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New Partnership Raises Environmental & Social Standards 


From Rainforest AllianceWednesday, April 09, 2003 12:00:00 AMNew Partnership Raises Environmental & Social Standards 
in Tourism Industry 

Leading environmental and tourism organizations are joining forces to develop a new partnership aimed at promoting higher environmental and social standards for tourism, one of the world's largest and fastest growing industries. The project is designed to help tourists choose responsible companies, strengthen government guidelines and "best practices" for eco- and sustainable tourism, and to build more sustainable practices within the industry. 

Four of the organizations--World Tourism Organization (WTO), Rainforest Alliance, The International Ecotourism Society (TIES), and the Center for Ecotourism and Sustainable Development (CESD)--are collaborating to facilitate a process that will harmonize the criteria of "green" certification programs within the tourism industry and, if conditions make it advisable, to eventually and gradually create an international tourism accreditation body or "stewardship council" that would ensure that certification systems conform to mutually agreed upon environmental and social standards. This effort would be developed in alliance with other complementary efforts currently taking place around the globe. Today there are over 60 different voluntary certification programs awarding eco-labels for sustainable tourism practices; a dozen more countries are currently developing new programs. The majority of these programs are for accommodations, but others cover beaches, parks, tour operators, guides, and golf courses.

This initiative, which is known as the Partnership for Effective Implementation of Tools for Monitoring Ecotourism and Sustainable Tourism, has received funding from the Ford Foundation, and parallels similar efforts for forest products, marine fisheries, and organic foods. 

"Certification is one of the hottest topics within the tourism industry. But the uncoordinated proliferation of eco-labels is confusing consumers and creating cynicism within the industry," explains Martha Honey, Executive Director of Washington, DC-based TIES and the Center for Ecotourism and Sustainable Development. The CESD is a project of the Institute for Policy Studies and Stanford University. 

"There is an urgent need for governments, businesses, NGOs, communities, and other stakeholders to agree upon common standards and a global mechanism to promote sustainable tourism practices," adds Ronald Sanabria, the Rainforest Alliance's Director of Sustainable Tourism who is based in Costa Rica. 

WTO, an intergovernmental organization associated with the UN, and with affiliate members from the private sector, is working with this initiative to ensure that governments participate in this process, support certification systems and oversee their operations. "Certification systems and ecolabels in tourism are essential to inform consumers and to encourage more sustainable production and consumption patterns in tourism services. However, these systems must follow some universally accepted criteria in order to increase their credibility in the eyes of tourists," says Eugenio Yunis, Chief of Sustainable Development at the World Tourism Organization.

Another project component, led by the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), will survey best practices among tourism policies and strategies at the national level, and produce a handbook with recommendations and case studies to increase environmental benefits from tourism development. "Over the years, national governments all over the globe have learned quite a lot about setting policies on sustainable tourism", says Oliver Hillel, UNEP's Tourism Coordinator. "This partnership will allow us to share valuable experience, and help identify next steps." 

This multi-dimensional project builds on momentum gained during a series of regional forums held last year, the United Nations' International Year of Ecotourism. The May 2002 World Ecotourism Summit in Quebec City served to broaden understanding of the importance of government and industry guidelines, eco-labeling, certification, and accreditation as tools for setting sustainability standards within the tourism industry. 

WTO, UNEP, Rainforest Alliance, TIES, and CESD plan to hold regional consultations on these issues. A web site is being developed to provide information on the project and other international efforts related to certification activities. 

Further information on each organization can be found at:   CESD at Institute for Policy Studies
www.ips-dc.org/ecotourism
Rainforest Alliance
www.rainforest-alliance.org
The International Ecotourism Society
www.ecotourism.org
UNEP Division of Technology, Industry and Economics (UNEP DTIE)
www.uneptie.org/tourism
World Tourism Organization
www.world-tourism.org
For more information, contact:
Ronald SanabriaDirector, Sustainable Tourism ProgramRainforest Alliancesustainabletourism@ra.org
__________________________________________________________________________________________
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Commentary: United Nations Accomplishes Much Good
      BYLINE: By ROBERT LANDAUER; Robert Landauer is an editorial columnist for The Oregonian of Portland, Ore.

      He can be contacted at robertlandauer(at)news.oregonian.com.

      The United Nations is a multiple-wound victim of U.S. critics' drive-by shootings.

      This happens now and then, when the Security Council won't go along with something Americans care about

      or when they believe the General Assembly has taken a cheap shot at the United States or its allies.

      The perceived insult this time is the Security Council's unwillingness to bless the U.S.-British invasion of Iraq

      and most other nations' refusal to join the "coalition of the willing."

      "Quit the U.N.," shout the aggrieved. Their laments replay a few themes:

      1. U.N. membership dilutes U.S. national sovereignty. This shopworn gripe is a formula for global chaos. All

      relationships, including treaties and compacts, require compromises, limits on freedom of action. Nations

      make such concessions in exchange for rules that prevent turmoil and improve odds of realizing major

      benefits with fewer risks to self or others, as in trade and currency relations. 

      2. U.S. control of U.N. policies should be as strong as our share of total U.N. dues. Imagine trying to sell

      that formula in the United States as a way to fix representation in Congress.

      3. The United Nations doesn't do anything. If a horse is dead, dismount.

      Doesn't do anything? Champions of this view keep stumbling over facts they never knew, forgot or won't

      face.

      U.N. workers have assisted millions of refugees and aided decolonization, democratization, human rights,

      gender sensitivity, disease control and protection of the environment in addition to peace and security.

      Some specific reminders:

      U.N. humanitarian efforts are legion. Some 3,000 U.N. staffers delivered aid to Iraqis before the war began

      and the world body is considering arrangements to deliver assistance to different parts of the country

      through cross-border and cross-line operations even as the war continues.

      On May 20, 2002, Timor-Leste (East Timor) gained independence, culminating a three-year process under

      U.N. guidance. Last week, a U.N. Mission, assisting until mid-2004, was able to hand over for the first time

      full responsibility for security and law enforcement to the new nation.

      U.N. agencies constantly respond to emergencies. World Health Organization medical workers are working in

      remote portions of Indonesia to aid victims of severe flooding. Other U.N. staff are on-site delivering

      shovels, pickaxes, first aid packages, food and money to landslide victims in Bolivia.

      The United Nations has long-term memory as well. A routine safety experiment 17 years ago at a Chernobyl,

      Ukraine, nuclear power station went tragically wrong. U.N. agencies started with emergency help and

      progressed to aiding economic normalization. Big problems remain. U.N. strategy now tries to develop

      impartial research on effects that radioactive contamination of large territories has on humans and on plant

      and animal life. Its aim: Turn Chernobyl from an increasingly forgotten tragedy into a well-understood,

      international model of how to deal with epic-scale disasters.

      Habitat loss and exploitation for food threaten animal populations. The U.N. Environmental Program has

      formed the Great Apes Survival Project (GRASP) to help halt the expected extinction within 20 years of the

      majority of great ape populations.

      Also, as human populations soar, the U.N. Food and Agriculture Organization focuses international attention

      on research and policies needed to reach and sustain food security.

      In fisheries, for example, it is helping to reduce illegal fishing that reduces stocks needed by seven western

      African nations; helping several southern African nations to grow protein through aquaculture projects; and

      strengthening coordination among nations sharing fish stocks of the Adriatic Sea.

The United Nations has set goals and mobilized the international will to carry out thousands of such projects even though we see few of them on U.S. news pages and TV screens.

The anti-U.N. gripes ring hollow.

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

U.S. Targeting Takes Precautions Against Biological, Chemical Release

U.S. forces have been taking precautions to avoid a devastating release of suspected Iraqi chemical and biological agents during U.S. air strikes over the past three weeks of conflict, according a senior military official.

Army Lieutenant Colonel Thomas Woloszyn, who is in charge of chemical and biological defense for the U.S. Central Command at its Joint Operations Center in Qatar, said U.S. forces have sought to incorporate factors such as wind direction into bombing decisions to try to minimize the potential for casualties resulting from a chemical or biological release.

"There have been times when we have not struck targets based upon that wind, and based upon those decisions, and that's all part of the targeting process," he said.

As for where suspected stocks might be located, "We don't know what's there or where it's at.  So a lot of times we have to project the worst case," he said.

Another approach to minimizing casualties, he said, is to consider the use of so-called "agent-defeat" weapons, which can minimize the dispersal of targeted weapons of mass destruction agents by incinerating them.  He would not say whether such weapons have been used in the last three weeks.

Woloszyn said U.S. forces would seek to destroy weaponized agents that could be used against U.S. forces, but might generally avoid striking a known production facility of chemical or biological weapons.

"What we want to do is limit the enemy use of those weapons on the battlefield.  So if he's got a production plant, we may not need to destroy it," he said.  "We probably don't want to destroy it, we can just limit his access" to those sites, he said, by perhaps destroying a bridge, cutting off power, or laying mines.

Woloszyn said that so far, there has been no evidence that the thousands of bombing and cruise missiles strikes against Iraqi government and military infrastructure during the conflict have struck any chemical or biological agents.

"There have been no releases that we can detect, or any casualties that we can see that were inflicted that could result from chem or bio," he said.

He said an agent release could be detected with special equipment by ground forces within five kilometers, or by unique signs of casualties that might result.  

"Generally speaking, you have to have forces on the ground," to determine that such agents have been released, he said, but other indicators are also used.  "For example, if you see there are a lot of casualties or you hear from enemy news organizations that a lot of casualties are there," he said.

"Chemical and biological weapons both offer a unique signature [of casualties] that we can attribute to them," he said, which are distinct from broken bones and other injuries typical from a conventional weapons blast.

The absence of such evidence, he said, could mean that U.S. and allied forces so far have not struck such weapons, or that the attacks were made at a time when wind conditions favored minimal casualties and U.S. or allied forces were not positioned to detect a release (David Ruppe, UN Wire, April 9).



