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Toxic ammo is tested in fish areas 

U.S. Navy uses depleted uranium in coast waters; activists may go to court

Thursday, January 9, 2003

By LARRY JOHNSON
SEATTLE POST-INTELLIGENCER FOREIGN DESK EDITOR

The Navy routinely tests a weapon by firing radioactive, toxic ammunition in prime fishing areas off the coast of Washington, raising concerns from scientists, fishermen and activists. 

The Navy insists the use of depleted uranium off the coast poses no threat to the environment. Depleted uranium, known as DU, is a highly dense metal that is the byproduct of the process during which fissionable uranium used to manufacture nuclear bombs and reactor fuel is separated from natural uranium. DU remains radioactive for about 4.5 billion years.

Cmdr. Karen Sellers, a Navy spokeswoman in Seattle, also said there are no hazards to the servicemen and women on board the ships, adding that "all crew members are medically monitored" to ensure their safety.

But a coalition of Northwest environmental and anti-war activists say they are considering seeking an injunction to halt the tests. 
"The Navy is willing to put us all at risk, including its own sailors, to improve its war-fighting capabilities," said Glen Milner, of Ground Zero Center for Nonviolent Action, one of the groups weighing a suit to stop the Navy tests. Milner received information on the Navy's tests of depleted uranium ammunition off the coast in a memo released in response to a Freedom of Information Act request.

No major studies apparently have been done on the effects of such weapons in the ocean. Where depleted uranium munitions have been used in combat on land, such as in Iraq during the Gulf War, or in tests on land, such as Vieques island in Puerto Rico, they not only give off relatively small amounts of radiation, but produce toxic dust that can enter the food chain. 

Seattle environmental attorney David Mann asked, "How can the Navy fire depleted uranium rounds and spread radioactive material into prime fishing areas off our coast?"

Sellers, however, said that only 400 to 600 rounds would be fired during a typical test at sea. And even though these tests have been going on since 1977, she said Navy environmental experts say that the DU dissolves very slowly in the ocean.

"It would be too diluted to distinguish from natural background uranium in the sea water," she said.

The weapon in question is the Phalanx, also known as a Close In Weapons System. Such a system is on virtually all U.S. Navy combat ships. It includes radar and rapid-fire 20mm guns. The guns are capable of firing up to 3,000 or 4,500 rounds per minute of depleted uranium, a superhard material prized for its armor-piercing ability. 

The Defense Department says the military uses the munitions "because of DU's superior lethality against armor and other hard targets."

Although depleted uranium emits radiation, a second, potentially more serious hazard is created when a DU round hits a hard target. As much as 70 percent of the projectile can burn on impact, creating a firestorm of ceramic DU oxide particles. The residue of this firestorm is an extremely fine ceramic uranium dust that can be spread by the wind, inhaled and absorbed into the human body and absorbed by plants and animals, becoming part of the food chain.

Once in the soil, DU can pollute the environment and create up to a hundredfold increase in uranium levels in ground water, according to the U.N. Environmental Program

The Defense Department said DU munitions are "war reserve munitions; that is, used for combat and not fired for training purposes," with the exception that DU munitions may be fired at sea for weapon calibration purposes."

Another Navy spokeswoman described those firings at sea as "routine" and says they occur regularly off both the East and West coasts.

"If the firing is with DU, it's probably with what we call the Close in Weapons System, and it is routine," said Lt. Brauna Carl, a Navy spokeswoman in Washington, D.C., and a former gunnery officer who has worked with DU weapons.

When asked if the tests of DU rounds posed any health hazards, she replied, "God, I hope not. All I know is I haven't started glowing."

But Milner says, "It just makes sense that if DU can contaminate land and get into the food chain, then it would do the same thing in the sea."

Robert Alverson, president of the Fishing Vessel Owners Association in Seattle, said he was "very troubled" to hear that the Navy was using depleted uranium off the coast of Washington. "I don't like what I'm hearing," he said.

The Navy memo obtained by Milner described a June 2001 operation by the USS Fife, an Everett-based destroyer. The memo said the Fife would conduct gunnery operations with depleted rounds in what was described as areas W237C and W237F. 

These areas are designated Navy Warning Areas and are about 25-100 miles off the coast between Ocean Shores and Ozette, south of Neah Bay, according to Milner. 

"These are certainly prime fishing areas" for some salmon, flounder and other bottomfish, Alverson said. "It is folly to be testing anything in this area that might contaminate the natural food supply."

"How would the Navy feel about eating fish caught there?" he asked. Alverson said even the perception that fish might be contaminated could scare consumers and have dire consequences.

"If any species ever turns up with radiation, it would be devastating to the fishing industry," he said.

Leonard Dietz, a research associate with the private, non-profit Uranium Medical Research Centre in Canada and the United States, said that the degree of environmental contamination the DU rounds will cause in sea water depends on what kinds of targets were hit and how much DU was fired.

"Corrosion of the DU by sea water would occur over a long time," said Dietz, who with Asaf Durakovic, director of the center, and research associate Patricia Horan, published a landmark study on inhaled DU that showed Gulf War veterans still had DU in their urine nine years after the war.

"The end result is that the ocean becomes a dumping ground for the spent DU penetrators and they add to the (natural) uranium content of sea water," he said.

The Ground Zero Center for Nonviolent Action is one of five peace and environmental organizations already involved in a federal lawsuit against the Navy for violations of the Endangered Species Act over the Trident D-5 nuclear missile upgrade at the Bangor submarine base.

DEPLETED URANIUM HAZARDS

The Pentagon has sent mixed signals about the effects of depleted uranium, saying there have been no known health problems associated with the munition. At the same time, the military acknowledges the hazards in an Army training manual, which requires that anyone who comes within 25 meters of any DU-contaminated equipment or terrain wear respiratory and skin protection, and says that "contamination will make food and water unsafe for consumption."

Some researchers and several U.S. veterans organizations say they suspect depleted uranium of playing a role in Gulf War Syndrome, the still-unexplained malady that has plagued hundreds of thousands of Gulf War veterans.
______________________________________________________________________________

Africa News

January 8, 2003 Wednesday

 Ethiopia;  The UN Looks Under Its Feet for Answers

BYLINE: The Daily Monitor

The United Nations, through its scientists and experts has been almost

 everywhere looking for solutions and answers to numerous problems of the world.

   It has been to the oceans and lakes and rivers. It has gone to deserts,

 tropical forests, the Amazon, to mountainous areas of the globe, in wildlife

 parks, grazing areas, farmlands, and to all sorts of extreme environments.

   This time around, it plans to turn its attention to one place, which by its

 own admission it has ignored so far: the soil right under its feet, where the

 tiniest of creatures live and do so in abundance.

   Here is the plan in a nutshell: "The United Nations Environment Programme

 will spend nearly 17 million pounds in what amounts to the largest programme yet

 undertaken to discover new species, including bacteria, fungi, insects, mites

 and worms."

   UN scientists seem to be convinced that the nano-sized denizens of the soil,

 even if you can't see them with the naked eye in most of cases can, if properly

 studied, be instrumental to improving agriculture dramatically, lead to drugs

 that can cure hitherto incurable disease, help industry and much more.

   Is there life in the permafrost beneath the surface of planet Mars? Maybe.

 Maybe not. But if there has not been a definite answer to that question so far,

 it is not for lack of trying.

   Many scientists, not your-run-of-the-mill scientist at that, sweat everyday

 to find a clue, any clue that can give them a lead to an answer. And bear in

 mind Mars is not Earth's next door neighbour.

   Now scientists, at least those in the UN, are coming to their senses. Dr. Jo

 Anderson, of Exeter University, explains why: "We are all looking at life at the

 bottom of the sea and on Mars, but right below our feet is one of the last

 scientific frontiers. In one small bag of soil, there are probably more species

 than in the entire tropical forest."

   The UN scientists will now begin their study in seven countries among which

 are included Brazil, Kenya, Indonesia and India, according to The Times of

 November 29, 2002. They don't have to start from scratch. Some termite species

 were introduced to work on some extremely hard soils in Africa and Australia so

 that plants can start to grow on them. In India, a unique earthworm species was

 bred and introduced to a tea plantation.

   The result, according to the article by Anthony Brownie was very impressive,

 to put it mildly.

