAE

Survey on noise pollution level

The Environmental Protection and Safety Section (EPSS) in the Environment Department of Dubai Municipality launched in February this year a Survey on the Noise Pollution Level in the Emirate of Dubai. 

Disclosing the launch of the survey at a familiarisation seminar on the research, Redha Hassan Salman, Head of the EPSS said the seminar was organised as part of launching this strategic project, which will continue for six months

http://www.khaleejtimes.com/Displayarticle.asp?section=theuae&xfile=data/theuae/2005/march/theuae_march224.xml
Airport’s environ report completed

The Dubai Civil Aviation's (DCA) Environment Report on Dubai International Airport, which will be used to develop a vision for future environmental protection policies at the award-winning airport, has been completed on schedule. 

The 80-page document, produced by Emirates National Oil Company (Enoc) in collaboration with the DCA, reviews the environmental activities of various Dubai International Airport business units, including operations, engineering services, cleaning and waste management, water and electricity management and emergency procedures.

The year-long research project outlines the current state of the environment at airport operations and will be used to produce a consultative document outlining ways of further improving existing high standards of environmental protection. A key feature of the report is that it will be made available to all interested parties through a variety of channels, including web sites and email

http://www.khaleejtimes.com/Displayarticle.asp?section=theuae&xfile=data/theuae/2005/march/theuae_march245.xml
Erwda rescues Hawksbill turtle

Pushing forward with its commitment to the conservation and management of the Emirate’s marine environment, the Environmental Research and Wildlife Development Agency (Erwda) recently rescued a young and weak Hawksbill turtle infested with barnacles, treated it and released it back into the sea without delay. 

The turtle’s parasites were removed from the infected areas with care, and the turtle was held in a nursery tank for more observations. Once it was ensured that the turtle had recovered from the stress and was relieved of the negative impacts of the barnacles, it was released into the sea off the Abu Dhabi coast.

However, a spokesperson from Erwda’s Marine Environment Research Centre (Merc) states that it is difficult to assess that once these turtles are alleviated of heavy barnacles, they will subsequently do well in the wild once released. Also, if the turtle continues to rest underwater for a longer period of time than necessary, it would still be susceptible to the attachment of barnacles. He added that these barnacles would affect the turtle in the long run as they cause the turtle to be more susceptible to bacterial and fungal infection

http://www.khaleejtimes.com/Displayarticle.asp?section=theuae&xfile=data/theuae/2005/march/theuae_march241.xml
Oman

Team studies ill-effects caused by cement firm

A team assessing health risks and environmental hazards caused by the Oman Cement Company (OCC) held its first regular meeting at the Majlis Ash'shura premises here on Sunday. 

The meeting appointed Nasr bin Amir Al Hosni as head of the team and Hamad bin Abdullah Al Hasani as deputy head. The team was set up recently by President of the Majlis Shaikh Abdullah bin Ali Al Qatabi and has to present its findings in two months' time. Its formation follows petitions received by theMajlis from residents of the Baushar wilayat where the plant is located

http://www.khaleejtimes.com/Displayarticle.asp?section=middleeast&xfile=data/middleeast/2005/march/middleeast_march208.xml
Jordan

Planning Ministry presents Jordan's vision to meet its MDGs 

The government and the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) reiterated on Monday that the Kingdom can overcome the challenges of achieving the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). 

An action plan prepared by the Ministry of Planning and International Cooperation to achieve the targets set by the MDGs was launched yesterday, alongside the UN Millennium Project Report, “Investing in Development,” which will give development practitioners a framework to help developing countries achieve the set targets over the next decade. 

The action plan, titled “Social and Economic Development Plan (2004-2006),” was described by His Majesty King Abdullah as “flexible enough to respond to local, regional and international developments.” 

“It sets the vision, message, objectives, policies, reform procedures and developmental projects which will be adopted and executed in all national economic sectors,” the King said in the plan's introduction. 

http://www.jordantimes.com/tue/homenews/homenews5.htm
After Kyoto 

The Kyoto Protocol treaty has now entered into force for the 126 nations that have joined it so far. Now is the time to start thinking about how to engage all nations, including large emitters, in conversations about what to do after the treaty's expiration in 2012. This is exactly what the European Commission did recently by providing its first strategy for a post-Kyoto era, which will be discussed by the European Council next March. 

While the Kyoto Protocol represents only a modest reduction of carbon emissions in industrialised countries — 5.2 per cent between 2008-2012 relative to 1990 levels, with varying targets for individual countries — real progress can be made in sustaining development efforts and preserving our planet. 

But first, all countries must integrate climate concerns into policy planning, and improve their governance in key sectors such as energy, infrastructure and transport. In other words, we must act in accordance with the recognition that climate change and its effects on people in both rich and poor countries remains a threat to global security. 

At the end of the day, the long-term approach is likely to include a rules-based system, an incentives system, and investments in technology change. Increasingly, adaptation at the national level will be recognised as a major issue that will require appropriate funding. Dealing with the impacts of climate change and with emission reductions should not be mutually exclusive, but complementary. 