______________________________________________________________________________
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WAR IN THE GULF: ON THE FRONT LINES: The Iraqi environment

Another casualty of war war

Charles Seabrook - Staff

Wednesday, April 9, 2003

In Iraq, pollution of the air and water caused by war could become as great a danger as bullets and bombs. "There already has been environmental damage from the war, and there will be more," says Matthew Auer, associate professor in Indiana University's School of Public and Environmental Affairs in Bloomington. In the 1991 Gulf War conflict, retreating Iraqi forces ignited some 700 oil wells in Kuwait. The fires sent tons of soot and acrid, black smoke containing a cocktail of toxic substances thousands of feet into the air. The smoke blocked the sun, causing average temperatures to drop 7 degrees in Bahrain, more than 250 miles from the burning wells. Oil droplets from the fires fell on the desert, which formed a hard layer called "tarcrete" that still persists in some areas. The fleeing Iraqis also opened the valves on Kuwaiti tankers, spilling more than 6 million barrels of crude into the Persian Gulf --- the largest oil spill on record. The dumped oil resulted in massive fish and bird kills in the Gulf. Some researchers say the damage persists today. United Nations officials say the public health dangers in the war with Iraq so far do not match those of the 1991 conflict. They are monitoring the Iraqi environment by reviewing satellite images and monitoring television coverage. Only seven of more than 1,100 Iraqi wells have been torched so far. Two fires are still ablaze. Another cause for environmental concern is the munitions used by the coalition, some of which contain slightly radioactive uranium. Iraqi officials say the 320 tons if uranium munitions in the first Gulf War caused a rise in cancer rates in local populations after the war. The Pentagon says there is no evidence to support such claims. Uranium munitions are being used in the current war. Some sources predict that more than 1,000 tons of such weapons will be used against Iraqi forces. Aleksey Yablokov, a prominent Russian environmentalist and member of the Russian Academy of Sciences, predicts that use of uranium weapons will become the main cause of "environmental disaster" in Iraq. "Areas dozens and even hundreds of kilometers away from the battlefields will be contaminated," he said. Of more immediate concern is making sure that Iraqi civilians have clean drinking water. The bombing and shelling of the southern Iraq city of Basra nearly two weeks ago damaged the electric power grid and shut the water treatment plant. Most of the city's 1.5 million people had no access to safe water for five days. After a week, only half the service had been restored, and it is not clear how many residents are still without clean water. Now, as coalition forces take control of Baghdad, officials fear a repeat of the Basra crisis there. They warn of potential outbreaks of diarrhea and other potentially fatal maladies that will hit children and the elderly especially hard. U.N. officials say the war will place a great environmental burden on a region where water pollution already was a serious problem before the war. Before the conflict, more than 5 million people, or about 20 percent of Iraq's population, lacked access to clean drinking water. In large part, that is due to a crumbling infrastructure. Water pipes are falling apart and sewage treatment plants are in dire need of repair. American troops don't depend on Iraq's municipal plants for water. Military supply convoys haul in tens of thousands of gallons of water from Kuwait. The U.S. military also has water purification equipment to treat water drawn from the rivers.  __________________________________________________________________________________________Source: Reuters

Date: 9 Apr 2003

What the UN does and does not want to do in Iraq

By Evelyn Leopold 

UNITED NATIONS (Reuters) - The United Nations has a "do" and "don't" list for Iraq. What it does not want to do is run or administer Iraq, provide security -- or endorse a U.S. hand-picked government in Baghdad. 

But Secretary-General Kofi Annan would be willing to help set up an interim Iraqi administration to steer the country towards new self-government as the world body did in Afghanistan, according to diplomats and U.N. officials. 

Most American officials agree that the United Nations should have a key role in humanitarian relief projects. But the Bush administration is wary about a U.N. political role, such as organizing meetings to form an interim Iraqi government. 

In contrast, France, Germany and Russia, which opposed the war, want the world body to play a leading part in shaping postwar Iraq; Britain is somewhere in between. 

A Tuesday meeting between U.S. President George W. Bush and British Prime Minister Tony Blair failed to clarify the issue. Bush described the U.N. role as humanitarian and advisory rather than as central to establishing a new Iraqi government. 

In the meantime, no concrete plans have been floated in the divided U.N. Security Council. To this end, Annan is traveling to Europe next week to see if there is any common ground among leading council members on what the United Nations should do. 

"We are prepared to do whatever the council asks us to do. We won't be disappointed if it's only humanitarian, but we think it would be unwise, and we are waiting for our marching orders," U.N. spokesman Fred Eckhard told reporters. 

OIL REVENUE QUESTIONED 

No one doubts that the United States and Britain will do the initial organizing and administration of post-war Iraq. 

But for an Iraqi transitional government to achieve any recognition, most countries in the world apparently believe the United Nations needs to give it legitimacy. And without U.N. recognition, the United States might be hard-pressed to get monies for reconstruction. 

Mark Malloch-Brown, administrator of the U.N. Development Fund, questioned U.S. expectations that Iraq's oil revenue would be sufficient to underwrite reconstruction costs. 

"Our own view is that the oil industry of Iraq needs a sustained burst of new investment to modernize it and increase both its efficiency and its daily outputs before it is able to contribute significantly to the capital costs of reconstruction," he said. 

More complicated are legal issues. At the moment the United Nations controls an escrow account for Iraq's oil revenue, used to purchase civilian supplies. Many of the goods have to be approved first by Security Council members. 

The United Nations secretariat has drawn up contingency plans to cover a variety of possible requests. These plans reject a full-scale U.N. administration as in Kosovo or in East Timor and reject any security force, diplomats say. 

"Iraq is not East Timor and Iraq is not Kosovo," Annan said. "There are trained personnel. There is a reasonably effective civil service." 

Instead, plans call for a U.N. mission to organize a political process that would result in an interim government as in Afghanistan, which had few viable government structures. 

CONFERENCE IS PROPOSED 

The United Nations could also take over humanitarian and human rights projects, help train jurists and police -- and verify whether Iraq has or does not have weapons of mass destruction. 

Britain has outlined a similar plan, although the U.N. political role would last about a year rather than the more protracted one in Afghanistan, the envoys said. 

Foreign Secretary Jack Straw, in an April 1 speech, said the United Nations should "organize a conference to bring together representatives from all sections of Iraq's society." 

In Afghanistan, the United Nations set up meetings to establish an Afghan interim authority and steps leading to a permanent government. Washington had influence in the process. 

But this time "the Americans want it the other way around," one senior U.N. official said. "They are in the driver's seat and the U.N. is in the corridors." 

Britain also wants the Security Council to send U.N. inspectors back to Iraq to verify disarmament, the main requirement that would lead to lifting sanctions, imposed when Baghdad's troops invaded Kuwait in August 1990. So far, however, Washington has questioned the need for that. 

The U.S. Defense Department has prepared a plan for a short-term military occupation under the direction of retired Lt. Gen. Jay Garner, followed by a U.S.-run administration that would determine the form and pace of Iraqi control. 

But U.N. officials are adamant that whatever activity, the world body undertakes, it remain fairly independent. "Just giving U.N. authorization to a U.S.-U.K. administration of the country is not what we have in mind," Malloch-Brown said. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

AFP
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Migratory birds could lose their way in war clouds over Iraq 

SHIMLA, India, April 8 (AFP) - Clouds caused by bombing in Iraq could disrupt the annual flight of thousands of migratory birds, especially in the Himalayan wetlands in north India, experts said Tuesday. 

"Thousands of birds are about to fly or are already en route to their summer homes located in Central Asia and the Mediterranean region through war-ravaged Iraq," said Deepak Sethi, an expert on bird migration in the Indian hill town of Shimla. 

He said younger birds follow the elders on journeys which are often thousands of miles long. 

But the clouds could confuse the birds, who might lose their way and land elsewhere or even die along the way, he said. 

"The migration of birds is a complicated procedure and... once disrupted it can lead to a lot of confusion and the birds may even get lost midway and eventually die," said Sethi. 

Experts say the US-led bombing of Afghanistan in 2001 led to a similar disruption of age-old migratory routes. 

Officials at the Pong Himalayan wetland in the picturesque Kangra valley, some 330 kilometres (200 miles) north of Shimla are worried that the clouds could disrupt the birds that visit it. 

"We are particularly worried keeping in mind that the Pong Himalayan wetland... had a record 115,201 migratory birds this winter including over 60 species who are currently engaged in an arduous journey back to their summer homes. For many it could even be their last journey," said environmentalist Billy Malhans. __________________________________________________________________________________________

The Independent (Bangladesh)

Shape healthy environments for children

This year’s World Health Day was observed on 7 April with the slogan "Shape healthy environments for children". To mark the day Dr. Gro Harlem Brundtland, Director-General of WHO said in her message:

"The biggest threats to children's health lurk in the very places that should be safest - home, school and community. Every year over 5 million children aged 0 to 14 die, mainly in the developing world, from diseases related to their environments - the places where they live, learn and play. These diseases include diarrhoea and malaria as well as other vector-borne diseases, acute respiratory infection and unintentional injuries (accidents).

These deaths can be prevented. We know what to do. Strategies have been developed to combat these threats to children's health. They need to be implemented on a global and national scale. So this year's World Health Day is dedicated to ensuring Healthy Environments for Children.

We all need to do more to tackle environmental risks to children's health. ……… the burden of disease from environment- related diseases is great and falls disproportionately on children. In September 2002, WHO launched the Healthy Environments for Children initiative. We are now working with different groups around the world to turn this initiative into a vibrant, global alliance which will be capable of mobilizing local support and intervening to make children's lives healthier where they live, learn and play.

By working together on many fronts, by building on existing programmes, and by adapting concrete actions to local needs, members of the alliance can make a difference. Together, we are better able to confront the environmental health issues faced by communities, countries, regions and sectors all around the world.

Every child has the right to grow up in a healthy home, school and community. The future development of our children - and of their world - depends on their enjoying good health now".

A child's world centres around the home, school and the local community. These should be healthy places where children can thrive, protected from disease.

But in reality, these places are often so unhealthy that they underlie the majority of deaths and a huge burden of disease among children in the developing world. More than 5 million children from 0 to 14 years old die every year from diseases linked to the environments in which they live, learn and play - their home, their school, their community.

Degraded environments are the breeding ground for germs, worms and disease-bearing insects. Half a billion children worldwide are debilitated by diseases such as malaria, schistosomiasis, dengue fever and cholera.

Many environmental threats to children's health are aggravated by persistent poverty, conflicts, natural and man-made disasters, and social inequity. The children worst affected are those in the developing world but there are many children in the more developed, even the richest, countries, who are also at risk.

Children have a unique vulnerability. As they grow and develop, there are 11 windows of susceptibility": periods when their organs and systems may be particularly sensitive to the effect of certain environmental threats.

Some environmental diseases result in long-term disability; others cause more immediate and short-term effects. Some may result in conditions such as blindness, crippling disease and mental retardation. Those children who are chronically sick or disabled cannot regularly attend school and so their social and intellectual development suffers. In turn, this huge burden of ill-health among children constrains the social and economic development of their countries. Children with chronic disease and long-term disability will not grow up to be healthy and productive people. People are their countries' greatest resource, essential for achieving sustainable development.

*What are the environmental risks to children?

For many children, their personal world is often small, limited to their home, school, the street outside, play areas, and the homes of their extended family. But these places can also put children, from an early age, at risk from environmental dangers - and these risks are increasing.