   The tea crops, which were adequately fertilized yearly but had begun to show

 mediocre results began to give a yield increase of 300 per cent.

   All options that increase crop yields and help decrease dependence of farmers

 on chemical fertilizers is something that farmers anywhere will appreciate. To

 poor, Third World farmers it should, perhaps, be one of the best news to come

 out of the UN corridors.

   No single innovation, so far, however strongly hyped has been found to

 replace chemical fertilizers, considering the overall efficacy of fertilizers.

 But the application of every appropriate technology, be it agroforestry or

 minimum tillage, to mention just two, can have, one hopes, the desired

 cumulative effect. And microorganisms in the soil are just one, albeit an

 important one.

   We can perhaps begin here with the organisms that have already proved their

 usefulness elsewhere. Earthworms are one such species. Continuous land

 degradation in Ethiopia has affected them adversely, of course. So their number

 has been gradually going down. Many areas in the country, in fact, no longer

 contain any earthworms to any significant degree.

   But reintroducing them is not impossible at all. Neither is it too costly.

 Earthworm producing farms are common in many countries. Establishing such farms

 here should not be too difficult.

   Since our neighbour Kenya is one of the beneficiaries in the study, it should

 be possible for interested Ethiopians to sneak into the country and see how it

 works. Don't you bother to have a visa.
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Mieux connaître la biodiversité des sols tropicaux
Les Nations unies lancent un programme début février, pour étudier ces terres très fragiles souvent victimes de surexploitation. Pour les régénérer tout en préservant la production agricole, des chercheurs proposent d'utiliser des vers de terre et des termites. 

La qualité des sols tropicaux est un élément essentiel de la productivité agricole. Mais ils sont fragiles et beaucoup plus sensibles que d'autres à la surexploitation, l'érosion, la déforestation ou encore la pollution. Au point parfois de se dégrader de manière irréversible. On constate ainsi que, dans les zones de culture intensive, "la productivité stagne malgré l'apport des intrants, alors qu'il faudrait au contraire qu'elle augmente pour faire face à la demande alimentaire croissante de l'humanité", explique Patrick Lavelle, professeur d'écologie des sols à l'université Paris-VI et chercheur au laboratoire d'écologie des sols tropicaux à l'Institut de recherche pour le développement (IRD).

La révolution verte menée à partir des années 1960 témoigne de ce phénomène. Certes, elle a permis d'augmenter les rendements agricoles dans les pays du Sud grâce à la sélection végétale et animale et la modernisation des techniques de production. Mais ses promoteurs, tout à leurs idées généreuses, "ont tout simplement oublié que les sols étaient vivants", estime le chercheur. Il est aujourd'hui clair, poursuit-il, que la productivité agricole dépend pour une grande part de la micro- et de la macro-faune – vers de terre, termites, nématodes, microbes, bactéries, insectes – qui y vivent. Leur rôle, insiste Patrick Lavelle, est capital car ils aèrent et restructurent le sol et transportent les éléments minéraux nécessaires à la croissance des plantes.

MONDE SOUTERRAIN

D'où la nécessité d'étudier ce petit monde souterrain insuffisamment connu. Aussi, le Programme des Nations unies pour l'environnement (UNEP) a-t-il lancé, fin 2002, une initiative internationale destinée à étudier la biodiversité des sols tropicaux. Ce qui permettra de recenser "les organismes qui vivent immédiatement sous nos pieds et qui sont les moins bien étudiés de la planète". Par la même occasion, il sera alors possible de promouvoir ainsi une agriculture durable.

Ce projet de 26 millions de dollars sur quatre ans sera financé pour 9 millions de dollars par l'UNEP, par d'autres donateurs comme la Fondation Rockefeller pour le reste. Les études porteront d'abord sur la "biodiversité souterraine" de sept pays tropicaux : le Brésil, le Mexique, la Côte d'Ivoire, l'Ouganda, le Kenya, l'Indonésie et l'Inde. Des centaines de chercheurs et les personnels des communautés agricoles locales seront mobilisés pour ce programme, qui débutera fin février par un séminaire de formation des intervenants aux méthodes de mesure de cette biodiversité.

"Les chercheurs prennent de plus en plus conscience que les sols de notre planète, en particulier sous les tropiques, regorgent de vie et abritent davantage d'espèces non décrites que la partie aérienne", souligne Klaus Töpfer, directeur exécutif de l'UNEP. Des espèces dont certaines sont déjà en voie de disparition, comme c'est le cas pour celles qui vivent à la surface de la Terre. "Il est donc urgent de les évaluer et de les classer", ajoute Ahmed Djoghlaf, directeur de la division UNEP à Nairobi (Kenya). Vers de terre, termites, fourmis et organismes fouisseurs jouent en effet un rôle non négligeable sur la quantité d'eau de pluie que les sols peuvent absorber. Quand ces organismes diminuent, les sols ont tendance à la compaction et sont alors sujets à des ruissellements catastrophiques. De leur côté, acariens et champignons éliminent certains polluants et contribuent à combattre les germes pathogènes des eaux souterraines. Enfin, les organismes terricoles jouent un rôle encore mal précisé dans la régulation du gaz carbonique, du méthane et d'autres gaz à effet de serre vers l'atmosphère.

MOINS D'ENGRAIS

Le rôle des vers de terre a été mis en évidence lors de la reconstitution de la fertilité de sols fatigués des plantations de thé du Tamil Nadu, en Inde du Sud. Après des décennies de culture intensive, ils s'étaient dégradés et avaient perdu une bonne partie de leur humus. Conséquence : la production stagnait malgré l'adjonction croissante d'engrais, de pesticides et d'hormones de croissance sur les plants. Certains producteurs ont alors décidé de tester une technique mise au point par Patrick Lavelle et le professeur Bikram Senapati, de l'université Sambalpur, avec le concours de la société Parry-Agro, troisième producteur de thé en Inde. Un succès. 

Ce procédé, breveté, consiste à creuser de petites tranchées dans le sol destiné à la culture. Au fond de chacune d'entre elles, on installe les tiges et les feuilles issues de la taille des plants de thé, que l'on recouvre d'une couche de terre dans laquelle ont été introduits – à raison de 80 kilos par hectare – des vers de terre. "Les vers consomment le matériel végétal apporté et la terre. Ce qui a pour effet de stimuler la croissance des plantes, qui double la première année", ajoute Patrick Lavelle. Après ce coup de fouet, la production se maintient d'elle-même au prix de plus faibles quantités d'engrais. Cette technique ne fonctionne pour l'heure qu'en Inde. Mais plusieurs organismes publics et privés de la province du Yunnan, en Chine, se proposent de l'utiliser dans des stations pilotes à partir du printemps 2003. Certaines régions du Vietnam seraient également intéressées.

Il arrive cependant que les vers de terre, habituellement bénéfiques, provoquent des dégâts parce que l'homme a perturbé un milieu naturel. C'est ce qui se passe dans certaines zones de la forêt amazonienne brésilienne non loin de Manaus, qui ont été brûlées et défrichées pour laisser la place à des pâturages. Cette action, étudiée par les chercheurs de l'IRD, a profondément modifié la structure des sols et entraîné une diminution de 70 % de la biodiversité initiale. Profitant de cette situation, le ver de terre Pontoscolex corethurus a envahi les pâturages pour atteindre une densité de 400 individus par mètre carré. Or ses déjections sont si abondantes qu'elles ont créé une croûte de 5 centimètres d'épaisseur à la surface qui empêche l'eau de s'infiltrer et fait dépérir l'herbe des prairies.

Christiane Galus

Les termites laboureurs
Contrairement à une idée reçue, les termites ne sont pas uniquement de redoutables ravageurs avides de bois. Ces insectes, dont on a recensé 2 300 espèces dans le monde, ont en effet un régime alimentaire très diversifié qui leur permet d'assimiler la matière végétale sous différentes formes. Quelques espèces se nourrissent de bois sec (termites xylophages) ou de plantes (espèces champignonnistes) et peuvent, de ce fait, être nuisibles. Pourtant, plus de la moitié des espèces connues (termites humivores) s'alimentent de composés végétaux dégradés associés aux particules du sol (humus). Le régime alimentaire des termites humivores demeure encore en partie une énigme. L'hypothèse la plus probable est que le système digestif de ces insectes leur permet de digérer des composés peu dégradés par les autres organismes du sol (champignons et bactéries). Sous les tropiques, en agissant sur le cycle de matière organique du sol, ils contribuent à sa structuration et à sa conservation.