Looking ahead to the post-Kyoto world offers us the chance to start a new dialogue and to look at new options on climate change. Nations could set the more ambitious goal of limiting the long-term change in the earth's temperature, and then assign emissions rights among countries in such a way that will eventually limit temperature increases to an acceptable level. This would require increasing investments in energy research and development for new and improved technologies — a process that needs to be supported by stronger public-private partnerships. 

http://www.jordantimes.com/Thu/opinion/opinion5.htm
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WITH CLARION CALLS AND WORLDWIDE EVENTS, UN MARKS INTERNATIONAL WOMEN’S DAY

The United Nations today marked International Women’s Day throughout its

many agencies and across its multiple front-line outposts around the world

with calls for bolder action to promote gender equality and events ranging

from a cancer prevention workshop in Colombia to a hairdressing contest in

Russia to a rights seminar in Uganda.

“New challenges have emerged,” Secretary-General Kofi Annan said in a

message, noting the tangible progress that has been made since the Beijing

conference on eliminating gender discrimination was held 10 years ago.

“Consider the trafficking of women and children – an odious but

increasingly common practice. Or the increasing targeting of women in armed

conflict. Or the terrifying growth of HIV/AIDS among women – especially

young women,” he added, stressing the crucial importance of women’s

empowerment.

“No other policy is as likely to raise economic productivity, or to reduce

infant and maternal mortality. No other policy is as sure to improve

nutrition and promote health – including the prevention of HIV/AIDS. No

other policy is as powerful in increasing the chances of education for the

next generation. And I would venture that no policy is more important in

preventing conflict, or in achieving reconciliation after a conflict has

ended,” he declared.

In the trenches of conflict itself in Iraq, where the UN is seeking to help

bring a peaceful transition to democracy and answer numerous educational,

health and social needs, the role of women was held up as a shining

example. “Despite the burden that war has placed upon them, Iraqi women

remain the force that binds this nation together,” Mr. Annan’s Special

Representative Ashraf Qazi said in a message in Baghdad.

“Through their continued efforts, I am confident that the women of Iraq

will succeed in bringing peace and stability to their communities and

thereby to the country,” he added, praising their role in recent elections,

in developing hundreds of civil society organizations and in continuing to

work despite threats against their lives and their families.

In camps around the world the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)

organized a plethora of activities with a focus on education and

leadership. In Apartadó, Colombia, where fighting between Government and

militia forces has driven thousands from their homes, it was holding a

workshop on cancer prevention and reproductive health. In Moscow, it

organized a conference for Afghan, Iraqi and Nigerian refugee women and

asylum seekers to discuss their return options and work opportunities, with

a hairdressing contest as part of a training project to help them become

more self-reliant.

In Uganda, UNHCR was conducting sensitization seminars on women’s rights,

girls’ education and sexual and gender-based violence, while in Sierra

Leone’s Kissy Town refugee settlement it was hosting a panel on empowering

women for sustainable development in sectors such as education, employment,

food security, health and HIV/AIDS.

In Kenya’s Kakuma camp the agency was organizing a talk for refugee women

to express their views on the possibility of returning to war-torn south

Sudan, and in Nepal winners of a poster competition for the elimination of

violence against women were receiving T-shirts with the slogans such as

“You educate a woman, you educate a community,” and “Men and women are two

wheels of a chariot.”

Agency heads rallied with messages to throw their support behind the

momentum for gender equality.

“Yet, while we celebrate progress, we know that it has been too slow.

Thirty years after the beginning of the Decade on Women, and 10 years after

Beijing, it is still a woman’s face we see when we speak of poverty, of

HIV/AIDS, of violent conflict and social upheaval, of trafficking in human

beings,” Noeleen Heyzer, Executive Director of the UN Development Fund for

Women (UNIFEM) said. “To break the cycles of poverty, violence and gender

discrimination, we need to accelerate progress and expand its reach.”

The World Food Programme (WFP) stressed the need to ease the burden of

women in their traditional tasks such as collecting food while the

International Labour Organization (ILO) underscored its commitment to the

promotion of gender quality and more and better jobs for women.

The UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) threw the spotlight on systematic rape and

sexual violence against women and girls during armed conflict while the UN

Environment Programme (UNEP) noted that women are disproportionately

affected by natural and weather-related disasters.

The President of the General Assembly, Jean Ping of Gabon, said the Day

gave the international community as a whole an opportunity to assess the

efforts done and those still to be achieved to advance the status of women

worldwide. "Our nations' development requires women's active

participation," he added.

The overall message was summed up by the Executive Director of the UN

Population Fund (UNFPA), Thoraya Ahmed Obaid.

“Let us assert once again that each woman and girl is a unique and valuable

human being who is entitled to equal opportunities and universally adopted

human rights, no matter where she is born or where she lives. Now is the

time to energize efforts to put gender equality at the top of the

international peace and development agenda,” she declared.

* * *

UN JOINS AFRICAN UNION TO ASSESS PEACEKEEPING NEEDS IN DARFUR, SUDAN

The United Nations will join an African Union assessment team going to the

troubled Darfur region in western Sudan to find out what is needed to

strengthen security for the people caught up in civil strife there.

Secretary-General Kofi Annan told journalists at an impromptu news

conference today that this was among the actions he discussed with Security

Council members when he convened a meeting with them yesterday.