Generations of children have suffered from certain "basic" risks existing in their environments. These are unsafe drinking water, inadequate sanitation, indoor air pollution, insufficient food hygiene, poor housing and inadequate waste disposal.

Today's "modern" risks result from the unsafe use of dangerous chemicals, the inadequate disposal of toxic waste and other environmental hazards, noise and industrial pollution. Unsafe chemicals in toys and household products may also harm children.

"Emerging" potential environmental threats to health include global climate change, ozone depletion, contamination by persistent organic pollutants and chemicals and other hazards, and emerging diseases.

A healthy place for every child:

Children are often exposed not just to one risk factor at a time but to several simultaneously. They frequently live in unsafe and crowded settlements, in underserved rural areas or in slums on the edges of cities which lack access to basic services such as water and sanitation electricity, or health care. They are likely to be exposed to industrial and vehicle pollution as well-as to indoor air pollution and to unsafe chemicals. Children are also likely to suffer from unintentional injuries (accidents) and poisonings associated with unsafe housing and consumer products. They are more likely to be under-nourished, causing them to be more vulnerable to environmental threats.

At home:

Many children are born at home, and spend a major part of their young lives there. But from conception, their health may be adversely affected by hazards in the home such as lack of sufficient water, indoor air pollution, inadequate hygiene, contaminated food and water, and many others. "I five with my parents and my two younger brothers in a small house made of mud and bamboo. I have never been to school as I have to help my mother collect wood to make a fire for cooking." 

"Everyday I get up very early to collect water from a stream in a large clay jar, half an hour from my village. It's very hard work, I do it twice a day. After carrying the water home, I do the cooking for the rest of my family. I do it on an open fire, and sometimes it makes it very difficult to breathe, because my house has no chimney and only one small window. Especially during the monsoon season, when we have to keep the fires smouldering all the time, including the night, because of the cold, then the house gets very smoky. One of my younger brothers often complains about his eyes, which are painful because of the smoke."

"The water I collect is dirty and my brother and I often get diarrhoea because of it."

"My house doesn't have a bathtub so I wash outside three times a week using a bucket of water, and go to the toilet near our house. I usually go after dark when people can't see me. Often people from nearby villages throw their garbage in the stream. I have been told that I could get sick because of the mosquitoes and other insects that are here... but what else can I do?"

"My name is Rita McDowell and I am a volunteer at the free children's health clinic for the B1 low-income housing district. I have been a clinic volunteer for seven years, and during this time I have become aware of the differences that exist between the B1 district and other districts in the city. in B1, the level of asthma and domestic accidents among young children is comparatively very high. The number of children that have learning disabilities and perform badly in school is also staggering in comparison. These differences have made me aware of how much housing conditions impact health. Two years ago, the B1 housing complexes were surveyed. The inspectors found that nearly half of the inhabitants were suffering from a very noisy environment. Others had musty and leaking stairwells and common areas, and all of them had serious cockroach infestations and were severely overcrowded. To add to this dramatic picture, the poorest children were living in places where no paint work had taken place for the past 40 years and were consequently exposed to dust contaminated with lead paint flakes. We can link these conditions to the health problems we are seeing in the clinic; the connection is completely apparent to anyone who has studied the issue! But nonetheless, upgrading housing, especially in low-income areas that are already government subsidized, takes time. It disheartens me so much though, because these children are growing and developing now. They don't have time to wait. And surely decent housing is possible for even the poorest." 

At school:

The school, which encompasses the building, its contents and the site on which it is located, shares many of the same health risks as `he home - as well as others specific to its environment.

*The priorities and solutions for creating healthy places:

The risks to children in their everyday environments are numerous. But there are six groups of environmental health hazards that must be tackled as priority issues - household water security, lack of hygiene and poor sanitation, air pollution, vector-borne diseases, chemical hazards, and unintentional injuries (accidents). These risks exacerbate the effects of economic underdevelopment and they cause the bulk of environment-related deaths and disease among children. For most of these priority risks, security, stability, emergency preparedness and economic development are key to overcoming them. While experience shows that even in underdeveloped economies, these risks can be significantly reduced, experience also shows that, in higher income societies, the overall burden of environmental diseases in children decreases - at the same time as the relative priorities change. Therefore, regions and countries will have to set their specific priorities to complement these global ones.

There are many solutions to these environmental health problems. A range of effective interventions exists in the areas of policy, education, awareness raising, technology development, and behavioural change. Such interventions can be extremely cost-effective and are implemented by policy - and decision-makers, householders, communities, educators, government officials and many other stakeholders. Below we give a few indicative examples of actions that can be taken - the lists are not exhaustive but illustrate a range of actions that can be considered. Of course, the specific interventions that are implemented in any one setting will depend on the nature and severity of the problem, the local context, the resources available, and the priorities to be addressed.

*Hygiene and sanitation:

The safe disposal of human faeces including those of children - is a requisite to protecting health. In absence of basic sanitation, a number of major diseases are transmitted through faecal pollution of the household and community environment. These include diarrhoea, schistosomiasis, hepatitis A and E, dysentery, cholera and typhoid fever. Lack of sanitation is also associated with infection with helminth and with trachoma. Trachoma causes irreversible blindness and today about 6 million people are visually impaired by this disease.

Globally, 2.4 billion people, most of them living in peri-urban or rural areas in developing countries, do not have access to any type of improved sanitation facilities. Coverage estimates for 1990 and 2000 show that little progress was made during this period in improving this situation. The lowest levels of facility coverage are found in Asia and Africa where 31 % and 48% of the rural populations, respectively, do not have access to adequate sanitation facilities.

Even if good sanitation facilities are available, they are not always enough to improve people's health. Children and adults must be encouraged to wash their hands with soap or ash before meals and after defecating.

Some examples of effective actions for improved hygiene and sanitation are:

l Ensure that children have access to safe sanitary facilities and that children's faeces are safely disposed of.

l Adequate and separate latrines for boys and girls in schools can encourage latrine use and thus reduce disease transmission.

l Proper waste management and relocation of waste dumps away from human settlements protect children from scavenging and from exposure to hazards.

l Washing hands with soap before meals and after defecating significantly reduces the risk of diarrhoeal disease.

Air pollution:

Air Pollution is a major environment-related health threat to children and a risk factor for both acute and chronic respiratory disease as well as other diseases. Around 2 million children under five die every year from acute respiratory infections. Many are aggravated by environmental hazards.

Indoor air pollution is a major factor associated with acute respiratory infections in both rural and urban areas of developing countries. A pollutant released indoors is often more dangerous to a child's lungs than a pollutant released outdoors. One important concern in developing countries is the exposure to combustion products from biomass fuel and coal, plus reduced ventilation in homes and other places. In the industrialized world, poor indoor environments are characterized by reduced ventilation, high moisture, the presence of biological agents such as moulds, and a range of chemicals in furnishing and construction materials.

Outdoor air pollution, mainly from traffic and industrial processes, remains a serious problem in cities throughout the world, particularly in the ever?expanding megacities of developing countries. It is estimated that a quarter of the world's population is exposed to unhealthy concentrations of air pollutants such as particulate matter, sulphur dioxide, and other chemicals. 

Some examples of effective actions to protect children from air pollution are:

Good ventilation, clean fuels and improved cooking stoves decrease indoor air pollution and the exacerbation and development of acute respiratory infections.

Protecting children from smoking and from second?hand tobacco smoke reduces the risk of respiratory disorders and other ill-health effects later in life.

Use of unleaded gasoline reduces lead exposure in children and prevents developmental disorders.

Sound transport and health policies reduce respiratory illness and unitentional injuries in urban children.

Realization of clean air implementation plans reduces the exposure of children to outdoor air pollution.

*Ensuring healthy places:

The range of environmental risks confronting children, often at the same time and in the same place, demands a concerted, coordinated approach. The work of tackling these risks must centre on the places where children live, and the approach must also be multisectoral and holistic, with the child at the centre.

Such an inter-sectoral approach can only be effective if the many "actors" involved, different government departments such as health, housing, energy, water and planning, members of the community such as parents, teachers, health and social workers, work together in a truly integrated multi-sectoral partnership. The concept has been applied to cities, islands, villages/communities, schools, and workplaces in pilot projects. It aims to establish more effective working relationships between the health sector and other sectors to solve health problems closer to their source. The approach needs to be scaled up from small projects to reach all children at risk of environmental threats.

Cost-effective and culturally appropriate methods can be used to improve the quality of children's homes, schools and community environment. At the same time, working in the child's environments can provide a good opportunity to reach a wide range of people with education and information about improving the environment and protecting their children's health.

*Why the Healthy Environments for Children Alliance:

Many countries, UN agencies and NG0s have expressed a strong need to establish a broad?based alliance that draws on the unique and complementary strengths of many different parties. The Healthy Environments for Children Alliance envisions a movement involving various government sectors (at local and national levels), civil society groups and NG0s, the private sector and the UN family, as well as foundations, research and academic groups, and the children and their families themselves.

By working together, members of the alliance can more effectively address the needs that exist in many communities and countries to develop and implement effective programmes and policies. Moreover, by working together they will be able to accomplish the tasks and objectives that would otherwise be unattainable or delayed.

The Alliance will draw upon new and compelling evidence of the effectiveness of various interventions to tackle the different dimensions of children's environmental health. That knowledge will be linked to national and community action, and used to mobilize additional resources for implementation. A strong and multi-institutional alliance can advocate globally for increased resources to promote healthy environments for children, as well as for the use of effective tools. The alliance can provide a clearinghouse for information and research, which will be a basis for community and national action.

The sharing of information, expertise and efforts will:

Increase the effectiveness of interventions.

Expand the reach of limited resources.

Stimulate governments and others to act in a collective, coherent and synergistic way.

In each area of environmental risks described above, many players are already active. Many cost-effective solutions already exist. It is crucial to build on past and ongoing work, and to highlight the potential value that will be added as alliance members are drawn into scaled-up, and more globally as well as locally oriented, actions. This needs top?level commitment for a new and innovative approach to children's environmental health, which draws on the expertise and resources of a wide range of stakeholders. The alliance's success, however, will not be limited to its ability to address each of the risks separately. Through acting together on multiple risks, the various actors will find cross-cutting, integrated solutions for addressing children's health issues and environmental risk factors in a more effective," integrated and synergistic way.

Global direction, advocacy and resource mobilization are essential to make the alliance work effectively. National movements are also vital for creating and ensuring safe and 

healthy environments for children, and promoting hygienic behaviours.

The Alliance will support national and local movements that are visible and vibrant, and catalyse the efforts of different stakeholders, coordinate actions, and strengthen networks. Such national movements can help identify the main environmental risks and prepare strategies to raise awareness and spur action within communities, and to promote education and research on environmental health issues. They will ensure that global ideas are translated into local reality.