_____________________________________________________________________________

BusinessWorld 

January 10, 2003, Friday 

WEEKENDER: ENVIRONMENT;  City tightens noose vs smoke belchers 

      BYLINE: Rey Luis Banagudos with a report from Washington File 

      BODY: 

       ZAMBOANGA CITY - As the air in this city's downtown continues to deteriorate due to smoke-belching    vehicles, the city government has implemented a new ordinance that will require all vehicles to pass a smoke emission test that started last Jan. 6. 

      Known as the Anti-Smoke Belching Ordinance, the law prohibits all smoke-belching motor vehicles from operating, passing or using any street or highway within the city. 

      Air pollution tests conducted in the last two years have indicated a consistent increase of pollutants in the  atmosphere due to a corresponding rise of smoke-belching vehicles. The Department of Environment and  Natural Resources (DENR) office here said the latest test result monitored 230 micrograms of total  suspended particulate in the downtown area. 

      Councilor Milabel Velasquez, who authored the law, said the Land Transportation Office (LTO) here would  not renew the applications for registration of vehicles without the emission test compliance certificate. 

      The test will be conducted by the City Anti-Smoke Belching Task Force composed of personnel from the city  agriculturist-environment and natural resources division, LTO, DENR and police office traffic division. 

      The city government has installed a smoke emission test equipment for diesel-engine vehicles, and P1.5  million has also been allotted this year for the purchase of additional equipment and accessories which will be used to test gasoline-run vehicles. 

      The ordinance also allows private emission testing centers accredited as nongovernmental organizations to conduct tests, and for volunteer environmental organizations to enforce the ordinance. Failure to comply or  pass the would be imposed certain penalties or the vehicle will be impounded for not more than 30 days. 

      Ms. Velasquez said the ordinance, which was approved last Dec. 19, was enacted in compliance with Republic Act No. 8749, or the Philippine Clean Air Act. 

      Meanwhile, two American professors - one a biologist, one an economist - have released findings linking global warming to changing life patterns among plants and animals in the natural environment. 

      Their report, published in "Nature" last Jan. 2, shows how various species are reacting to global warming by  adjusting their range northward in search of cooler temperatures, or breeding earlier in the spring in response to warmer temperatures. 

      The article was written by Professor Camille Parmesan, a biologist at the University of Texas at Austin, and Gary Yohe, an economist at Wesleyan University in Connecticut. 

      Both experts served as members of a panel of authors contributing to "Climate Change 2001," the third assessment report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). 

      The IPCC, established by the World Meteorological Organization and the United Nations Environment  Program, assesses scientific, technical and socioeconomic information relevant to the understanding of climate change and its potential impact. 

      It is considered among the world's most authoritative bodies on global warming. 

      A University of Texas press release said Ms. Parmesan and Mr. Yohe conducted an extensive global statistical analysis, examining the behaviors of a wide range of plant and animal species in North America and Europe. 

      They found that species such as birds, butterflies and alpine herbs had shifted their habitats northward an average of six kilometers per decade, or to higher altitudes of six meters per decade. 

      In all, the researchers said global warming has accounted for a shift to an earlier spring for 677 species studied. - with a report from Washington File

_____________________________________________________________________________

ENS

CFC Smugglers Jailed, Fined 

                      By Cat Lazaroff 

WASHINGTON, DC, January 9, 2003 (ENS) - A Connecticut businessman who made millions by illegally importing and selling ozone depleting chlorofluorocarbon gases has been sentenced to spend the next six and a half years in prison. Barry Himes, who has already forfeited a $3 million mansion, a BMW sedan and a three-carat diamond ring, was also ordered to pay $1.8 million in restitution. 

Himes is the lead defendant in a case involving a complex multi-year, multimillion dollar conspiracy to import and sell ozone depleting chlorofluorocarbon gases (CFCs) and to avoid taxes. Sentenced along with Himes on Tuesday was co-conspirator John Mucha, who will spend four  years in prison and must pay $1.2 million in restitution. 

Ozone depleting chemicals such as CFCs are blamed for a thinning or hole in the stratospheric ozone layer over Antarctica, shown here on September 17, 2001. (Two images courtesy NASA/Goddard Space Flight Center)

Another defendant, accountant Richard Pelletier, is expected to be sentenced later this week and face                      similar penalties. So far, a total of 10 individuals  have pleaded guilty to federal charges in      connection with the investigation. 

The case is the second largest prosecution regarding ozone depleting substances and is part of a nationwide CFC anti-smuggling initiative by the Justice Department, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency and the Customs Service. To date, more than 114 individuals have been convicted in numerous illegal CFC import schemes, and courts have imposed significant  prison terms and several millions of dollars in fines and restitution in a number of these cases. 

"We will not tolerate criminal conduct that is detrimental to our environment," said Tom Sansonetti, assistant attorney general for the Justice Department's environment and natural resources division. "The Environment Division will continue its strong enforcement efforts against anyone who tries to gain an  unfair advantage at the expense of the environment." 

CFCs, which are used primarily as refrigerants and industrial solvents, are ozone depleting substances that are subject to strict regulations under the Clean Air Act because of the danger that they present to the Earth's protective ozone layer. When released into the air, CFCs migrate into the                      upper atmosphere where they destroy ozone, a naturally occurring gaseous compound that protects the Earth from the sun's harmful ultraviolet radiation. 

Restrictions on the use of ozone depleting substances helped to shrink the hole over Antarctica last year. In September 2002, the hole had thinned and divided in two. 

These chemicals are subject to an excise tax of about $5 per pound, which is imposed to discourage their use and to promote the transition to more ozone friendly replacement products. 

Himes, Mucha and Pelletier concealed more than $6 million in profits from the sale of more than a million pounds of CFCs between 1996 and 1998. The defendants admitting smuggling about 660 tons of CFCs into the U.S., and importing another 1,100 tons without paying excise taxes. 

The defendants used the name of various shell companies to conceal their control of these transactions to defeat efforts by the Internal Revenue Service to collect the excise and income taxes. They used multiple offshore bank accounts in the Bahamas and Antigua as well as other corporate bank accounts in Nevada and New York, to launder the money, hide their income, and create a false appearance that the income from the CFC sales proceeds was going to unrelated third parties. 

Smuggling of ozone depleting substances is a  worldwide problem. These canisters were seized in                      India. (Photo courtesy Environmental Investigation Agency)

 Dozens of wire transfers and checks were made payable to contractors building a multi-million home for Himes, to a boat dealer for Himes's purchase of a 45 foot cruiser, to a jeweler for a diamond ring and other diamond jewelry for Himes, and to car dealerships for the purchase of                      vehicles for Himes, Mucha and Pelletier. 

Under the terms of a plea agreement with  the U.S. attorney's office, Himes forfeited his mansion - a 5,400 square foot custom built home on the Connecticut River which the government auctioned off for $3.4 million - a luxury car and a diamond ring, on top of the $1.8 million in restitution and a $12,500 fine that he  must pay. Mucha has forfeited his BMW sedan and will pay $1.2 million in                      restitution. 

The defendants could have faced even greater penalties: up to 20 years in prison and fines of $500,000 or more for money laundering charges, for example. All three pleaded guilty in March 2002 and reached plea agreements with the government. 

New technologies are helping to replace  many refrigeration and air conditioning systems that once used CFCs and other ozone depleters. This desiccant cooling system is on the roof of the Park Hyatt

Hotel in Washington, DC. (Photo courtesy National Renewable Energy Laboratory)

"As these defendants learned the hard way, CFC smugglers get caught, prosecuted, fined and sent to federal prison," said John Peter Suarez, EPA's assistant administrator for enforcement and compliance assurance." "This settlement sends a clear message that pollution doesn't pay. We will take all actions necessary to enforce our laws against those who put the public at risk." 

The cases are not the first to bring hefty penalties for violations of federal law involving CFCs. In May 2001, Aurelio and Joseph Vigna were sentenced in Miami to spend more than a year in jail and pay $750,000 in excise taxes after they pled guilty to conspiracy in a case involving the illegal distribution of CFCs. 