"I indicated that we are sending a mission, which will be led by the

African Union, to Darfur to assess the situation on the ground. The

European Union and the US will also have members on the team and after that

mission we will do a serious re-assessment of what needs to be done," he

said.

It would look awkward to have 10,000 UN peacekeeping troops in southern

Sudan where it was now safe, but not enough troops in Darfur in the west

where fighting was continuing and the protection of the people was an

urgent matter, he said.

"We are concerned that we are not moving fast enough in Darfur," he said.

"We are concerned that the atrocities have not stopped. We are concerned

that we are not gaining access to all those in need. We are concerned that

the parties are not respecting the ceasefire. The question is what measures

should be taken to create a secure environment."

The AU troops seemed to be effective but were few, so their numbers would

have to be increased either by helping the AU strengthen its force and

giving them such logistical support as communications and vehicles, as well

as financial help. "We have to help them do the work if we expect them to

do it," he said.

There were also the options of sending in UN troops, or taking over the

operation, but every choice had its pros and cons, Mr. Annan said.

Everyone was happy when the Sudanese Government and the Sudan People's

Liberation Movement/Army (SPLM/A) signed a peace agreement in Naivasha,

Kenya, but there was not enough money to help the refugees who have been

returning spontaneously to southern Sudan, he added.

The UN requested $500 million for southern Sudan programmes, but got just 5

per cent of the amount, he said.

Meanwhile, in Sudan's capital Khartoum, the UN Emergency Relief

Coordinator, Under-Secretary-General Jan Egeland, said at the end of a

four-day visit to Sudan that a historic opportunity to consolidate peace in

the country could be lost because of a lack of funding.

"2005 is a make or break year for Sudan," he said. "We've waited for a

whole generation to get their peace agreement, ending one of the bloodiest

wars of our lives," but "there is a disturbing discrepancy between what the

world promised it would do once a peace agreement was signed and what it

has delivered."

He visited southern Sudan, camps for internally displaced persons (IDPs) in

Darfur and held meetings with Government officials in Khartoum.

"I saw that the people believe in the peace. I saw them in engaged in

excellent, small community-based projects, but the programmes are too small

and too few," Mr. Egeland said.

"We do not have enough money to train more child combatants to become

carpenters and masons and tailors. We do not have enough money to feed

those who return to the burnt-down villages of Southern Sudan. We do not

have enough money for the basic health care and education in one of the

poorest places on earth."

Unless the world came up with the investments, it would lose a historic

opportunity to put right one of the worst wars of our generation, he said.

"To do so we have to think big."

The AU had 1,800 peacekeepers, but should have as many as there are

humanitarian aid workers who would soon number 10,000 in Darfur, Mr.

Egeland said.

While south Sudan has been a diplomatic and political triumph, the

humanitarian response has been absent, he said. On the other hand,

political action in Darfur has been weak and the humanitarian effort

robust, he said.

* * *

ANNAN VOWS TO WORK TO TURN DREAM OF MIDDLE EAST PEACE INTO REALITY

Calling this a "moment of promise" in the search for Middle East peace,

Secretary-General Kofi Annan today declared his determination that the

United Nations will continue to work with the Palestinian Authority, the

Government of Israel and other partners to turn the current potential into

a real end to the conflict.

"The long cherished dream of a vast majority of Israelis and Palestinians

has been to live a normal life in peace and security," he said in a message

to an International Meeting on the Question of Palestine in Geneva,

delivered by Sergei Ordhonikidze, Director-General of the UN Office there.

"At long last, all of us can sense a new-found movement towards that dream.

I urge everyone – the parties and the international community – to refrain

from any actions that would be detrimental to the resumption of

negotiations and implementation of the Road Map, or that could prejudge the

resolution of final status issues," he added.

The Road Map is a peace plan devised by the Middle East diplomatic Quartet

– UN, European Union, Russia and United States – calling on both Israel and

the Palestinians to take parallel and reciprocal steps leading to two

states living side by side in peace, originally by the end of 2005.

Today's meeting discussed an advisory opinion by the International Court of

Justice (ICJ) that a separation barrier that Israel says it is building for

security reasons is illegal where it runs on occupied Palestinian territory

and should be torn down.

"There is once again a real sense that, after long years of suffering,

bitterness and despair, better days may at last lie ahead," Mr. Annan said,

citing a recent agreement by Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas and

Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon to end violence in what signals a new

attitude of cooperation and rebuilding of trust.

"Let us all remain focused on our long-standing objective of two States –

Israel and Palestine – living side by side in peace within secure and

recognized borders," he added.

* * *

FRéCHETTE HOLDS WIDE-RANGING TALKS WITH GERMAN FOREIGN MINISTER FISCHER

Deputy United Nations Secretary-General Louise Fréchette today held

wide-ranging talks with German Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer in Berlin

and later addressed the Friedrich Ebert Institute, which is celebrating its

80th anniversary as an organization promoting peace and human rights.

"We in the United Nations welcome and embrace partnerships with foundations

such as yours," she told the group. "Foundations have always played pivotal

roles in advocating and acting for change. And for our part, in the United

Nations, we have opened up ways of working with non-State actors on a scale

that no one could have imagined a few decades ago.

"So, as we seek to broaden and deepen coalitions for change around our

agenda, we know that we can do this only with the full participation and

support of organizations like yours," she added.