__________________________________________________________________________________________

REUTERS

SARS Here to Stay, Health Experts Say

  Wed Apr 9, 5:46 PM ET

 By Maggie Fox, Health and Science Correspondent 

 WASHINGTON (Reuters) - An alarming new respiratory disease that spread from southern China to virtually every continent within months is probably here to stay, health experts said on Wednesday. 

                     World health officials moved quickly to try to contain the outbreak of Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome once word got out,  but it was carried too quickly by person-to-person contact and is now probably entrenched in the population, they said. 

                     The disease concerns doctors because it can cause severe pneumonia that cannot be helped by drugs. About 4 percent of  patients die. 

                     There are more questions than answers right now about SARS because doctors are not 100 percent certain about the virus that causes the disease and are still collecting data, said Dr. Jim Hughes, head of infectious diseases at the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (news - web sites). 

                     Once there is a test for the virus that causes the disease, doctors can find out how common it is, how infectious, and whether some people are more likely to spread it than others. 

 "We have more than 150 suspected SARS cases in the United States today. At the end of all this we'll be able to classify many of those into confirmed or not SARS categories," Hughes said in a telephone interview. 

 The World Health Organization (news - web sites) reported 2,722 suspected SARS cases worldwide, with 106 deaths in 16 countries. This compares to a minimum of 250,000 deaths a year globally from influenza and its complications, but doctors are not ready to dismiss SARS. 

 "I think we have to assume that the virus is in Asia to stay," Hughes said. "In terms of its introduction into North America, whether it is here to stay I think remains to be seen but I think we should assume that it may well be." 

 A SARS SEASON? 

 CDC director Dr. Julie Gerberding earlier this week suggested SARS may begin to show a seasonal pattern, as do other respiratory diseases such as colds and influenza. Doctors believe a coronavirus similar to strains that cause the common cold may cause SARS. 

 "I think you might expect it will because other respiratory illnesses do," Hughes said. 

 Scientists are already working on a vaccine to fight SARS and are screening banks of drugs to see if one can fight the virus. But they have warned that it takes years to develop a new vaccine for a disease. 

 Vaccines and drugs are unlikely to wipe out any illness. The only human disease that has been eradicated is smallpox, through a global immunization program that ended in 1980. 

 WHO says it is close to eradicating polio (news - web sites), another viral disease that infects only humans, but says pockets remain in places like Afghanistan (news - web sites) and parts of Africa. 

 Despite years of work on flu vaccines, influenza manages to adapt and evolve and cause a new epidemic every year. Hughes said it is only a matter of time before another influenza pandemic sweeps the world, killing perhaps millions. __________________________________________________________________________________________ 

ECOSYSTEMS AND HUMAN HEALTH MONTRÉAL TO HOST THE WORLD'S FIRST SUCH FORUM IN MAY 

               OTTAWA -- The International Forum on Ecosystem Approaches to Human Health, to be held at

               Université du Québec à Montréal (UQAM) from May 18 to 23, 2003, is the first forum of its kind in

               the world. Organized by the International Development Research Centre (IDRC) in collaboration

               with several national and international partners, it is expected to attract more than 400 delegates. 

               "We can no longer think about people’s health without thinking about the health of ecosystems

               on our planet -- the one depends heavily on the other," says Jean Lebel, Director of the Forum

               Committee and Team Leader for the Ecosystems and Human Health program at IDRC. "Through

               this forum, we will show that this is not just a fad but a genuine, fundamental orientation

               everywhere," he adds. "In fact, the forum’s programing committee has selected more than 150

               excellent presentations from Europe, Africa, Asia, North and South America, and the Middle

               East." 

               The forum will bring together scientists, policymakers, and representatives of civil society from all

               over the world, united in their firm belief that there is no frontier between people's well-being and

               the health of their environment. "The proponents of this type of approach, which we also call

               ecohealth, will draw upon their experiences, their results, and their investigations to shed light on

               the current debate over health and the environment," says Jean Lebel. 

               The forum is designed to create a platform for discussing ecosystem approaches to human health,

               evidence from the field in both North and South, and the relevance of those approaches to

               improving public health and well-being. The forum will give participants the chance to share their

               knowledge, and will provide institutions with the opportunity to consider useful strategies for

               seeking solutions. 

               Among well-known speakers invited to the forum are Dr Gro Harlem Brundtland, Director

               General of the World Health Organization; the Honourable Ola Ullsten, former Prime Minister of

               Sweden and Co-Chair of the World Commission on Forests and Sustainable Development; Dr

               Mario Henry Rodriguez, Director of the Infectious Diseases Research Centre at the National

               Institute of Public Health, Mexico; Johanne Gélinas, Canada’s Commissioner of the Environment

               and Sustainable Development; the Honourable Gilbert Parent, Canada’s Ambassador for the

               Environment; Dr Richard Massé, President and CEO of the Institut national de santé publique du

               Québec; and Steve Clarkson, Director General of the Safe Environments Programme at Health

               Canada.  

               Experts from both North and South will present the research they have been conducting in the

               ecohealth field, and the results of that research. For example, scientists will speak about their work

               to fight malaria in Africa and Mexico, to control hantavirus and West Nile disease in the United

               States, to reduce mercury pollution in the Amazon, and to manage the health risks posed by

               chemical products in the St. Lawrence River. Among the speakers will be several Canadian

               researchers, including Marc Lucotte, Donna Mergler, Laurent Lepage, and Louise Vandelac of

               UQAM; Eric Dewailly of the Institut national de santé publique du Québec, and David Rapport

               and David Waltner-Toews of the University of Guelph. 

               During workshops, participants will address, among other issues, the successes and challenges

               posed by ecosystems approaches to human health, and the influence that research in this field

               has had on policy development.  

               The forum enjoys the support of several partners, including the Université du Québec à Montréal

               and its Institut des sciences de l’environnement, the Québec Ministry of Health and Social

               Services, the Montréal Biodôme, Environment Canada, Health Canada, the Canadian International

               Development Agency, the World Health Organization, the Ford Foundation, the United Nations

               Environment Programme, the United Nations Foundation, the International Society for Ecosystem

               Health, and the Pan American Health Organization. 

               Canada’s International Development Research Centre (IDRC) is one of the world’s leading

               institutions in the generation and application of new knowledge to meet the challenges of

               international development. For more than 30 years, IDRC has worked in close collaboration with

               researchers from the developing world in their search for the means to build a healthier, more

               equitable, and more prosperous society.  

               In doing so, IDRC supports research into the relationships between all components of

               ecosystems. The goal is to define and assess priority issues affecting the health of human

               communities and the sustainability of the ecosystem in which they live and thus improve human

               health and well-being, while preserving a healthy ecosystem. The main focus is on developing

               solutions based on ecosystem management. IDRC supports research in this field in Africa, Asia,

               Latin America, and the Middle East. 

               The forum program, registration form, and cost information are available on the Web at:

               http://www.idrc.ca/forum2003  

__________________________________________________________________________________________

ENS

Parched Goa College Looks to Rainwater Harvesting 

                      By Frederick Noronha 

                      GOA, India, April 7, 2003 (ENS) - Take 3,000 students, a 70,000 square meter campus and a largely barren hilltop. Put together, the result is a water shortage that cannot sustain even the few colorful plants that could give the college a better learning environment. 

                      So the most prominent educational center of India's smallest stage Goa, St. Xavier's College, decided to be pro-active about water. The college is actively scouring for some rainwater harvesting solutions that could show the way to others in a state where the annual 3,000 millimeters of rain largely goes to  waste and runs off into the Arabian Sea. 

                      On a recent sultry Sunday morning, scientist Sekhar Raghavan from the southeastern Indian mega-city of Chennai criss-crossed the football ground, looking closely at the storm water gutters and water tanks. Then, he  guestimated the amount of water that could be trapped on the terraces of  three major building blocks. 

                      Rain clouds loom over Goa's ubiquitous coconut trees.    (Photo © Frederick Noronha)

                      Dr. Raghavan, a rainwater harvest campaigner, has been instrumental in implementing water harvest systems in over  500 homes, industries and charitable institutions. 

                      "Our college building was ready in 1968. Then, the local landowning cooperative had given a small plot of land out of the local common land  resources, with a spring, from which water used to be brought up. Slowly our numbers increased and the old solution didn't work," says college CEO and principal Newman Fernandes. 

                      "Our aims are three fold. Firstly, we would like the college to get access to  water," says Fernandes., who earlier nurtured the Rosary College in Navelim  and has taken over at Mapusa during the past academic year. 

                      "Secondly, we need to re-charge the local waterbed, even if we don't directly benefit. Finally, we need to start arresting water from just getting wasted and running into the sea," he adds. 

                      At age 55, Raghavan sees the groundwater resources like a bank from which everyone has been withdrawing, without bothering to "deposit in." Says he,  "No sincere attempt is being made to replenish the ground water table with  rainwater during the monsoons." 

                      Like Goa, his home town of Chennai suffers from the adverse affects of development. "Till about 30 years back, the areas around our homes and offices used to be unpaved, and rain falling there would percolate into the soil and remain there to get drawn through shallow open wells," he recalls. 

                      In nearby Mapusa too, the bitumen and concrete has made keeping the rain water difficult, and so has the proliferation of flat complexes, blocks of apartments built of hard materials that do not absorb the rain. 

                      But Raghavan's group, called the Rain Centre, says a number of solutions are possible even in urban areas. For instance, rooftop rainwater harvesting, and driveway runoff harvesting. 

                      Such solutions can cost from Rs 3,000 (US$63.43) for an independent house,  to Rs 30,000 (US$634) for a flat complex. Once put in place, the harvesting  structures do not need any "serious maintenance," and so there's little recurring expenditure, says the Rain Centre. 

                      In a house, residents can divert rooftop water to an open well, build a re-charge pit or re-charge well, which is costlier, but better for rainwater harvesting. Some residents divert rooftop rainwater to sumps for immediate use, or storage in source well or bore wells. 

                      "In coastal areas, rainwater harvesting is very important, since what is not  harvested runs and falls into the sea without in anyway being beneficial to the residents," says the Rain Centre. 

                      Harvesting is based on commonsense, Raghavan says. Anyone can have good ideas, not just the experts. He suggests trapping water, gutters and strategically placed drains so the water ends up where it is needed. 

                      "This," he says pointing to the terrain, "is some kind of powdered weathered rock. It is still favorable for [rainwater] harvesting. Only if the terrain is of hard rock, one has to look for fissures." 