_____________________________________________________________________________

ENS

Water Crisis Facing Entire Nation 

                      WASHINGTON, DC, January 9, 2003 (ENS) - The United States is facing

                      major challenges to its water resources, the American Water Resources

                      Association (AWRA) has warned the Bush administration and Congress. 

                      The group, a national trade organization representing publicly owned

                      wastewater utilities, sent a letter to President George W. Bush, the Speaker of

                      the House of Representatives and the Majority Leader of the Senate, calling

                      on them to address the problems. The letter is based largely on discussions

                      that took place at the National Water Policy Dialogue, held in Washington DC

                      in September 2002. 

                      That conference was convened by AWRA, sponsored by 10 federal agencies,

                      and cosponsored by 24 non-governmental organizations. It was attended by

                      267 persons representing 41 states, the District of Columbia, and Puerto Rico. 

                      In the letter, AWRA points to ongoing drought, inadequate water for

                      forecasted long term municipal and industrial uses, ports operating at the

                      margin in terms of channel depths, and annual flood losses in the United

                      States that continue to worsen. The letter also warns of annual losses of more

                      than 70,000 acres of non-federal wetlands, a federal list of 1,260 threatened or

                      endangered plants and animals, miles of rivers that do not meet water quality

                      standards, and impaired coastal waters and estuarine areas. 

                      The groups says there are major funding shortfalls for maintaining water

                      infrastructure, and increasing support to remove dams that no longer serve

                      their original purpose or threaten natural systems. Non-structural means of

                      preventing flood damages are used with increasing frequency, the letter

                      states, while new and innovative methods of producing energy and reducing

                      and eliminating water pollution help reduce the need for hydroelectric dams. 

                      The nation's courts have been asked to address a growing number of conflicts

                      over the primacy of one water user over another, the rights of natural systems,

                      and the rights of Native Americans to water. 

                      The AWRA letter urges immediate action by the administration and the

                      Congress to deal with national water resources issues, noting that failure to

                      do so could impact the economy, reduce the country's capacity to participate

                      in global markets and increase legal conflicts over rights and uses. Failure to

                      act could reverse progress on cleaning up rivers and restoring natural areas,

                      the letter states, and continue the escalation of flood damages. 

                      AWRA calls on the administration and the Congress to develop a National

                      Water Vision that would determine, in cooperation with the states and local

                      governments, how the nation wants to deal with water resources. AWRA

                      emphasized that it is not calling for a federal water policy that directs the

                      actions of federal, state and local governments, but for a policy that defines

                      the shared responsibilities at each level of government. 

                      The national policy should ensure coordination and collaboration among

                      federal agencies and with other agencies at state, regional and local levels, the

                      letter states, and should deal with water issues on a holistic basis, using

                      watersheds and basins as the setting for water resource projects and

                      programs. 

_________________________________________________________________________
Reuters 

Oil fever casts pall over Amazon eco-paradise
  KAPAWI, Ecuador - The kiskadee's bright yellow breast glitters as the small bird loops over the lagoon while across the water a sloth edges its careful way along the underside of a tree branch. 

  On the Capahuari River beyond, a gaggle of green turtles slide off a half-submerged trunk as a battery-powered canoe approaches and a sudden eddy signals that a fresh-water dolphin has dived out of sight. 

  On the boardwalk of the Kapawi Ecolodge, plastic water bags to provide day-end warm showers for the 40 paying guests in 20 neat timber cabins lie heating in the sun while indigenous Achuar cooks peel manioc roots for the evening meal. 

  The scene is almost idyllic in this corner of Ecuador's part of Amazonia, a 14-day jungle trek from the nearest road and so remote from the  rest of the country that the local store is a houseboat that comes up-river from Peru. 

  But in the surrounding Achuar villages, whose people have little more than 30 years experience in dealing with the outsiders they still call "the white man," there is fear that radical change may be coming whether they like it or not. 

  "We will fight it every way we can," says 30-year-old Froilan Tutrik, headman of the 40-member community at Kusutkau, just 45 minutes upstream from the lodge - a flagship for Guayaquil-based ecological tour company Canodros. 

  Ecuador, whose biggest export is crude oil, hopes to expand oil production and is looking to the remote southeastern swath of the Amazon where the Achuar live. 

  In mid-December, Achuar Indians seized eight workers for an Argentine oil company for nine days to protest their exploration work in the jungle. Firm CGC agreed to halt its work until the two sides agree on drilling plans. 

  Some Achuar live in oil block No. 24, where Burlington Resources holds exploration rights. The firm has not moved ahead with exploration because of the opposition. 

  "Tell the world we don't want the oil companies here. It would mean the end of everything we live by," Tutrik said. 

  His words echo in every conversation with Achuar - the some 3,500 "people of the water palm" spread across 2 million (810,000) pristine  forest acres (hectares) with an amazing variety of plant and animal life straddling Ecuador's south-eastern border with Peru. 

  NIGHTMARE PREDICTED 

  "It would be a nightmare," says Cristobal Vargas, a 42-year-old guide who steers foreign tourists from the Kapawi lodge along jungle trails and river backwaters while explaining his native culture's lore and beliefs. 

  "We know what has happened to the Indian nations in the north who agreed to let the oil firms in," he tells visitors from Europe as he sips  a soft drink in the lodge's spacious meeting room that also serves as library and bar. 

  "The animals and birds died or fled, the butterflies and insects were burned in the gas flares, and oil spills flooded the land. Many of the  men became drunks and women turned to prostitution." 

  In Ecuador's heavily developed northern jungle, Indians sued Texaco alleging toxic dumping devastated the environment and exposed  local residents to cancer-causing pollutants. 

  The dark vision is contested by the oil companies and the state company Petroecuador which assigns the exploration contracts and itself  produces half the cash-strapped country's economically vital 420,000 barrels a day. 

  "The human face of petroleum," is how many bill themselves today, arguing that mistakes made in the early oil boom years - graphically  detailed by a photo exhibit in the Ecuadorean capital Quito's Amazonia Museum - have been corrected. 

  But for Canodros, which also operates a top-of-the-market cruise vessel around Ecuador's Galapagos Islands, tailored eco-tourism offers a  way to keep out big oil. 

  "Our type of project can help bring the amenities of modern life - like health and schooling - to the peoples of the Amazon without destroying a lifestyle they don't want to lose," said the company's general manager, Andre Barona. 

  "Our goal," says a Canadros mission statement, "is to work with the Achuar indigenous community to provide a successful alternative to  the traditional destruction created by enterprises in the Amazon Rain Forest." 

  "It's either eco-tourism or no eco at all," says Kerry Alley, a 25-year-old biologist from Maine in the United States who is working at  Kapawi as a naturalist. 

  BRAINCHILD OF GUIDE 

  Opened in 1996, the Kapawi lodge was the brainchild of Ecuadorean adventure tour guide Daniel Koupermann. He found quick support from Barona and his businessman father Enrique who were looking to complement their Galapagos enterprise. 

  Built along the shore of the Kapawi lagoon by largely Achuar craftsmen without the use of nails, the solar energy-powered complex  provides $40,000 a year in rent from Canodros to the Achuar national organization, FINAE. 

  "The key was to involve them in everything from the start," said Koupermann, now Canadros project manager, in an interview at company  headquarters in Guayaquil, Ecuador's leading port and its commercial capital. 

  Some of the rental funds are used by FINAE, an increasingly loud voice in the chorus of Amazonian indigenous groups, to finance its campaign to keep out the oil companies. 

  But the lodge, managed in rotation by trained young Ecuadorean environmentalists with the help of Spanish-speaking naturalists like Alley from both Europe and the Americas, also provides paid employment for dozens of local people. 

  "Some come in from villages five days walk away," says Koupermann. 

  "This is the first time they have had a money economy project that really affects their lives. And they can see benefits from careful integration into the modern world." 

  The San Francisco-based Pachamama Alliance, a non-governmental organization brought in by Canodros to provide support and know-how for social projects, is backing creation of an Achuar air service to make easier movement possible. 

  Tourists currently travel to the lodge in four hours from Quito with a small private firm which flies 30-seater planes to a jungle military airfield and then eight-seaters to one of two packed-earth airstrips a short powered canoe ride from Kapawi. 

  BUSY DAY 

  A stay at the lodge can be hectic. 