In her talks with Mr. Fischer, Ms. Fréchette discussed UN reform, the

Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) that seek to slash a host of social

ills by 2015, Sudan where a long running civil war in the south has just

ended but conflict continues in the west and sexual exploitation

allegations in certain peacekeeping missions, where accusations include

trading two eggs or making small payments for sex.

The two also discussed the now-defunct UN-administered Oil-for-Food

programme that allowed Iraq's sanctions-bound regime to buy essential

supplies, which has been implicated in allegations of impropriety and

mismanagement.

Ms. Fréchette also participated in a roundtable discussion with some 70

officials from Germany's Federal Foreign Office on "the UN in 2005:

Challenges and Perspectives," as well as addressing representatives of

civil society and the media, dealing with topics that included UN reform

and peacekeeping reform.

* * *

GENERAL ASSEMBLY APPROVES DECLARATION BANNING ALL FORMS OF CLONING

The United Nations General Assembly today approved a declaration calling on

all UN Member States to ban all forms of human cloning, including cloning

for medical treatment, as incompatible with human dignity and the

protection of human life.

By a vote of 84 in favour, 34 against and 37 abstaining, with 36 absent,

the Assembly acted on the recommendation of its Legal, or Sixth, Committee

to adopt the text, called the United Nations Declaration on Human Cloning.

But some delegates said they opposed banning therapeutic cloning.

The Declaration, negotiated by a Working Group last month, also banned

"genetic engineering techniques that may be contrary to human dignity." It

called on States "to prevent the exploitation of women in the application

of life sciences" and "to protect adequately human life in the application

of life sciences."

Those who voted for the Declaration welcomed it as a clear expression of

the ethical norms that should guide scientific research.

South Africa, which abstained, said it understood therapeutic cloning to be

aimed at protecting human life and not to be, therefore, inconsistent with

the Declaration. It would continue to control therapeutic cloning strictly.

The United States, which voted for the Declaration, said its Government's

position remained the same as it had recently expressed in the Sixth

Committee last year.

A US Government position paper said it supported a total ban on human

cloning. It added, however, "Any ban on human cloning should explicitly

state that it does not prohibit the development of cell and tissue-based

therapies based on research involving cloning technology to produce DNA

molecules, organs, plants, tissues, cells (other than human embryos), or

animals (other than humans).

"We believe that nations should actively pursue the potential medical and

scientific benefits of these scientific methods, which have already enabled

researchers to develop innovative drugs to treat diseases."

Some other countries, including the United Kingdom, the Russian Federation,

France and India, regretted that there had been no consensus on banning

reproductive cloning since they might want to keep their options open on

therapeutic cloning.

The British delegate, who voted against, said the Assembly had missed an

opportunity to adopt a convention prohibiting reproductive cloning because

of the intransigence of those who failed to recognize that other sovereign

States might want to permit strictly controlled applications of therapeutic

cloning.

Echoing the views of a number of speakers, he said the Declaration was a

non-binding political statement, which would not affect his country's

position on the issue.

China, which voted against, said the prohibitions in the text might be

"misunderstood" as covering all forms of cloning and the Declaration had

failed to include the different positions of delegates on ethical, moral

and religious concerns.

It noted that it would maintain strict controls over therapeutic cloning.

* * *

UN ENVOY SEEKING SYRIAN WITHDRAWAL FROM LEBANON HOLDS TALKS WITH EUROPEANS

The United Nations envoy seeking the withdrawal of some 14,000 Syrian

troops from Lebanon held talks with European Union (EU) officials today in

Brussels on his way to his second visit to the region in a month.

Terje Roed-Larsen, Secretary-General Kofi Annan's Special Envoy for the

implementation of Security Council resolution 1559 calling for the

withdrawal of all foreign forces from Lebanon, disbanding all militias and

extending Government control over the whole country, discussed his mission

with EU foreign policy chief Javier Solana.

Mr. Larsen, who said he would brief Mr. Solana on his return from Syria and

Lebanon, also met with the EU's Policy and Security Committee, consisting

of the Permanent Representatives of the 25 member states, who assured him

of full EU backing for his difficult mission.

He last visited Lebanon and Damascus in the first half of February, his

first trip in the new job he assumed in January after serving as UN Special

Coordinator for the Middle East Peace Process. Since then, the

assassination of former Lebanese Prime Minister Rafik Hariri has increased

tension in the area.

Syrian troops have been in Lebanon since the early stages of the 1975-1990

civil war and last week Mr. Annan reiterated his earlier hope that he will

be able to report progress when he submits his next report in April.

Speaking to reporters today, the Secretary-General said there was no plan

for the United Nations to send in a force to monitor the withdrawal of

Syrian troops.

"That is an issue that the Security Council will have to decide – whether

they want to send in an international force or not," he said in response to

a question.

"I have indicated that I do not have a mandate from the Security Council to

send a force to Lebanon. Obviously, we do have our forces in southern

Lebanon, but they have a separate mandate which does not include the

monitoring of the Syrian withdrawal," he added, referring to the UN Interim

Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL).