                      Chennai, which gets its rain from the northeast monsoons, is in some ways like Goa, which is influenced by the southwest monsoons. "On some days it rains so heavy, up to 20 centimeters a day, that nobody can harvest that,"  says Raghavan. 

When the monsoon rains sweep Goa, much of the rain runs off into the sea. (Photo ©  F. Noronha)

Besides, he says, good underground water aquifers, the porous rock or soil through which water passes  where water gathers to supply wells, were "killed by the water  tanker people." 

                      The Rain Centre was officially launched last year, with support from the Delhi based Centre for Science and Environment, and an IIT alumni now in the US. 

                      "If people can invest eight or nine thousand rupees in a color TV, in what way is investing in rainwater harvesting inferior?" asks Raghavan. He shows photos of re-charge wells put up along the road, to avoid flooding and boost  groundwater levels, with sponsorship from phone company Touch-Tel. 

                      In this Internet age, where ideas travel thousands of kilometers at the speed of light, a lot is possible. 

                      St. Xavier's College is thinking of creating a 1,000 tree project, entrusted to its  botany department. "We want to plant every local tree species, including the  amade, jambul and adao which are getting scarce now," says Newman. 

                      Tanks being built in the area are to be completed in what is perhaps the driest place in Mapusa. Botany students, suggests Raghavan, could help with a census of trees in the campus. 

                      "Goa has a lot of potential for water harvesting. It has a lot of rain, and also suffers from water shortages," says Raghavan. "Goa is not rain scarce, but water scarce." 

                      "We stop thinking about the importance of water. "When people think of   water, they think of a tap. Often they stop there," says Raghavan. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________
BBC

     Fears grow for rare antelope 

     By Alex Kirby 

     BBC News Online environment correspondent 

     Indian officials have made what is thought to be the largest-ever seizure of

     wool from the highly endangered Tibetan antelope. 

             PANTHOLOPS HODGSONII 

             Tibetan antelope also called chiru 

             Shoulder Height: 80-100 cm 

             Habitat: Tibetan steppe at elevations of 3,700-5,500

             metres 

             Undercoat consists of shahtoosh - Persian for "king of

             wools" 

     They confiscated 215 kilograms of pure shahtoosh wool, used to make luxury shawls for the international market. 

     Conservationists say the haul means about 3,000 animals must have been killed. 

     They believe only about 50,000 Tibetan antelopes, known locally as chiru, survive in the wild. 

     The wool was seized in the last few days by the Delhi state wildlife department. 

     The shawls woven from shahtoosh sell for up to £11,000 each: the wool is so fine the shawl can be passed through a wedding ring. 

     Deterrent demand 

     Jenny Hawley is campaigns officer for the International Fund for Animal Welfare (Ifaw). She  said: "This is devastating news - 6% of the entire population of Tibetan antelopes has been wiped out to satisfy the demands of fashion. 

     "Ifaw applauds the Indian authorities for this seizure, but it shows that shahtoosh shawls are still in great demand in India and internationally." 

     Ashok Kumar works for the Wildlife Trust of India, Ifaw's campaign partner against the  shahtoosh trade. He said: "Despite all the ongoing efforts to prevent the trade, and new legislation banning it in the state of Jammu and Kashmir, further action is clearly needed." 

     Ifaw wants the people trading in the wool just seized to be given deterrent sentences. It says more resources should go into law enforcement in China, Tibet, Nepal and India, the antelope's  range states. 

     Globally, Ifaw says, customs officers need to do more to stop imports and exports of the shawls. 

     Extinction threat 

     To help them, it has produced shahtoosh identification kits, available from the UK  Government. 

     And it urges consumers to buy alternatives like cashmere and pashminas. 

     The Tibetan antelope is protected under the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (Cites), and under wildlife laws in China and India. 

     Around 1900 there are thought to have been about a million animals on the Tibetan plateau. 

     With Chinese officials estimating that 20,000 are killed annually, they look likely to vanish within the next two or three years, Ifaw says. 

     Between three and five animals are needed to make one shawl. 

     Livelihood concern 

     Gill Sanders of Ifaw told BBC News Online: "They're wild animals, so you couldn't shear them  like a sheep. 

     "If you want the wool, you have to kill them. And they live at about 14,000 feet, which is why  they grow this wool - without it they'd die. 

     "People have talked about farming them, but that would mean moving them to lower altitudes, and that wouldn't be practical." 

     When the ban on the shahtoosh trade was introduced in Jammu and Kashmir in June 2000,  workers said the livelihoods of more than 500,000 people could be harmed. 

     They said the business was more than 600 years old, and the species had survived so far.

__________________________________________________________________________________________
ROE Media Update

UN or UNEP in the news

General environment news

M. Perben évoque l'idée d'une cour internationale en matière d'environnement (Le Figaro), 9 avril 2003

Lyon (AFP), Justice Minister Dominique Perben declared  Monday that discussions on an International court on Environment had been initiated.

http://www.lefigaro.fr/perm/afp/sci/030407154651.ltjpw71s.html
Birds pose hazard at possible UK airport site – study (Reuters), 9 April 2003

LONDON - A hotly contested proposal to build an airport on a bird refuge in Britain's southeast was thrown into doubt this week after a government-commissioned report found the birds posed a severe hazard to aircraft.

The government set out options in July last year to build more runways to cope with an estimated tripling in demand for air travel by 2030, including building a new airport in wetlands featured in the Charles Dickens novel "Great Expectations".

http://www.planetark.com/dailynewsstory.cfm/newsid/20418/story.htm
Hedgehog cull to begin on Scottish island (Reuters), 9 April 2003

LONDON - A cull of hedgehogs will begin this week evening on North Uist in the western Isles of Scotland, angering animal welfare groups who are trying to save the animals.

Scottish National Heritage (SNH) has organised the cull, which they say has widespread support in the community, to protect colonies of wading birds
http://www.planetark.com/dailynewsstory.cfm/newsid/20409/story.htm
UK industry cuts CO2 emissions by well over target
LONDON - Britain's industry has slashed emissions of polluting carbon dioxide (CO2) by more than three times above targets as plans to cut greenhouse gases take effect, the government said.

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

http://www.planetark.com/dailynewsstory.cfm/newsid/20408/story.htm
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

ROWA MEDIA UPDATE

Bahrain
Pollution clamp vow

BAHRAIN is studying ways to cut down on emissions from power stations, the parliament heard yesterday.

Electricity and Water Minister Shaikh Abdulla bin Salman Al Khalifa said a company has been contracted to assess the situation and recommend ways to cut down on pollution. 

They have hired a specialised company to assess and examine Bahrain's power stations.

"Most of the solutions they offered them were either expensive or would force them to decrease productivity in order to reduce the emission of pollutants. 

"But this doesn't mean that the ministry isn't considering other solutions to the problem and as soon as they reach a decision a written report will be sent to parliament."

http://www.gulf-daily-news.com/Articles.asp?Article=48677&Sn=BNEW

Oman
Oman concerned over environmental health
Accidents and poisoning continue to pose a major environmental health hazard for Oman's children, an official said, adding that a study had been launched to assess the exact magnitude of the problem.Dr Salim Wahaibi, Director of Environmental Health at the Ministry of Health, observed the Sultanate was fortunate not to be heavily burdened with environmental threats to its children's health, thanks to the socio-economic strides attained during the past three decades. However, the country did have its share of environmental hazards that impacted upon the health of its children, though not in alarming proportions, he added in a statement to mark today's 'World Health Day'. The annual occasion is being marked throughout the world under the theme, 'Shape the Future of Life: Healthy Environment for Children'.

http://www.khaleejtimes.com/Displayarticle.asp?section=middleeast&xfile=data/middleeast/2003/april/middleeast_april92.xml
Environment-friendly service station

A NEW service station that has just been opened in Muscat boasts the unique distinction of being the Middle East's most advanced and environment-friendly. The BP Wadi Al Bahais Service Station at Seeb, launched by BP Oman and Oman Oil Company (OOC), is said to be the region's first to have a solar canopy, enabling energy from the sun to be converted into electricity. This, in turn, provides as much as 20-25 per cent of the daily electrical operational needs of the site.

http://www.khaleejtimes.com/Displayarticle.asp?section=middleeast&xfile=data/middleeast/2003/march/middleeast_march555.xml

Iraq
They Promised Water But All We Have Is Air’


A shortage of fresh water in Baghdad is threatening the ability of hospitals to carry out operations and depriving the population of sanitation, the International Committee of the Red Cross warned. At least one hospital in the suburb of Mahmudiya has been overwhelmed by the number of civilian and military casualties, according to the agency’s director of operations, Pierre Krahenbuhl. Another ICRC official described the situation as “extremely precarious”.

Water supplies stopped Thursday because mains electricity, which powers the pumps, had been knocked out by the fighting. Red Cross teams have kept generators running and set up water treatment installations but have found it difficult to move as sporadic fighting spreads across the capital.

“Fresh water supplies for hospitals are very important but the environment is becoming less and less predictable,” he told a press conference in London.

http://www.arabnews.com/Article.asp?ID=24927

Qatar
UNESCO praises ERWDA efforts to save dugongs

ABU DHABI The regional office of Unesco has expressed concern over the high number of dugong carcasses washed on to Qatari beaches, while appreciating the efforts of Abu Dhabi-based Environment Research and Wildlife Development Agency (ERWDA) and the Centre for Environment Research (CER) in trying to save the endangered seacow. 

According to a communique from Dr Abdalla Bubtana, Director of Unesco s Doha Office, the worlds second largest population of the endangered dugong occurs in the Gulf region, around Bahrain, Qatar and western Abu Dhabi, estimated at between 5,000 and 6,000 animals.

  He said that the shallow waters of the Gulf offered a perfect feeding habitat for the mammals, who depended on the region s rich seagrass meadows and macro algal beds for nourishment.

http://www.khaleejtimes.com/Displayarticle.asp?section=theuae&xfile=data/theuae/2003/april/theuae_april112.xml
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W E D N E S D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
Iraq

*
Annan says UN doing ‘whatever we can’ to rush emergency medical aid to Baghdad

*
UN warns of humanitarian crisis in Iraq because of breakdown of law and order

*
Senior UN officials express growing alarm for Iraqi civilians, children

*
Journalists’ deaths in Iraq prompt senior UN officials to voice concern

Other news

*
Security Council holds talks on DPR of Korea nuclear issue

*
Annan deeply concerned by Israel’s air attack in Gaza neighbourhood

*
SARS contained in Guangdong, China, but rural areas need better monitoring – WHO

*
Liberia: UN agencies fear dwindling supplies cannot meet growing relief needs

*
UN rights chief to request details on trials of Cuban journalists, activists  

*
Annan supports attempt to set world record for largest educational lesson

* * * *

Iraq: Secretary-General

9 April – Secretary-General Kofi Annan said today the United Nations was trying to do everything possible to rush emergency medical supplies to Baghdad.