  A typical day could include a dawn river trip to watch multi-colored parrots, toucans, the Inca-beaked ani and the yellow-crested hoatzin or "stinky turkey," adopted as the symbol of Kapawi, out looking for their breakfast. 

  Later could come a visit to an Achuar village for an initially ritualized but later frank discussion with a shaman, an afternoon trek under the  forest canopy and an after-dark canoe cruise to spot caiman lurking along the river. 

  In 2011, the running of the lodge is due to be handed over to the Achuar. "They may want us to stay on as consultants, for marketing or  quality control," says Andre Barona. "We will be ready to help them in any way that they want." 

  But for now another problem looms - a fall in the number of visitors to Kapawi and the Galapagos, mainly from the United States, since last  year's Sept. 11 attacks on New York and Washington made worse by global economic woes. 

  "We need an upturn to improve our cash flow," says Barona. "It's not looking too good at the moment. 

  "Perhaps we were running too fast and over-estimated the market. There are a lot of international tour operators out there who talk a lot about eco-tourism, but they are not ready to support a project like Kapawi." 

_____________________________________________________________________________

BBC

Internet helps write the book of life
               The Austin blind salamander: Discovered only in 2002

             By Alex Kirby 

               BBC News Online environment correspondent 

               A hugely ambitious project to find and name every species on Earth within the next 25 years has been launched by scientists. 

               The internet and the development of DNA sequencing  technology make the goal achievable, they say. 

               This should create "a one-stop shop" of data which both amateur and professional naturalists can use. 

               The task is urgent, because of the rate at which species are vanishing into oblivion before their existence has been recorded. 

               Professor David Hillis, of the University of Texas, US, says about 1.7 million species  have been described so far, although estimates of the total number range from 10 million to 100 million. 

               He told BBC Radio 4's environment programme Costing  the Earth: "Many fields of biology suffer from our lack of knowledge. 

               Galloping losses 

               "We're very bad at making predictions about ecological systems, for instance, because we know so little of the  species interactions - because we know so few of the species. 

               "Yet each is a novel solution for how an organism survives in the world. So there's a genetic goldmine of information within every species. 

               "We can't protect things we don't know about. The biomedical implications are enormous." 

               Lord May is president of the UK's  national academy of sciences,  the Royal Society. 

               He told the programme: "Extinction rates have accelerated by about a thousandfold over the average that's been seen over the roughly 600 million year sweep of the fossil record. 

               "There are various further lines of evidence that point to further acceleration by a factor of perhaps 10 over the coming century. 

               "We are today standing on the breaking tip of the sixth great wave of extinction in the history of life on Earth, different from the others in that it's unambiguously associated with us. 

               "The first rule of intelligent tinkering is to keep all the pieces. Do you want to live in a grievously impoverished world, the world of the cult movie Bladerunner?" 

               Harnessing technology 

               Professor John Lawton, who heads the UK's Natural Environment Research Council (Nerc), says without taxonomy the whole of modern biology would be impossible. 

               He told Costing the Earth: "Imagine having a library in which you didn't know where any of the books were, and you didn't know what their titles were, and then trying to find the right book." 

               About 1.5 million species have been identified so far,  with a further 10,000 or so added annually. 

               Lord May said: "At that rate it's going to take us about 500 years just to complete the catalogue, leaving aside

               the fact that extinctions might help us by wiping a lot of them out, which is hardly a cheerful solution." 

               Professor Hillis is one of the scientists involved in the All Species Foundation, which aims               to find every unknown species on Earth within the next 25  years. 

               He says the task is as visionary as the Moon landings and the discovery of the human genome. But he thinks it can be done. 

               The secret, the Foundation says, lies in combining the power of the internet with  the development of DNA  sequencing. 

               Closing the loop 

               Instead of the time-consuming present system of comparing new discoveries with museum species, there  will be a worldwide web-based database. 

               DNA information can be quickly submitted and examined to see whether it is related to known organisms, or is from a genuinely new species. 

               One example of the sort of new discovery the Foundation is looking for is the Austin blind               salamander, which lives in natural pools in the city of Austin, Texas. 

               People have swum there for years. But it was only in 2002 that the Austin blind was found and identified as a  new species. 

               Salamander images copyright and courtesy of Dee-Ann Chamberlain 

               Costing the Earth is broadcast on BBC Radio 4 at 2100 GMT on Thursday 9 January 2003.

_____________________________________________________________________________

BBC

Eco-activism bearing fruit,  report says

               National initiatives have boosted wind power Grassroots activities can bring tangible change to the environment, the Worldwatch organisation has said in  its State of the World 2003 report. 

               Despite the disappointments of the Johannesburg world summit last year, the group gives an upbeat prognosis for the planet, saying people can still make a real difference to their world. 

               "Building a world where we meet our own needs without denying future generations a healthy society is not  impossible, as some would assert," said Worldwatch Institute President Christopher Flavin. 

               "The question is where societies choose to put their creative efforts." 

               Successes and challenges 

               According to Worldwatch, success stories include: 

                    30% increase in use of solar energy and wind power in countries such as Germany, Japan and Spain in the last five years 81% drop in ozone-depleting CFC production during the 1990s and a slowing in the growth of  the Antarctic ozone hole Reduction in polio cases globally from 350,000 in 1988 to 480 in 2001 

               The group says notable achievements have been brought about by concerted efforts at local, national and state levels. 

               "From Germany to rural China, renewable energy, especially wind power and solar (photovoltaic) power, has come of age," the report says. 

               Renewable energy is now a multi-billion-dollar global business, it points out. 

               The report highlights some of the challenges for the future. 

                    Malaria, which claims 7,000 lives every day -  more than Aids Bird extinctions               5,500 children die each day from diseases linked to polluted food, air and water  The rate of ice melt, which has doubled since 1988

               "We have seen many times in human history that societies are able to learn quickly from experience and  to then act," said State of the World 2003 project director Gary Gardner. 

               The report says that in the developing world, women are often the first to feel the impact of environmental degradation, as they rely on vegetation and water for  their daily household needs. 

               It says areas of high biodiversity should be targeted for improvements in reproductive health, education and women's rights.

_____________________________________________________________________________

BBC

Polar bear 'extinct within 100 years'

The bears face pollution and climate threats

             By Helen Briggs 

               BBC News Online science reporter 

               The polar bear could be driven to extinction by global warming within 100 years, warns an ecology expert. 

               The animal, which relies on sea ice to catch seals, is already starting to suffer the effects of climate changes in areas such as Hudson Bay in Canada. 

               Scientists say Arctic sea ice is  melting at a rate of up to 9% per decade. Arctic summers could be ice-free by mid-century. 

               Dr Andrew Derocher of the University of Alberta, Edmonton, has used the data to            assess the impact on the Arctic's top predator. 

               Top carnivore 

               He believes the polar bear could disappear in the wild  by the end of the century unless the pace of global warming slows. 

               He told BBC News Online: "Polar bears are a species  whose whole life history is dependent on having sea ice.

               "As the sea ice changes in distribution and pattern we can expect this to have fundamental

               changes on the ecology of polar bears. 

               "As the sea ice disappears, so will the polar bears." 

               Polar bears are uniquely adapted to survival in the Arctic. They are the world's largest land predator,  feeding mainly on seals. 

               They use the sea ice as a floating platform to catch  prey and they travel across it on their way to their dens. 

               British polar expert Dr Peter Wadhams of the University of Cambridge says the bear faces a gloomy future  unless it is able to change its habits. 

               "It could be that a polar bear could adapt to a new habitat and adopt habits like the brown bear in Alaska which hunts salmon in streams and other small animals on land," he said. 

               Fragile ecology 

               Scientists believe that Ursus maritimus, the "sea bear", evolved about 200,000 years ago from brown bear ancestors. 

               Whether it can 'change its spots' and behave more like a brown bear is another matter. 

               Lynn Rosentrater, climate scientist in the WWF International Arctic Programme, thinks it unlikely. 

               There have been cases of polar bears scavenging in bins for food in summer, she said, but the animals  need seal fat to get through the winter. 

               "In the absence of sea ice the whole basis of polar bear ecology ceases to exist," she explained. 

               Polar bears are currently found in Arctic regions of Alaska, Canada, Russia, Greenland and Norway. 

               Populations in southern limits such as Hudson Bay are at most risk of dying out. 