* * *

ANNAN WELCOMES WORK OF GLOBAL COMPACT IN SOUTH ASIA TO REACH DEVELOPMENT GOALS

With 1.2 billion people still earning less than $1 a day, United Nations

Secretary-General Kofi Annan today welcomed initiatives by business and

civil society in the Global Compact in South Asia to work together to

achieve the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), which include eliminating

extreme poverty.

"I welcome this strong expression of support for the United Nations Global

Compact, a voluntary corporate citizenship initiative based on universal

values in the areas of human rights, labour, the environment and

anti-corruption," he said in a message to the Compact's regional group,

meeting in Jamshedpur, India.

"And I am very encouraged that governments, businesses, civil society

groups and the labour movement in South Asia are exploring ways to work

more closely together to achieve the [MDGs]."

Reducing poverty helped to create greater purchasing power and stable and

inclusive markets. It also contributed to increasing productivity, easing

social tensions and enabling the work force to become healthy and more

dynamic, he said.

Responsible corporate citizenship had become the management philosophy of

many businesses and emphasizing transparency, a focus on stakeholders and

the well-being of a company's own workers are factors in long-term success,

Mr. Annan said.

With a summit meeting scheduled for September at the UN, 2005 must be a

year of bold action to reform the UN and find effective, collective answers

to challenges ranging from terrorism and weapons of mass destruction to

poverty, disease, crime and environmental degradation, he said.

"I would like to thank you for your commitment to the Compact, your

openness to new forms of public-private cooperation, and your efforts to

bring the Compact's principles to life in South Asia and around the world,"

Mr. Annan said.

* * *

UN REFUGEE AGENCY DISTRIBUTES TENTS TO THOUSANDS OF FLOOD-HIT AFGHANS IN PAKISTAN

The United Nations refugee agency has distributed 1,000 tents to 7,300

Afghan refugees made homeless by flooding in Pakistan's Balochistan region

following weeks of snow and heavy rains that sent water and mud rushing

down the barren mountainsides.

There are 12 camps for 300,000 Afghan refugees in Balochistan province and

40,000 of them are affected by the bad weather, with housing damaged and

roads washed out, UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) spokesperson

Jennifer Pagonis told a news briefing today in Geneva.

Severe winter conditions have forced the Government of Pakistan to extend

the deadline for the completion of the census of Afghans living in the

country. For the past two weeks, UNHCR has been assisting the Government in

carrying out the first ever detailed census of Afghans in Pakistan.

At the moment, the agency estimates there are around 1.2 million Afghans in

camps and an unknown number living in cities and villages. More than 2.3

million Afghans have returned home from Pakistan since the start of UNHCR's

voluntary repatriation in spring 2002. The agency estimates that 400,000

Afghan refugees will return home during this year's repatriation season.

* * *

UN OUTER SPACE PANEL MULLS SPACE-BASED DISASTER-MANAGEMENT AND VIRTUAL DOCTORS

Satellite-based disaster-management, virtual space doctors and the

potential threat of an asteroid or meteor crashing into Earth were among

key agenda items of the latest session of a United Nations panel on outer

space.

As part of a new, multiyear work plan, the Scientific and Technical

Subcommittee of the UN Committee on the Peaceful Uses of Outer Space (

COPUOS) was briefed on how space-based technologies contributed to relief

efforts following the Asian tsunami disaster of December 2004 and could be

used generally for disaster management.

Data and information from a number of Earth observation and meteorological

satellites, including high resolution satellite imagery, were used by

relief and disaster response agencies in the aftermath of the catastrophe.

Emergency satellite-based communications were crucial in saving lives and

reducing human suffering by establishing remote medical services.

The Subcommittee, which ended a two-week meeting in Vienna on 4 March,

approved the terms of reference of an ad hoc group of experts to develop a

study on the possibility of creating an international space coordination

entity to support disaster management.

Member States were also briefed on the application of satellite-based

telemedicine in health care, and its benefits for epidemiology, offsite

radiology services, cardiac monitoring, medical consultations and

specialist referrals, correctional care and tele-education in health care.

The Subcommittee noted that space system-based telemedicine could provide

significantly improved and cost-effective access to quality health care,

transform the delivery of health care and improve the health of millions of

people throughout the world.

On so-called Near-Earth objects, including asteroids and meteors which may

pass the Earth's orbit, the Subcommittee noted that although the

probability for collision with Earth was very low, such objects nonetheless

posed a potential threat.

Given sufficient warning time, countermeasures to either fragment or

deflect an incoming near-Earth object were possible but such activities

would require a large and coordinated international effort, it added.

The panel also considered the possible collision of space objects with

space debris, including those with nuclear power sources on board, and

reviewed the use of nuclear power sources in outer space.

* * *

HUNDREDS OF NIGERIAN WOMEN HAD CORRECTIVE SURGERY DURING UN’S ‘FISTULA FORTNIGHT’

More than 500 women had corrective surgery for a debilitating injury

suffered during childbirth and a dozen more surgeons were trained in its

treatment during “Fistula Fortnight,” which ended at the weekend, the

United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) said.

Lack of medical intervention during prolonged, obstructed labour damages

the mother's soft pelvic tissues and creates a hole, or fistula, in her

bladder and/or rectum. The injury is usually fatal for the baby, while

causing severe physical and emotional trauma to the mother, who may then

suffer from incontinence, infections and nerve damage.