“We are trying to do whatever we can with the World Health Organization, Red Cross and our own humanitarian people to see how we can get medication in as soon as possible,” Mr. Annan told reporters on arrival at UN Headquarters in New York when asked for his thoughts about the latest situation in the Iraqi capital.

“But as far as the actual situation in Baghdad is concerned, it is too early to comment to determine who is in charge, who is going to run the city, and what has happened to the government,” he added.

Meanwhile, Mr. Annan has received an invitation from Prime Minister Costas Simitis of Greece, in his capacity as President of the European Union, to attend the European Conference in Athens on 17 April, to discuss the situation in Iraq, according to a UN spokesman.

Since that occasion will provide him with the opportunity to meet with the leadership of the European Union, as well as other participating countries, the Secretary-General has decided not to travel this week to London, Paris, Berlin and Moscow, a trip that had been previously announced, the spokesman said.

* * *

Iraq: humanitarian

9 April – United Nations relief agencies warned today that looting and the breakdown of law and order in Iraq threatened to unleash a humanitarian crisis as their operations were obstructed, and they called on the occupying military forces to afford the necessary security for their aid work to function.

The collapse of civilian authority in the two largest cities, Baghdad and Basra, must be addressed by the occupying military forces, which have responsibility under international humanitarian law to maintain a secure environment for the civilian population, a spokesman for the UN Humanitarian Coordinator for Iraq (UNHCOI) told the daily briefing in Amman, Jordan, on UN humanitarian activities.

The very difficult conditions in which Baghdad hospitals were now operating had been further exacerbated by the breakdown of law and order, which was preventing access to medical facilities by hospital staff and other essential service workers, David Wimhurst said.

Health workers, water treatment technicians and generator maintenance crews must be provided safe access to their places of work and the UN urged all parties to the conflict to guarantee access to medical facilities for all health and essential services, Mr. Wimhurst added. The longer the situation remained out of control, the more difficult it would be to start humanitarian relief operations, and the greater the delay in beginning the work of reconstruction.

Representatives of UN relief agencies echoed those concerns in their reports.

“Before this conflict took place, UNICEF (UN Children’s Fund) had networks and systems inside Iraq that helped us achieve our life-saving vaccination campaigns, nutrition campaigns and work in education,” UNICEF Representative to Iraq Carel de Rooy said. “What is horribly worrying about the looting, chaos and breakdown of order is that those systems we counted on may completely disappear or collapse.”

The World Food Programme (WFP) said it had undertaken to provide food for up to 27 million people – the entire Iraqi population – for a period of four months, a major enterprise for which its staff had been preparing the complex logistics for months.

“However, we need to operate in a safe environment in order to deliver food successfully,” spokesman Maarten Roest said. “Unless law and order prevail, it would be extremely difficult to guarantee the required food aid – 480,000 tons – reach the people.”

Referring to the reported looting of warehouses in Basra – “the very warehouses which WFP is aiming to replenish for the May distribution” – WFP operations did not seem possible under such circumstances, he said.

The UN High Commissioner for the Refugees (UNHCR) said it was very concerned about the general lawlessness and feared that growing chaos in Iraq’s cities and the precarious humanitarian situation could combine to spark a flood of refugees.

“We urge the occupying forces to take immediate measures to restore and maintain law and order and to ensure that humanitarian assistance flows to those who need it,” spokesman Peter Kessler said.

The UN Population Fund (UNFPA) said pregnant women in particular were increasingly in danger, as local hospitals reportedly struggle to cope with large numbers of war casualties, medical supplies ran low, many operating theatres were no longer usable, and law and order seemed to be breaking down.

Available reports indicated that miscarriages, premature deliveries and caesarean sections have risen sharply since the start of the conflict, spokesman Ziad Rifai said.

The World Health Organization (WHO) reiterated its alarm of recent days at reports from Baghdad of serious civilian casualties and growing pressure on hospitals and health workers. Electricity supplies were erratic, standby generators were being overworked to the point of collapse, and many hospitals were running short of clean, safe water, spokesperson Fadela Chaib said.

Staff were working extremely long hours in unimaginable circumstances and some vital surgical and medical supplies were running short, she added. Without clean water, wounds could not be cleaned and could readily become septic, and without electricity, vital equipment could not operate.

WHO was flying in 50 surgical kits, due to arrive in Amman today or tomorrow with sufficient anaesthetics, surgical equipment and medical disposables, such as bandages and syringes, for 5,000 surgical interventions and several days’ post-operative care, she added.

The agency said reports from much of the rest of central and southern Iraq were even worse than from Baghdad, and it was extremely concerned about the situation in Nasiriya, Najaf, Karbala and many other towns where there had been conflict, where water and power shortages were also reported, and where the health needs had not been assessed.

* * *

Iraq: humanitarian

9 April – Senior United Nations officials expressed growing alarm today over the mounting civilian death toll in Iraq and the fate of children who may be cut off from aid.

“The impact on civilians must never be underestimated, for it is truly terrible in a way that words simply cannot convey,” the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights (UNHCHR), Sergio Vieira de Mello, said of reports of the increasing number of civilian deaths and injuries.

“This conflict has reminded us once again of the cruelty of war and that the innocent are invariably its main victims,” he said in a statement in Geneva. He cited reports from humanitarian agencies that hospitals could no longer cope with the influx of wounded or were running low on essential medicines, and that some had been affected by the damage to water supplies and electricity.

“The remarkable job all those who care for victims continue to carry out in the most difficult circumstances – Iraqi medical staff and volunteers, the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) – is a courageous and truly inspiring tribute to humanity,” Mr. Vieira de Mello added.

He urged all parties to observe the principle of distinguishing between combatants and civilians. “The most precious right of all is the right to life. Once life is taken away, the damage is irreparable,” he said. “There are inescapable obligations on the parties to the conflict. Human rights and international humanitarian law cannot be put on hold.”

For its part, the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) warned that despite significant progress in humanitarian cross-border trucking operations into Iraq, early attempts to reach children and women were being significantly hampered by what it called “a residue of fear and chaos.”

Praising the courage of civilian contract drivers venturing into recently fought-over towns and cities to deliver aid, UNICEF Executive Director Carol Bellamy said all forces that controlled territory were also obliged to provide secure access to civilian populations. 

“When UNICEF talks about access, we mean ensuring that humanitarian aid reaches the children and women who need it most,” Ms. Bellamy said. “That means that we have to be able to physically get to a town, get to those who most urgently need aid and deliver it in a way that ensures it’s being used by those weakened and besieged by thirst, fear and hunger. Although we’re beginning to reach many places, we’re encountering a residue of fear and chaos.”

* * * 

Iraq

9 April – Senior United Nations officials have voiced deep concern over the mounting deaths of journalists in Iraq, stressing the “vital role” they play in safeguarding the freedom of information.

“I deplore the fact that so many journalists in Iraq are paying for their commitment to their profession with their lives,” Koïchiro Matsuura, Director-General of the UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) said in a statement in Paris. “Their chosen task of informing the public is particularly difficult and dangerous in times of war. I wish to express my grief for their heavy losses and my admiration for their courage.”

Referring to three journalists killed in Baghdad yesterday – Reuters news agency cameraman Taras Protsyuk, Spanish television channel Tele 5 cameraman José Couso, and Al-Jazeera correspondent Tarek Ayoub – Mr. Matsuura reiterated his call of 26 March for belligerents to respect established international agreements.

“On no account must journalists be targeted,” he said, recalling Article 79 of the Protocol Additional to the Geneva Conventions, which states that “journalists engaged in dangerous professional missions in areas of armed conflict shall be considered as civilians.”

For his part, the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, Sergio Vieira de Mello, declared: “The right to freedom of information is dealt a fatal blow whenever a journalist is killed or wounded in the performance of his or her vital role.”

* * *

DPR of Korea

9 April – On the eve of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) withdrawal from the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), the Security Council held talks today to consider the situation in that country.

Following this morning’s closed-door session, the President of the 15-nation body, Ambassador Adolfo Aguilar Zinser of Mexico, told reporters that Council members “expressed their concern and the Council will continue to follow up developments on this matter.”

In his comments to reporters, Secretary-General Kofi Annan said “everyone has been trying to ensure that it is dealt with peacefully.” He added that he thought the next step should be “to get the parties talking and to find a format that will be acceptable to both parties and bring them to the table to talk.”

In February, the Vienna-based International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) referred the matter to the Council after its 35-nation Governing Board adopted a resolution finding the DPRK in further non-compliance with international nuclear safeguards. The text also called on Pyongyang to fully and urgently cooperate with international inspectors and to comply with its obligations under international non-proliferation treaties.

* * *

Middle East

9 April – The United Nations Secretary-General, Kofi Annan, today voiced his deep concern about Israel’s air attack last night in Gaza, which left seven Palestinians dead and dozens more wounded, and repeated earlier calls for an end to violence by all sides and a return to the negotiating table.

Referring to the attack in the Zeitoun neighbourhood of Gaza City, a UN spokesman said Mr. Annan deplored the use of excessive force in a densely populated area and reiterated his opposition to extra-judicial killings. “While he recognizes Israel’s right of self-defence, the Secretary-General again calls on Israel to conduct itself in a manner fully consistent with its obligations under international humanitarian law,” Fred Eckhard said.

“The Secretary-General also reiterates his strongly held conviction that the only way out of the cycle of violence and retaliation is an immediate cessation of violence by all parties and a return to the negotiating table,” the spokesman added. “He believes that the best path to a just and comprehensive peace is through the full implementation of the Quartet’s Road Map, which will soon be presented to the parties.”

* * *

SARS

9 April – Although the outbreak of Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) in the Chinese province where the disease is believed to have originated appears to have been contained, there is still an urgent need to improve surveillance in rural districts of Guangdong, the United Nations lead health agency said in a report issued today.

A World Health Organization (WHO) team that visited Guangdong, currently the largest and oldest known outbreak, issued its official interim report to Chinese Government officials. The WHO experts said Guangdong might hold important clues about both the origins of the virus and measures for clinical management. 

“The SARS reporting system established in Guangdong is an excellent model that all provinces should follow,” the report says. “The Guangdong experience should be used to develop uniform standards throughout all provinces for preventing the spread of SARS in health care facilities.”

Since early last week, the WHO team has assessed local conditions in an effort to strengthen the surveillance and control of SARS cases in Guangdong. The report says the outbreak in the province appears to have been contained, as reported cases of SARS decreased substantially throughout March and early this month from a peak in mid-February, though new cases continue to be reported daily.