               Bears stand most chance of surviving, in isolated groups, in the western Arctic or the Canadian archipelago. 

_____________________________________________________________________________

ROE

General Environment News

Panel: Skeptical Environmentalist Perverted Message

COPENHAGEN, Denmark, January 8, 2003 (ENS) - An official Danish scientific ethics panel has ruled that Bjorn Lomborg "perverted the scientific message" in his book "The Sceptical Environmentalist," which disputes the seriousness of many key environmental problems. The decision is an embarrassment for the Danish government, which last year installed Lomborg as head of a new Environmental Assessment Institute (IMV). 

http://ens-news.com/ens/jan2003/2003-01-08-03.asp
_________________________________________________________________________________________ ENVIRONMENTAL NEWS FROM NORTH AMERICAN MEDIA (RONA)

9 January 2003

Two Scientists Contend U.S. Suppressed Dolphin Studies, NY Times, 9/1:  Two former government scientists say their superiors shot down years' worth of research on the effects of tuna fishing on dolphin populations because the findings clashed with the policy aims of the Clinton and Bush administrations.  The accusations come just after the Bush administration relaxed the rules for labeling "dolphin-safe" tuna.  (See http://www.nytimes.com/2003/01/09/politics/09TUNA.html?ex=1043117642&ei=1&en=0beba5b9cd716884)

Energy Taxes of the Rich and Famous, Christian Science Monitor, 9/1:  To save its world-class ski resort from global warming, Aspen, Colo., is cracking down on heated driveways and other energy-guzzling luxuries with the world's stiffest tax on carbon dioxide emissions.  (See http://www.csmonitor.com/2003/0109/p14s01-sten.html)

McCain and Lieberman Offer Bill to Require Cuts in Gases, NY Times (et al), 9/1:  At a packed committee hearing, Senators John McCain, Republican of Arizona, and Joseph I. Lieberman, Democrat of Connecticut, joined forces yesterday to challenge the Bush administration on global warming.  The two former - and possibly future - political rivals to President Bush and each other offered their bill to reduce the emissions of heat-trapping gases, saying the administration was stuck in neutral on that crucial environmental matter.  (See http://www.nytimes.com/2003/01/09/politics/09ENVI.html?ex=1043118132&ei=1&en=0b489e0f4c4d3503)

White House Says Research On Warming Is Insufficient, Wall Street Journal, 9/1:  The Bush administration is sticking to its position that more research on global climate change is needed before taking steps to control greenhouse gases, despite bipartisan movement in Congress to impose curbs on such pollutants -- and growing concern about the issue among voters.  James R. Mahoney, an assistant secretary of Commerce, told the Senate Commerce Committee yesterday that despite spending $3 billion a year on climate-change research, U.S. scientists still can't "sort out" the relative intensity of man-made causes and natural causes.

The environment's Galileo, National Post (Canada), 9/1:  An opinion piece from Nick Schulz, editor-in-chief of TechCentralStation.com, examines the renewed controversy over Bjorn Lomborg's book “The Skeptical Environmentalist”.  He decries this week’s “smear” by the Danish Committees on Scientific Dishonesty (DCSD picked up and amplified by The New York Times, Washington Post and others, arguing that Lomborg’s views will be vindicated over time.  (See http://www.nationalpost.com/utilities/story.html?id=AF82EDA7-450B-4095-8011-86037EBA7FA7)






*******

_________________________________________________________________________________________

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

           Following is a near-verbatim transcript of today’s noon briefing by Hua Jiang, Deputy Spokesman for the

     Secretary-General.

           Good afternoon.

           **Security Council

           The Security Council is meeting in closed consultations to hear briefings by the Executive Chairman of the

     United Nations Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC), Hans Blix, and the Director General of

     the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), Mohammed ElBaradei.

           The two provided Council members with an update on the on-going inspection process in Iraq.

           We expect both Dr. Blix and Dr. ElBaradei to speak at the stakeout afterwards.

           Earlier this morning, on his way into the building, Dr. Blix said he would tell Council members that a more

     profound reading of Iraq’s weapons declaration, confirms his first impression -– namely that the declaration fails to

     answer a great many questions.

           **Iraq

           We’re expecting today’s inspections update shortly.  As soon as it’s available we’ll let you know.

           **Cambodia

           The talks between Cambodia and the United Nations on the establishment of Extraordinary Chambers to deal

     with the prosecution of crimes committed during the period of Democratic Kampuchea resumed this morning.

           We will continue to update you as soon as we have information on the conclusion of the meeting.

           **Economic report

           The United Nations economic forecast for 2003, “The World Economic Situation and Prospects 2003”, was

     launched at a press conference a short while ago.  United Nations economists expect a slow economic rebound this

     year and say that not enough is being done to assist poor countries in poverty alleviation.  Even this slow rate of

     growth, they say, is subject to both political and macroeconomic risks and uncertainties.

           We have copies of the report at the Documents Counter on the Third floor and you can contact Tim Wall of

     DPI at extension 5851 for more information.

           **Cannibalism

           Concerning the Democratic Republic of the Congo, a United Nations team is on the ground in the north-east of

     the country near Mambassa to investigate reports of rapes, mass graves, and cannibalism.

           The area has been the scene of clashes between the Congolese Rally for Democracy/liberation Movement and

     the Movement for the Liberation of the Congo.

           The United Nations team has been speaking to local residents.  The investigation will be finished in a few

     days.  The report will be handed over to the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, Sergio Vieira de

     Mello when he visits the DRC next Monday and Tuesday.

           Vieira de Mello’s other stops will include Angola and Burundi.  We expect to have more details on his trip

     during Friday’s briefing.

           **Golan

           According to preliminary information provided by the United Nations Observer Force in the Golan Heights,

     there was firing yesterday in the southernmost portion of the mission’s area of operation, just north of the intersection

     of the Jordanian, Israeli and Syrian borders.

           Israeli Defence Forces (IDF) fire killed one Syrian, and a second was reportedly captured by the IDF.

           It appears that the two Syrians were on foot, west of the line separating Israeli controlled Golan and Syria, but

     east of the technical fence which does not follow the separation line in this particular spot.

           The mission is investigating the incident and will provide further details as they become available.

           The mission is also negotiating with the IDF to recover the body of the known casualty and to obtain the

     release of the apprehended Syrian.

           **Afghanistan

           The United Nations mission in Afghanistan at its press briefing in Kabul today noted with shock a robbery of

     more than $160,000, which had been intended for use to assist thousands of people in the northern city of

     Mazar-e-Sharif.

           The robbery of an office of an Italian non-governmental organization took place a week ago, and the money

     was to have been used for the purchase of relief aid for some 6,000 Afghans in urgent need, as temperatures plummet

     amid an already dire situation.

           **Timor-Leste to join UNESCO

           In a letter to the Director-General of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization

     (UNESCO), President Xanana Gusmao of Timor-Leste announced his country’s intention to join the Organization.

           The United States also recently announced its intention to rejoin the Organization and with the addition of

     these two, the number of members will rise to 190.

           We have a press release with a bit more details upstairs.

           **Guest at noon tomorrow

           Carolyn McAskie, the United Nations’ Deputy Relief Coordinator and the Secretary-General’s Humanitarian

     Envoy for the Côte d’Ivoire Crisis, will be joining us at noon tomorrow to talk to you about her upcoming mission to that

     country.

           And that’s all I have got for you today.  Any questions?  Yes, please.

           **Questions and Answers

           Question:  Will the United States be considered a member until it’s paid its dues?  As far as I know it still

     hasn’t paid.  It promised the money, but at a recent luncheon with UNESCO, the guy said they haven’t received the

     money yet.  I meant UNESCO dues.

           Deputy Spokesman for the Secretary-General:  I think on that subject Nancy St. John in the office has all the

     details.  So, if you could talk to her after the briefing.

           Question:  But is it true that a country is not considered a member until actually it pays?  I actually asked

     Nancy that question.

           Deputy Spokesman for the Secretary-General:  Yes, please ask Nancy.  All right, good afternoon then.

           (The Spokesman’s office later announced that prospective members had to both sign the UNESCO

     constitution and deposit their declaration of acceptance of the constitution before they can be considered as

     members.)