In Nigeria between 400,000 and 800,000 women have the preventable,

treatable condition, especially in the north, UNFPA said.

“Women living with fistula put a human face on the necessity of having good

maternal health care,” said UNFPA Executive Director Thoraya Ahmed Obaid.

“The ‘Fistula Fortnight’ has helped us address the tremendous backlog of

patients and care for those in need. Together we can end fistula by

strengthening maternal health systems.”

In addition to treating 545 women, the two-week campaign trained another 16

doctors, mainly Nigerian, as well as nurses and social workers, at four

renovated hospitals.

The event is part of a UNFPA-led global “Campaign to End Fistula,” launched

in 2003 and carried out with local organizations and mainly European

donors. The Campaign in more than 35 countries in Africa, South Asia and

the Arab States focuses on fistula prevention. It also treats the women who

are affected and trains social workers in ways of helping survivors

reintegrate successfully into their communities.

Mustafa Lawal, one of the trainee surgeons at the fistula centre in Kebbi

State, said the women who came in for treatment felt hopeless at first but

changed to a positive attitude afterwards.

“For 20 years I had been leaking,” said 60-year-old Aminatu Liman, who

developed a fistula after three days of labour to deliver her third child,

a stillborn son. She was treated on the second day of the Fortnight and was

recovering well this week at a hospital in Sokoto.

“I’m very happy all the inconvenience is gone,” she added. “I’m so

grateful.”

* * *

UN ADMINISTRATOR URGES CALM IN KOSOVO AFTER PREMIER IS INDICTED FOR WAR CRIMES

The United Nations administrator for Kosovo today appealed for calm

following the resignation of the ethnic Albanian Prime Minister after he

was indicted by the UN war crimes tribunal for his role as a guerrilla

commander in the 1998-99 fighting that led to the world body running the

Serbian province.

“I understand the sense of shock and anger over this development,”

Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Special Representative Søren Jessen-Petersen

said of Ramush Haradinaj’s resignation after his indictment by the

International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY).

“I appeal, however, to the people of Kosovo to express your feelings

through peaceful means. A violent response will not help Kosovo. It will

only serve the interests of those determined to block Kosovo’s way forward.

It will be a major setback to everything Kosovo has achieved recently and

it will defeat all the recent achievements, notably those reached during

Mr. Haradinaj’s leadership,” he added.

Mr. Jessen-Petersen said he would work with Kosovo’s political leaders to

make sure that there is a government in place as soon as possible to lead

to final status talks later this year on the ethnically divided province,

which the UN has run since the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)

drove out Yugoslav troops amid grave human rights abuses in fighting

between Albanians and Serbs in 1999.

Mr. Jessen-Petersen had strong words of praise for Mr. Haradinaj. “Thanks

to Ramush Haradinaj’s dynamic leadership, strong commitment and vision,

Kosovo is today closer than ever before to achieving its aspirations in

settling its future status. Personally, I am saddened to no longer be

working with a close partner and friend,” he said.

“I appeal to all political leaders to show responsibility by joining

together in common pursuit of the Kosovo’s higher interests at this crucial

moment. Together, we can overcome the present difficulties, and continue

forward on Kosovo’s European path towards a free, democratic, multi-ethnic,

stable and prosperous Kosovo.”

In his most recent report on the province, Mr. Annan said that while

noteworthy concrete steps have been taken in some areas, none of eight

necessary standards had yet been fulfilled, such as democratic

institutions, minority rights and an impartial legal system to build trust

between majority Albanians and minority Serbs. Albanians outnumber other

communities, mainly Serbs, by about 9 to 1.

* * *

UN HEALTH AGENCY GATHERS DATA ON NEW HUMAN BIRD FLU CASES IN VIET NAM

With Viet Nam confirming four more human cases of bird flu, the United

Nations health agency is gathering as much data as possible on each new

case in efforts to pre-empt a human pandemic that in a worst case scenario

could claim tens of millions of lives worldwide.

“Such data are urgently needed at a time when many countries are

intensifying their pandemic preparedness activities,” the World Health

Organization (WHO) said of the disease, which has so far infected more than

50 people in the past year, mainly in Viet Nam and Thailand, killing over

three dozen of them and leading to the deaths or culling of nearly 140

million birds.

The four new cases, one of them fatal, developed in the latter half of

February, and WHO continues to work closely with the Vietnamese Ministry of

Health to further investigate additional cases which may have occurred

since 2 February.

The agency has repeatedly warned that the bird flu virus, H5N1, could

mutate into a new human virus with pandemic potential. The so-called

Spanish flu pandemic of 1918-20, which was not related to the present

virus, is estimated to have killed between 20 million and 40 million people

worldwide.

* * *

UNESCO CONDEMNS MURDER OF JOURNALIST IN AZERBAIJAN

Yet again stressing the vital need of a free press for democracy, the

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO)

has condemned the murder of an Azeri journalist who had reportedly long

been the subject of harassment and pressure.

Elmar Huseinov, founder and editor of the Monitor magazine, was shot dead

last week in Baku, Azerbaijan’s capital.

“The right of journalists and editors to voice their views, whether we

agree with them or not, must be respected,” UNESCO Director-General

Koïchiro Matsuura said. “A free and independent press is not a luxury, it

is an essential component of democracy and an indispensable condition for

informed debate within any society that aims to be free and respect the

rule of law.”