The report also states that Guangdong’s health care system has responded well with virtually all probable cases presenting at a provincial hospital rapidly detected and reported. There is however an urgent need to improve surveillance in rural areas to prevent new outbreaks.

Details of the provincial surveillance system and measures to control community and hospital infection are outlined in the report. It also gives a detailed review of patient management and of microbiological findings. 

“Guangdong clinicians have cared for the largest number of patients in the world and their experience should be shared with the international community,” the WHO report recommends.

Other priority actions recommended to contain SARS include the early recognition and treatment of cases as well as stringent infection control measures in hospitals and clinics. Meticulous investigation in the community and public awareness campaigns are also recommended.

As of yesterday, 2,671 SARS cases with 103 deaths have been reported from 17 countries. 

* * *
Liberia

9 April – As the wave of violence that has rocked West Africa for months now sweeps through Liberia – displacing thousands of terrified families and stranding countless refugees in its wake – United Nations aid agencies today said they fear the supplies they have will not be enough to meet growing needs.

According to the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), widespread fighting in western, northern and eastern Liberia is cutting off those most in need from humanitarian aid. At the same time, that violence has sparked fresh waves of internal displacement and refugee movement, which aid agencies fear may outstrip their already dwindling supplies.

The UN is also seriously concerned over the security of humanitarian personnel. Many of the 200 humanitarian workers who lost contact with their respective offices during heavy fighting around the eastern town of Zwedru on 27 March, remain unaccounted for. The environment in the area has become so dangerous that many aid agencies have had to withdraw their workers.

Fighting in the eastern part of the country has placed civilians, including refugees fleeing conflict in neighbouring Côte d’Ivoire at risk, OCHA said. An increasing number of Liberians are also being forced to flee within their own borders, many for the second or third time. Fighting near the northern town of Gbarnga has displaced more than 20,000 people, who then sought shelter in Ganta. When fighting spread to Ganta, some 15,000 of these new arrivals were forced to flee again, along with some 30,000 residents of that town.

According to OCHA, thousands of these people have now fled into neighbouring Guinea. In addition, a recent attack by Liberians United for Reconciliation and Democracy (LURD) rebels at a centre for internally displaced persons (IDP) close to Monrovia drove some 25,000 people out of their temporary shelter.

Poor security, and the resulting fluid movements of vulnerable populations it causes, also leaves humanitarian workers unable to reach people in need in the most affected areas. Emergency interventions have become more difficult, and planned health care initiatives like vaccinations against measles have been postponed. Where access is possible – mainly near Monrovia – humanitarian agencies are running low on supplies. Shortages have also prompted the World Food Programme (WFP) to reduce its April and May food rations.

Aid agencies fear supply shortfalls will soon become worse because programmes for food, shelter, emergency health, and human rights protection have not received any contributions. Donors have so far provided just 2 per cent of the $42.6 million in funding required under the 2003 UN Consolidated Inter-Agency Appeal for Liberia. UN humanitarian agencies in Liberia continue to urge donors to enable them to assist vulnerable Liberians by funding the Appeal.

* * *
Cuba

9 April – Reacting to the arrest and sentencing of nearly 100 Cuban journalists and human rights activists, the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, Sergio Vieira de Mello, today said he will request authorities in Havana to provide immediate detailed information on the trial process. 

In a press statement issued in Geneva, Mr. Vieira de Mello voiced “disquiet” regarding the wave of recent arrests, in which at least 24 Cuban journalists and as many as 78 human rights activists have been jailed on charges of treason. Reports that several of the subsequent closed trials lasted barely a week but resulted in lengthy prison terms were particularly troubling, he said.

Calling for transparency, the High Commissioner stressed, “There are questions about the fairness of such expedited proceedings, which have been closed to the public and observers.” He added that Cuba must ensure that the accused benefit from due process, including the right to an adequate defence.

Mr. Vieira de Mello also recalled that he had raised the issue of the arrests last month during a meeting with Foreign Minister Felipe Perez Roque and in subsequent discussions with Cuban authorities.

In a related development, the Cuban Government has informed the High Commissioner that it was about to respond to an earlier appeal addressed to it by Louis Joinet, Chairman of the Human Rights Commission Working Group on Arbitrary Detention.

* * *

UNICEF

9 April – In solidarity with people from more than 100 countries who attempted to break the world record for the largest simultaneous educational lesson, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today said educating girls is the most effective tool for development.

“We come to this lesson well-prepared. Study after study has taught us that there is no tool for development more effective than the education of girls,” Mr. Annan said in a message issued in New York. “If we are to succeed in our efforts to build a more healthy, peaceful and equitable world, the classrooms of the world have to be full of girls as well as boys.”

Mr. Annan’s message was for the “World’s Biggest Lesson,” a record attempt organized across the globe by the Global Campaign for Education – a worldwide alliance of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and trade unions working for the achievement of universal basic education. The current record for the largest lesson, according to the Guinness Book of Records, was set in March last year when 28,801 children took part in a language class in the United Kingdom.

Also in support of the record attempt, the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) brought together hundreds of children and adults in New York who participated in the simultaneous lesson, which coincides with the 2003 Global Week of Action for education, which is celebrated from 6 to 13 April.

During this year’s education week, communities, children and organizations worldwide will rally to raise awareness of the millions of girls and women who are still being denied the right to go to school, UNICEF said. This ties in well with the UN agency’s own efforts to increase the number of girls in school over the next two years.

UNICEF’s Special Representative and world music star, Angelique Kidjo, taught the 30-minute lesson, which focused on the value and urgency of girls’ education. Joining her was Nane Annan, wife of the Secretary-General, and UNICEF Executive Director Carol Bellamy.

* *** *

__________________________________________________________________________________________

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

                      AND THE SPOKESMAN FOR THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY PRESIDENT

           Following is a near-verbatim transcript of today’s noon briefing by

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

           Spokesman for Secretary-General

           Good Afternoon.

           **Secretary-General on Iraq

           On entering the building today, the Secretary-General was asked about the situation in Iraq, and he drew attention to the need to take steps to ensure that calm is restored and that the civilian population is protected.  He also noted reports about the lack of medication and other challenges being reported in Iraq’s hospitals, and said that the United Nations is doing whatever it can to see how to get medicines in as soon as possible.  We have the transcript of that press encounter upstairs.

           Yesterday afternoon, we told you that the Secretary-General had been invited by Greek Prime Minister Costas Simitis, in his capacity as President of the European Union, to attend the European Conference in Athens on 17 April. 

     Since that occasion will provide him with the opportunity to meet with the leadership of the European Union, as well as other participating countries, he has decided not to travel to Europe today, as we had previously announced.  We will let you know what his full travel plans are once the plans have been firmed up, but for now, he will discuss the situation in Iraq with European leaders in Athens next Thursday.

           **Humanitarian Briefing

           The breakdown of law and order in Baghdad and in Basra has been accompanied by widespread looting, said the Spokesman for the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs during today’s daily United Nations briefing in Amman, Jordan.

           The longer the situation remains out of control, the more difficult it will be to start humanitarian relief operations  and the greater the delay in beginning the work of reconstruction, he said.  The operating environment for humanitarian

     assistance requires secure access to populations in need.  That environment does not yet exist, except in Umm Qasr and from Turkey, in the north.

           The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) issued a warning today that despite significant progress in humanitarian cross-border trucking operations, early attempts by UNICEF to reach Iraqi children and women were being significantly hampered by what it called "a residue of fear and chaos".

           Praising the courage of civilian contract drivers venturing into recently fought-over towns and cities to deliver aid, UNICEF Executive Director Carol Bellamy said that all forces which controlled territory were also obliged to provide secure access to civilian  populations. 

           The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) also expressed its concern about  the general lawlessness that is apparent in parts of Iraq.  The UNHCR's fears that growing chaos in Iraq's cities and the precarious humanitarian situation could combine to spark the displacement of civilians.

           The World Health Organization (WHO) has highlighted the dire situation of hospitals in Baghdad where a growing number of patients are going without basic medical needs and services.  The WHO is flying more medical supplies into Jordan and is looking into urgent ways of getting those items into Iraq.

           **Iraq –- Human Rights

           High Commissioner for Human Rights Sergio Vieira de Mello is deeply disturbed by reports of the increasing number of deaths and injuries of civilians during the Iraq conflict.

           He said, “The impact on civilians must never be underestimated, for it is truly terrible in a way that words  simply cannot convey”.  He noted his appeal to all parties to make distinctions between combatants and     non-combatants, adding, “The most precious right of all is the right to life.”

           Citing reports that hospitals can no longer cope with the influx of the wounded and running low on essential medicines, he praised the work being done by Iraqi medical staff and volunteers, as well as by the International Committee of the Red Cross and other groups.

           The High Commissioner also voiced his concern that the fighting has already claimed the lives of roughly a dozen journalists, and added that the right to freedom of information suffers “a fatal blow” when journalists are killed or wounded.

           Yesterday afternoon, after our briefing, the Director-General of the United Nations Scientific, Educational and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), Koïchiro Matsuura, issued a statement deploring the heavy toll paid by the press in Iraq and reminding the belligerents of their obligation to treat journalists as civilians.  He recalled that article 79 of the  Protocol Additional to the Geneva Conventions states that, “Journalists engaged in dangerous professional missions in  areas of armed conflict shall be considered as civilians”.  The full text of both statements is available upstairs.

           **Security Council

           The Security Council held consultations on the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK).

           The subject was introduced under the heading of a letter dated 12 February sent by Mohamed ElBaradei, the Director-General of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), which transmits the Agency’s Board of Governors’ declaration on the DPRK’s non-compliance with the Treaty of Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT).

           As you will recall, Security Council President, Ambassador Adolfo Aguilar Zinser of Mexico, said at the beginning of the month that the topic was being tackled one day before the date when the DPRK would be dispensed from its NPT obligations, from which it had withdrawn.

           This morning, the Secretary-General responded to questions about today’s consultations.  He said that

     “everyone has been trying to ensure that it is dealt with peacefully” and noted that his Special Envoy, Maurice Strong, who has been in the region twice, is trying to get everyone talking.  In the meantime, he said, the United Nations is providing humanitarian assistance to the North Koreans.  The Secretary-General also said “the next step really is to get the parties talking and to find a format that will be acceptable to both parties and bring them to the table to talk.”

           **SARS

           The WHO expert team which visited Guangdong Province, China, to investigate the outbreak of the Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome, or SARS, today issued its interim report and recommendations on the local SARS situation to the Chinese health authorities.  The four-person team had been in Guangdong since 3 April.

           According to the report, the outbreak in Guangdong Province appears to have been contained, but there was an urgent need to improve surveillance in rural districts.  The team also found that resources to deal with the outbreak need to be strengthened in the poorer provinces.