_______________________________________________________________________________
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T H U R S D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
Iraq

*
Many holes in arms declaration but no ‘smoking gun’ found, UN inspectors say

*
Security Council voices full backing for work of UN arms inspectors

*
UN arms experts press forward with inspections

Other news

*
Uncertainties, risks to slow world economic rebound in 2003, UN predicts

*
UN, Cambodia hold third round of exploratory talks on Khmer Rouge special court

*
DR of Congo: UN investigates reports of atrocities in northeast

*
Israeli gunfire in Golan Heights leaves one Syrian dead, UN mission says

*
Disarmament process in northern Afghanistan yields 39 weapons, UN mission reports

*
Drug control meeting stresses strong government infrastructure in Afghanistan – UN

*
Condemning official’s murder, UN envoy says Kosovo ‘sick and tired’ of violence

*
Timor-Leste announces intention to join UNESCO

* * * *

Iraq: inspections

9 January – The top United Nations weapons inspectors today said there were still many unanswered questions in Iraq’s arms declaration although investigations on the ground so far have not uncovered any “smoking guns.”

Speaking to reporters after briefing the Security Council, Hans Blix, Executive Chairman of the UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC), said that he told the 15-nation body that UN investigators were getting prompt access from the Iraqi side and that the inspections were covering “ever-wider areas and ever-more sites.”

“In the course of these inspections we have not found any smoking gun,” Mr. Blix said. “However we are getting more and more information, better knowledge about the situation. [But] the declaration, regrettably, has not helped very much to clarify any question marks of the past.”

Mohamed ElBaradei, Director-General of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), echoed the comments of Mr. Blix, saying that his inspectors were “inching forward” with implementation of their tasks and gaining access to all the sites.

“However, both of us indicated that we need more proactive support on the part of Iraq to move quickly to implement our mandate,” he said. “We also indicated that we need more actionable information on the part of governments and we committed ourselves to intensify the process so we can achieve the result that is intended as soon as we can.”

Both officials pointed to another briefing of the Council scheduled for 27 January as another opportunity to provide more information on the progress of inspections as well as Iraqi cooperation with the process. “That report, we should emphasize, is an update report,” Mr. ElBaradei said. “It is not a final report, it is work in progress and this is simply to register where we are on the 27th of January. But obviously we’ll continue our work afterward and we still have a lot of work to do.”

Asked about the possibility of conducting interviews with Iraqi scientists outside the country, Mr. Blix said under the Council’s resolution 1441, UNMOVIC and the IAEA had that option and were ready to pursue that with those who were ready to accept that alternative. “At the same time we cannot force any individual to speak if he doesn’t accept that,” he said. “We cannot force anyone to go abroad or force them to defect.”

Mr. ElBaradei noted that both agencies have not been able to carry out interviews in private, and that did not indicate the proactive cooperation they expected from Iraq. “I made it clear that if Iraq is willing to show cooperation, we should be allowed to do private interviews inside Iraq,” he said. “We are also of the view that should we identify people who we would like to interview out of Iraq we will exercise that right.”

* * *

Iraq: Security Council

9 January – After hearing a briefing from the chief United Nations weapons inspectors on the international probe into evidence of Iraq’s weapons programme, Security Council members today voiced their full support for the work of the arms experts.

“They listened with utmost attention and interest to the update of the assessment by Dr. [Hans] Blix and Dr. [Mohamed] ElBaradei had made of the Iraqi declaration and to their report on the progress of inspection activities in Iraq since they resumed on November 27, 2002,” the current President of the 15-nation body, Ambassador Jean-Marc de La Sablière of France, said in a statement to the press, referring to the Executive Chairman of the UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC) and the Director-General of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA).

Council members also “reiterated their full support for the work and action of Dr. Blix and Dr. ElBaradei and to the continuation of inspection activities of UNMOVIC and IAEA pursuant to resolution 1441 in order to achieve the disarmament of Iraq,” Ambassador de La Sablière added.

Speaking afterwards in his national capacity, Ambassador de La Sablière said that France reiterated its full support to UNMOVIC and the IAEA in the fulfilment of their mandate, “with the view to achieve and verify the disarmament of Iraq through peaceful means, which is our common objective.”

“It implies that all relevant information related to Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction (WMD) programme be made available to UNMOVIC and IAEA, so as to ensure the full efficiency of the inspections, and to enable the Council to asses the facts,” Ambassador de La Sablière said. “It implies also, and above all, that Iraq comply fully in the implementation of resolution 1441, especially through an active cooperation with the inspectors. Iraq must in particular provide UNMOVIC and IAEA with additional information to answer the unresolved questions and lift uncertainty.”

Ambassador Sergey Lavrov of the Russian Federation said the work of the UN inspectors was still in the early stages but that Mr. Blix and Mr. ElBaradei were encouraged with the access they had received to Iraqi facilities. “I do believe this should be seen as a professional exercise done by professional people presenting their views as they go, and that this should not warrant political agitation around briefings like this one and we will be supporting them,” he said. “We have full confidence in what they are doing, and it is up to them to decide how they implement 1441 on the basis of their mandate.”

For his part, the Permanent Representative of the United Kingdom, Ambassador Jeremy Greenstock, noted that the message to emerge from the briefing was that there is no doubt that the pro-active cooperation that the UK has been looking for on substance from Iraq has not been forthcoming. “I think Iraq is missing an important opportunity to clear up those remaining questions, which the declaration has failed to do, and a number of members of the Council were worried, as the UK is worried, by Iraq missing that opportunity,” he said. “As the days go by, the failure of Iraq pro-actively to cooperate, if that is continued, will become an increasingly serious matter.”

Ambassador Gunter Pleuger said Germany made it clear that it is up to Baghdad to make sure that the disarmament of Iraq can be done in a peaceful manner, by cooperation. He said Germany found large parts of the Iraqi declaration needed improvement and that it contained many questions left open that have to be dealt with by the Security Council and by further questioning of Iraq by the weapons inspectors. He also said that Berlin subscribed to the recent statement by Secretary-General Kofi Annan that the inspections should continue “and for that reason alone there are no grounds military action.”

United States Ambassador John D. Negroponte said that on the basis of both its own review of Iraq’s declaration and the first few weeks of inspections, there is still no evidence that Baghdad has fundamentally changed its approach “from one of deceit to a genuine attempt to be forthcoming in meeting the Council’s demand that it disarm.” He said the declaration represented a deliberate effort to deceive by material omissions “that in our view constitute a further material breach.” How Iraq responds and the evidence it provides are important indicators of their cooperation, Ambassador Negroponte stressed. “It is not, however, UNMOVIC’s or IAEA’s obligation to provide verifiable evidence of disarmament,” he said. “That is Iraq’s responsibility.”

Syria’s Ambassador, Mikhail Wehbe, told reporters that his delegation reiterated its previous position that it did not participate in the discussion on the Iraqi declaration to protest the fact that the 10 non-permanent members of the Security Council did not receive the full text of the document and so could not evaluate it. “This is a great mistake being committed [and it] should be corrected,” he said. Syria also “would not share in any conclusion, in any outcomes that would come out of the discussion today as far as the declaration of Iraq” is concerned.

* * *

Iraq: inspections

9 January – As the chief United Nations inspectors briefed the Security Council today in New York, UN arms experts in Iraq pressed forward with their probe on the ground.

A multidisciplinary team from the UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC) took off on three Bell-212 helicopters from the Al Rasheed Air Base in Baghdad this morning to inspect a site but returned without landing due to weather conditions in the inspection site area, according to a UN spokesman in Baghdad.

Missile teams from UNMOVIC visited three facilities. At the first, the Al Rafah Liquid Engine Test Facility, they witnessed a static test firing of the Al Samoud missile engine that had been postponed for technical reasons.

A second team travelled to the Al Meelad Military Research and Development Company, which specializes in the design and development of missile guidance and control systems. “The technical staff at the facility addressed questions regarding the status of the Al Fatah guidance and control development programme,” said Hiro Ueki, spokesman for UNMOVIC and the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA). The Al Fatah is a short-range rocket with a maximum range of 150 kilometres.

The third team of missile inspectors visited the Al Harith Missile Maintenance Workshop in Taji to temporarily remove UNMOVIC identification tags from nine SA-2 surface-to-air missiles to facilitate required maintenance and repair. The rockets are tagged to ensure that they are not converted into ballistic missiles capable of proscribed ranges, Mr. Ueki noted.