According to international freedom of expression organizations, Mr.

Huseinov had long been subjected to harassment. One such group, Article 19,

said it was “particularly concerned with the increasing climate of

intolerance against the media.”

UNESCO’s mandate includes the defence of freedom of expression and press

freedom, and it has issued numerous denunciations of violence against

journalists around the world in recent years.

* * *

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

Good afternoon.

**Guest at Noon
Sorry, I am a few minutes late.

The guest at our briefing, in a few minutes will be Noeleen Heyzer, Executive Director of the UN Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM), who will be joining us today to talk about the gains women have made over the last decade, and the major challenges ahead.  And she’s already here and she will be joining me in just a few minutes.

**International Women’s Day
And today is International Women’s Day.  In a message to mark the day, the Secretary-General said that this year marks a milestone in the movement for gender equality and the advancement of women, with the 10-year review of the Beijing Conference and Platform for Action.

As a result of the conference, the world has recognized that gender equality is critical to the development and peace of every nation, the Secretary-General said, adding that now, 10 years on, there’s been tangible progress on many fronts, and women are not only more aware of their rights; they’re more able to exercise them.  He also urged the international community to remember that promoting gender equality isn’t only women’s responsibility –- it’s the responsibility of “all of us”.

In addition, the UN system has marked the day all over the world, from Iraq to Colombia, with various events.  These include in Rome, the World Food Programme’s launch of a Catherine Bertini Award in honour of the agency’s previous Executive Director, and a UN refugee agency conference in Moscow for Afghan, Iraqi and Nigerian refugee women to discuss their return options and work opportunities –- with a hairdressing contest as part of a training project to help them become more self-reliant.

We have more details on these upstairs, as well as copies of the Secretary-General’s message.

**International Women’s Day – SG at Stakeout
Also, the Secretary-General will be making a statement at the UN’s 2005 Manager of the Year Awards presentation, which starts at 1:15 p.m. today in the Secretariat’s south lobby.  The awards are organized by the Group on Equal Rights for Women in the UN, and are given to managers according to criteria which include the promotion of work-life balance and gender sensitivity.

The Secretary-General will also stop at the entrance lobby stakeout to speak with the press on his way down to that presentation.

**Lebanon
Turning to the Middle East, the Secretary-General’s Special Envoy for the implementation of resolution 1559, Terje Roed-Larsen, was in Brussels today as he makes his way to the Middle East.  While there, he discussed in detail the full implementation of the resolution with the European Union’s foreign policy chief, Javier Solana.  Roed-Larsen said he would debrief Solana on his return from Syria and Lebanon.

Roed-Larsen also met with EU’s Policy and Security Committee, on which the 25 EU Permanent Representatives sit.  Larsen was assured that he has the full backing of the European Union for his difficult mission.

**Security Council
And here at UN Headquarters, the Security Council received a briefing this morning from Demetrios Perricos, the active Executive Chairman of the UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission, otherwise known as UNMOVIC.  Perricos presented to Council members UNMOVIC’s twentieth quarterly report, which we flagged for you last week.  The report touches on the issues of the continued monitoring of weapons sites in Iraq and also discusses the uncertain fate of biological “seed stocks”.

**Security Council - Monday
Late yesterday afternoon, the Security Council, reaffirming its commitment to a comprehensive and lasting settlement in Somalia, welcomed progress made in the Somali national reconciliation process, and took note of the need to expand the UN presence in that country, as proposed by the Secretary-General in his latest report.  That presidential statement was read out following a briefing in consultations by Winston Tubman, Head of the UN Political Office in Somalia.

**Sudan
Turning to Sudan, the UN Department of Peacekeeping Operations is dispatching a UN team to join an African Union-led assessment of peacekeeping requirements in Darfur.  This team will include experts in military and police planning, logistics and humanitarian assistance.  They will make an assessment, as a matter of urgency, to determine what more is needed in order to improve the security environment in Darfur.  The Secretary-General, as you’ll recall, mentioned this mission in his statement issued following his meeting with Security Council members on Sudan yesterday.

And on the humanitarian front, the UN’s Emergency Relief Coordinator, Jan Egeland, will be the guest at the briefing tomorrow here at noon to talk about his just concluded four-day trip to Sudan.

**DSG in Berlin
The Deputy Secretary-General meanwhile, is in Berlin today, where she is speaking to the Friedrich Ebert Institute, which is celebrating its eightieth anniversary as an organization promoting peace and human rights.  She thanked the Institute for the active and constructive support it has provided for the work of the High-Level Panel on Threats, Challenges and Change.

She noted that, a few weeks from now, the Secretary-General will place before the Member States a report setting out proposals for far-reaching reforms of the international security system and for the achievement of the Millennium Development Goals.  That report, in turn, will draw on the work of the High-Level Panel.  We have copies of her address upstairs.

The Deputy Secretary-General also met earlier today with Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer, with whom she discussed the UN reform agenda, the Millennium Development Goals, Sudan, sexual exploitation allegations in certain peacekeeping missions and the “oil-for-food” programme.  Then she participated in a round-table discussion with some 70 officials from Germany’s Federal Foreign Office on “The UN in 2005:  Challenges and Perspectives”.  She also addressed a round-table discussion with representatives of civil society and the media, dealing with topics that included UN reform and peacekeeping reform.