           The team recommended that the reporting system established in Guangdong to track SARS cases is an

     excellent model and should be followed in other provinces.  They also recommended that the Guangdong experience in treating the outbreak should be used to develop uniform standards for the country.

           Today’s figures indicate a total of 2,722 SARS cases in 18 different countries, with 106 deaths.  We have a press release with more information.  And also, Dr. David Heyman from WHO in Geneva will be our guest at the noon briefing next Tuesday to take your questions on SARS.

           **Liberia

           Humanitarian agencies are flagging their concerns about the deteriorating situation in Liberia.  Widespread fighting in western, northern, and eastern Liberia is cutting off those most in need from humanitarian aid.  Aid agencies in Liberia fear the supplies they have will not be enough to meet growing needs.  An increasing number of Liberians arebeing forced to flee within their own borders, many of them for the second or third time.

           With the rainy season fast approaching and numbers of displaced persons on the rise, United Nations

     humanitarian agencies and their non-governmental organization (NGO) partners are trying to cope with shortages in shelter materials.  Shortages have also prompted the World Food Programme to reduce the rations of food it will  distribute for April and May.  To date, donors have provided just 2 per cent of the $42.6 million in funding required under the 2003 United Nations humanitarian appeal for Liberia.  United Nations humanitarian agencies urge donors to enable them to assist vulnerable Liberians by urgently funding this appeal.

           **Cuba

           The High Commissioner for Human Rights today expressed concern over the arrests and ongoing trials of approximately 80 people in Cuba, who were charged with working with a foreign power to undermine the Cuban Government.

     Sergio Vieira de Mello said he was requesting Cuba to provide detailed information on the trials urgently.  He said,  “There are questions about the fairness of such expedited proceedings, which have been closed to the public and observers, and I am calling for transparency.”  He said Cuba must ensure that those accused obtain due process,  including the right to an adequate defence.  We have copies of that statement available upstairs.

           **Chile

           United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) Administrator Mark Malloch Brown is in Chile today, where he spoke yesterday at the Conference of the Inter-Parliamentary Union in Santiago.  He told the assembled  parliamentarians to make the Millennium Development Goals the “pocketbook issues” for their voters and to demand more from their Governments to achieve those goals.

           Mr. Malloch Brown yesterday also met with Chilean President Ricardo Lagos Escobar, and they discussed  the UNDP’s role in Chile, as well as the recent developments in the Security Council, on which Chile sits.  Today, before he departs the country, he is scheduled to participate in a seminar on global social responsibility, in which nine major Chilean companies are to sign on to the Secretary-General’s Global Compact.

           **World’s Largest Lesson

           The United Nations Children's Fund brought together about 350 children and United Nations staff this morning  as part of a global attempt to break the world record for the largest lesson.  The lesson, on the value and urgency of  girls’ education, was led by Nane Annan, wife of the Secretary-General, and global music star Angelique Kidjo.  The  Secretary-General stopped by at the beginning of the event and spoke briefly to the children, congratulating them on what they were about to accomplish. 

           In addressing the children, Mrs. Annan said “You don’t have to be an expert to realize that girls need

     education to participate fully in society and pull themselves out of poverty…  What you do need is to care.”  In my  office, we have a message by the Secretary-General to commemorate the event, in which he notes that studies have shown that there is no tool for development more effective than the education of girls.  “Let this be not only the world’s biggest ever lesson”, he says, “ but a lesson that the world will never forget.”  And you should pick up some lapel  stickers.  It says “Go Girls”.

           **ICTY

           The International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia confirmed an indictment against Duska Jovanovic,  the director of a media company that publishes the Montenegrin newspaper DAN, for contempt of court, alleging that  he disclosed to the public the identity of a protected witness in the trial of former Yugoslav President Slobodan  Milosevic.  That witness, identified in court documents as K32, has received death threats since his identity was made public, the Tribunal added.  We have more details in a press release.

           **Bosnia

           Although the United Nations Mission in Bosnia and Herzegovina finished its work at the end of last year, the United Nations is maintaining a liaison office in Sarajevo, which is supporting the tasks of the European Union Police Mission that succeeded the United Nations peacekeepers, and that office has launched a new Web site providing information on its work.  The Web site address is www.unlos-bih.org.

           **Signings

           One treaty signing to tell you about today.  Gambia became the 167th country to sign the Comprehensive  Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty.

           **World Chronicle TV Programme

           And finally, the World Chronicle programme 886 is going to feature Georg Kell, the Executive Head of the Global Compact in the Office of the Secretary-General.  You can see that today at 3:30 p.m. on in-house television channels 3 or 31.

           Anything before we go to Richard?  Mohammed?

           Questions and Answers

           Question:      Regarding the recent developments, what will be the fate of the Iraqi Ambassador to the United  Nations?

           Spokesman:  That’s a matter for General Assembly members to decide.  First, it’s a matter of governments to decide because the United Nations does not recognize governments; governments recognize governments.  And so, it  would go through the Credentials Committee of the General Assembly.  Should there be a new authority, that would  send an ambassador.  And then it would be for that Committee to decide what to do with the request for credentials for a new ambassador.  But, as of now, the status quo remains.  Yes?

           Question:   Can you comment on reports, specifically reports about the looting in Baghdad, that the United Nations headquarters in Baghdad had been looted and the United Nations inspectors’ vans have been stolen?

           Spokesman:  We don’t have much more detail; I think we’re still trying to get them.  But I did, I don’t know if  you were here in the beginning, but I did read something about our reaction to that looting and the impact that it’s going to have on our humanitarian work.  And if you want to check with my office afterwards, maybe they can put you in touch with someone in Amman, Jordan, who can give you more details.  Yes?

           Question:   Just to follow up on my colleague’s question.  I mean, Iraq was one of the founders of the United Nations.  I just want to know, legally speaking what the position of Iraq would be now with regard to membership at the

     United Nations?  I mean, I am aware that the United Nations does not recognize governments; governments recognize  governments.

           Spokesman:  There is no impact on membership.  Iraq is a member; is a founding member of the United  Nations.  The question may come up as to who should represent Iraq at the United Nations, and that’s what the Credentials Committee will deal with should it come up.

           Question:   Can you tell me just one more please?  I am aware of the statement made by the

     Secretary-General this morning.  But, have events going on in Iraq right now brought the United Nations in any way closer to a clearer vision of what role it wants to play in post-war Iraq?

           Spokesman:  No, the Security Council will have to deal with that issue.  The Secretary-General’s Special  Adviser, Rafeeuddin Ahmed, has been meeting with a number of Council members at their request.  The Secretary-General made him available to them should they want to discuss ideas.  So, at some point that will go forward in the Council as a whole.  At the time being, to my knowledge, it’s just being discussed by individual members, either among themselves or with Rafeeuddin Ahmed.  And then of course the two permanent members of   the Council are leading the coalition that is fighting in Iraq and they will, and do now, have responsibility for the  humanitarian situation in the areas they control.  And our first objective as the United Nations will be getting our  international humanitarian workers back into Iraq and we will do that in consultation to whatever authority controls whatever part of Iraq that we deem might be stabilized enough for us to continue working there.

           Question:   One question? 

           Spokesman:  Hans?

           Question:   I understand there were some very important discussions between the Secretary-General with Mr.  Solana of the European Union regarding Iraq and the role of the United Nations?  Is there any follow up?  I mean, will  the Secretary-General cancel his trip to Europe today, will there be another meeting, will there be another consultation  between the Secretary-General and the European Union on that issue?

           Spokesman:  Well, his discussions with Mr. Solana were indeed on Iraq, but also on the Middle East and a number of other subjects.  For the Secretary-General, follow-up would be the talks he will have next week in Athens with European Union leaders.

           **Statement Attributable to the Spokesman

           I would just finish, if I may, with a statement attributable to the Spokesman on events in the Middle East.

           “The Secretary-General is deeply concerned by Israel’s air attack last night in the Zeitoun neighbourhood of  Gaza City that resulted in the deaths of seven Palestinians and the wounding of dozens more.  He deplores the use of  excessive force in a densely populated area and reiterates his opposition to extra-judicial killings.  While he  recognizes Israel’s right of self-defence, the Secretary-General again calls on Israel to conduct itself in a manner fully consistent with its obligations under international humanitarian law.

           “The Secretary-General reiterates his strongly held conviction that the only way out of the cycle of violence and retaliation is an immediate cessation of violence by all parties and a return to the negotiating table.  He believes that the best path to a just and comprehensive peace is through the full implementation of the Quartet’s Road Map, which will soon be presented to the parties.”

           Spokesman:  Yes?

           Question:   Fred, I was just listening to what you were saying about Iraq, et cetera.  I hope that I didn’t miss anything?  But, what do you consider as the vital role for the United Nations?  Could you give us some light please?

           Spokesman:  If you just check yesterday’s briefing notes, I took that question yesterday, if you don’t mind?  I answered that question fully yesterday; it came up yesterday.  The quote was from yesterday.  Richard.

                                        Spokesman for General Assembly President

           Thank you, good afternoon.

           Late yesterday a letter was received by the President of the General Assembly from the Chairman of the Arab  Group, the Permanent Representative of Yemen, requesting inclusion of a new agenda item “the situation in Iraq” in the  current fifty-seventh session of the General Assembly. 

           The letter which is being translated today, will be issued tomorrow morning as document A/57/236.  The  General Committee of the General Assembly will consider this request for inclusion of a new agenda item at a meeting on Friday morning.

           Also on Friday, the plenary will hold a discussion on the role of diamonds in fuelling conflict.  That would be in the plenary.

           And tomorrow, Thursday, 10 April, the General Committee will meet to consider inclusion of an additional agenda item submitted by Oman entitled “Global road safety crisis”.

           President Kavan concluded his visit to Austria yesterday with an address to the forty-sixth session of the  Commission on Narcotic Drugs, and meetings with officials of the United Nations bodies headquartered in Vienna and a press briefing, for which we have a summary, which is available at the documents counter.

           President Kavan will be returning to New York this afternoon.  He will meet tomorrow morning with the Secretary-General of the League of Arab States, Amre Moussa, and following that he will meet with Chairman of the Arab Group, Abdullah Alsaidi, also tomorrow morning.

           Any questions?  Yeah?

           Question:   I didn’t get this, what is the subject related to diamonds that you mentioned?

           Spokesman for Assembly President:      On Friday, there is a plenary in the General Assembly on the role of diamonds in fuelling conflicts.

           Question:   In “fuelling”?

           Spokesman for Assembly President:      Yes, that is the agenda item.  I believe it’s agenda item 27.   

           Thank you.

                                              * *** *
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