**SG Message - Palestine
The long cherished dream of a vast majority of Israelis and Palestinians has been to live a normal life in peace and security.  At long last, all of us can sense a newfound movement towards that dream.  Those remarks are part of a message from the Secretary-General to an international meeting being held in Geneva today, to discuss the International Court of Justice’s advisory opinion on Israel’s separation barrier in the occupied Palestinian territory.  The Secretary-General also urges both parties and the international community to refrain from any actions that would be detrimental to the Quartet’s Road Map.  We have the full text of his remarks upstairs.

**Pakistan/Afghanistan
Meanwhile, the UN Refugee Agency has distributed 1,000 tents to Afghan refuges living in Pakistan’s Baluchistan province, who had been made homeless by heavy rains and flooding.  You can read more about that in a handout upstairs.

**Fistula
And, during the recent “Fistula Fortnight” campaign in Nigeria, initiated in part by the UN Population Fund, a total of 545 women were treated for obstetric fistula.  For two weeks, national and international volunteer doctors joined forces to perform surgery on women suffering from this pregnancy-related disability.

The campaign raised awareness in rural communities that treatment for the condition is indeed available.  It also ensured that more Nigerian doctors and nurses are able to treat fistula patients and that hospitals are better equipped.  For your information, on Thursday, 10 March, there will be a telephone press conference with two of the volunteer doctors involved in this campaign.  We have more upstairs.

**Global Compact
And the United Nations Global Compact began its first major regional meeting in South Asia today in India.  The two-day Global Compact Regional Conclave in South Asia brings together more than 200 senior representatives of companies, civil society and the United Nations from India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka and Thailand.

The Secretary-General, in a message welcomed the meeting as a strong expression of support for the Global Compact, a voluntary corporate citizenship initiative based on universal values in human rights, labour, the environment and anti-corruption.  He says the meeting is also a contribution to the wider process of change and renewal at the United Nations.  We have copies of that message upstairs.

**Guest at Noon Tomorrow
And my last announcement is something I mentioned earlier.  Our guest tomorrow will be Jan Egeland, Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs, who will be joining us to provide an update on the humanitarian situation in the Sudan from which he is returning after a four-day visit.

Before I turn to Ms. Heyzer, does anybody have any questions for me?

Mr. Abbadi?

Questions and Answers
Question:  Marie, as you said, this is International Women’s Day, and when one takes stock of the progress in the advancement of women, how satisfied is the Secretary-General with respect to women advancement, especially when it concerns policy-making organs?

Associate Spokesperson:  What do you mean by policy-making organs?

Question:  In the executive bodies, the Secretariat and the specialized agencies.

Associate Spokesperson:  I think the Secretary-General has answered that recently when he was asked about that.  I think he recognizes that a lot has been done, but that more can be done in that field.  Yes, Laura?

Question:  Marie, can you just give us some more information on the UN people who are going to join the AU in the Sudan?  Like, how many of these experts are going to go and how long are they going to be staying?  And are they going to be reporting directly back to the Secretary-General or the Security Council?

Associate Spokesperson:  I can tell you that we’re talking about a 10-member mission.  I mentioned to you that they will be made up of various experts from the Department of Peacekeeping Operations, and also from humanitarian assistance.  They will be joining up with some colleagues already in the region, and they will be going, I believe, starting from the 10th, which is later this week, with the African Union which will be in the lead on this mission, to assess, as I mentioned, the needs on the ground on how to improve security there.

Most likely, they will be there for I think, about a week to 10 days.  Since it’s a joint mission, they will, obviously, be combining forces to come up with a report.  (Interrupted).

Question:  And are they going to present it to the African Union or are they going to present it to the Secretary-General?

Associate Spokesperson:  Since it’s an African Union-led mission, my understanding is that it’s the African Union that will be putting it together.

Yes?

Question:  Marie, Mr. Larsen, before going to Damascus and Beirut, in which other countries will he stop?

Associate Spokesperson:  I don’t have the details of his programme right now.  But I’ll let you know after the briefing.  [She later told the correspondent that he may be making other stops in the region, but those had yet to be confirmed.]

Question:  Marie?

Associate Spokesperson:  Yes?

Question:  Is it possible if you can get the readout of the 4 p.m. meeting?  The SG’s meeting with the G-4?  And do you know whether this meeting was asked by the G-4 permanent representatives or if it was asked by the Secretary-General?

Associate Spokesperson:  Let me get you the readout at the time after the meeting and I will include all that information.

Yes, Mr. Abbadi?

Question:  Recently the Somali government seems to have agreed to the deployment of forces in the country but, apparently, they have some reservations with respect to troops coming from surrounding countries such as Ethiopia and Kenya.  Do you have any information on that?

Associate Spokesperson:  As you know, the Security Council did issue a statement yesterday following the consultations.  I did not see any reference in that to a force in relation to the United Nations.  So, I think at this moment there is an African Union initiative in dealing with the Somalia peacekeeping.  So, you probably need to address that question to the African Union.

If there are no other questions, on International Women’s Day, I’d like to turn to Ms. Heyzer.

(Issued separately).
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