Meanwhile, UNMOVIC biological and chemical teams inspected the Central Veterinary Diagnosis Laboratory in Baghdad and the Al Siniya Small Refineries Project near Bayji, respectively. The laboratory receives samples of animal blood and tissue submitted by other government veterinary agencies and analyzes these to diagnose bacterial, parasitic and viral diseases.

A Mosul-based multidisciplinary team inspected the General Public Health Laboratory in Mosul, according to Mr. Ueki. The laboratory conducts basic bacteriological diagnostic tests and routine screenings.

The IAEA inspected the Baquba Electrical Plant, a State Company for Electrical Industries, which produces electrical goods such as transformers, welding machines, electrical meters and fans for the heavy as well as light current electrical market.

* * *

World economy

9 January – Despite the 2001-2002 shakeout in equities and tech investment, political and macroeconomic risks and uncertainties will continue to impede a decisive return to strong world economic growth in this year and beyond, the United Nations projects in a new report launched today in New York.

According to the World Economic Situation and Prospects 2003, after a slow start, the world economy is expected to pick up steam – growing by perhaps 2.75 per cent in the second half of 2003. But shaky investor confidence, overhauled asset prices, macroeconomic imbalance and slower than expected economic recovery in the United States and Western Europe will continue to weigh down the global economy.

Because the United States remains the main engine of worldwide growth, limits to the sustainability of the US trade deficit and the value of the dollar pose another major downside risk of global proportions, the report says, warning that the United States will continue to lead the global recovery, but without significant momentum. With domestic demand lacking vigour, economic recovery in Japan and Western Europe continues to rely chiefly on external demand and will remain fragile.

Speaking at a press conference in New York on the launch of the report, Ian Kinniburgh, the chief UN development policy analyst, said that overall, slower growth was expected in all major groups of countries than had previously been anticipated. The developing world, he noted, had had two very poor years. While it had experienced six per cent growth in 2000, the growth rate for 2003 was expected to be about 4.75 per cent. The slowdown in developing countries had occurred despite various reforms that they had undertaken.

“Also, due to the slowdown in the developed countries in the past two years, developing countries had faced a rather unfavourable external economic environment.” Mr. Kinniburgh said. In addition, trade and commodity prices have declined in the past couple of years while private capital flows have diminished and foreign direct investment (FDI) flows to developing countries declined, with the exception of China.

Looking ahead, Mr. Kinniburgh said he expects that in the developing world, most of the regions will do slightly better in 2003 but still below the potential rates of growth seen in the mid- and late-1990s. Western Asia would continue to benefit from the higher oil prices currently prevailing and in Africa, some recovery in commodity prices and a slight improvement in trade should be expected.

Asked what effect a war in Iraq would have on the world economy, Mr. Kinniburgh said that while specific calculations had not been carried out, it was clear that an escalation of conflict in that area will only have damaging effects on the global economy. It will almost certainly have an impact on the price of oil and further damaging effects on consumer and investor confidence. “Above all, it will create destruction and havoc within the region to both human life and physical capital,” he stressed, noting that that destruction would undoubtedly be a major setback to the global economy.

* * *

Cambodia

9 January – The United Nations and Cambodia held a third round of exploratory talks today on the establishment of a special court to try former Khmer Rouge leaders for crimes against humanity.

The two sides met for slightly more than two hours this morning at UN Headquarters in New York and are scheduled for another round of discussions tomorrow morning, according to a UN spokesman.

Legal Counsel Hans Corell heads the UN delegation, while the Cambodian side is led by Senior Minister Sok An, who leads the country’s Council of Ministers.

* * *

DR of Congo

9 January – The United Nations mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) has dispatched a team of experts to the northeastern part of the country to investigate reports of summary executions and other serious human rights violations.

According to a spokesperson for the UN Organization Mission in the DRC (MONUC), the UN team has been speaking to local residents in the North Kivu region seeking more solid information on reports of looting, rapes, mass graves and cannibalism. A report on the investigation will be completed in a few days.

That area of the country has been the scene of clashes between the Congolese Rally for Democracy/Liberation Movement and the Movement for the Liberation of the Congo, which had sparked widespread violence and caused massive populations displacement since last October, Patricia Tome said.

MONUC said it expects the team’s report on the investigation to be handed over to the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, Sergio Vieira de Mello, when he visits the DRC next Monday and Tuesday.

* * *

Golan Heights

9 January – United Nations military observers in the Golan Heights have said that Israeli Defence Forces (IDF) killed one Syrian and reportedly captured another yesterday just north of the intersection of the Jordanian, Israeli and Syrian borders.

According to preliminary information from the UN Disengagement Observer Force (UNDOF), the incident occurred in the southernmost portion of the mission’s area of operation. The two Syrians were apparently on foot, west of the line separating Israeli controlled Golan and Syria, but east of the technical fence, which does follow the separation line in this particular spot.

The mission, which has been monitoring a ceasefire between Israel and Syria since 1974, said it is investigating the incident and will provide further details as they become available. The mission is also negotiating with the IDF to recover the body of the known casualty and to obtain the release of the apprehended Syrian.

* * *

Afghanistan

9 January – The joint security team supervising disarmament efforts in northern Afghanistan has collected some 39 predominantly light weapons from six villages in that part of the country, the United Nations mission reported today.

According to a spokesman for the UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA), the weapons were collected in the villages of Khawja, Buchaqlik, Haidari Khana, Abduli and Yuzta in Maymana district, Faryab province. “As has become the practice, the disarmament was supervised by a delegation of the Mazar Multi-Party Security Commission, a delegation integrated with representatives of two key factions – Jamiat and Jumbesh,” Manoel de Almeida e Silva said. The weapons were registered and then returned to district military units of Jamiat and Jumbesh.

Meanwhile, following reports of tension and possible weapons in two other northern villages, another delegation was dispatched to Charkhab and Qushomov in the Sholgara district of Balk province, the spokesman said. After the Security Commission met with commanders and elders, it was revealed that that the two locations had not been entirely disarmed during weapons collection in November.

“Some 35 weapons were said to be still in the possession of commanders of various factions,” Mr. De Almeida e Silva said, noting that on 7 January, five weapons out of 20 promised were collected. At a meeting held yesterday the Commission decided to invite the commanders still holding weapons to attend its future meetings and to ensure that they hand over their guns.

* * *

Afghanistan: drug control

9 January – A coalition of international anti-drug experts has vowed its readiness to support Afghanistan’s efforts to build the strong government infrastructure needed to curb illicit drugs in the country and combat drug trafficking in the region, the United Nations mission said today.

Highlighting the outcome of an anti-drug meeting held in Kabul earlier this week, a spokesman for the UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) said today that participants, including representatives from Iran, United Kingdom, United Nations and United States, asked the Government to prepare a list of priorities needed to assist the Counter Narcotics Department of the National Security Council in Kabul and its provincial offices.

“The Afghan authorities are also to come up with a list identifying the number and the locations of the border control points to be built,” Manoel de Almeida e Silva told reporters in Kabul.

As a result of the talks on Tuesday, the first meeting of border control officials from the participating countries is scheduled to take place in Kabul in a few weeks, with high-level meetings between the parties expected to take place every six months, the spokesman added.

* * *

Kosovo

9 January – The head of the United Nations Interim Administration Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK) today condemned the murder over the weekend of an official in the party of President Ibrahim Rugova who had also been a prominent commander in the Kosovo Liberation Army.

“It is clear that the people of Kosovo are sick and tired of this kind of violence,” said Michael Steiner, referring to the killings on Saturday of Tahir Zemaj, his son and nephew. “Not only do these gangsters ruin Kosovo’s reputation, they work against Kosovo.”

The UNMIK chief said he was heartened to hear that many witnesses have come forward and that police have strong leads and are collecting evidence. “Progress has been made on identifying those involved,” Mr. Steiner said. “But it is also critical that people respect the police and courts and let them do their work. This also means not prejudging the results of any investigation or trial.”

Mr. Steiner’s comments came after a meeting with President Rugova in which the two discussed the murders as well as the programme for the coming year.

* * * 

Timor-Leste

9 January – Timor-Leste today announced that it intends to join the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO).

“UNESCO has long been a reference to peace-loving peoples throughout the world. Accordingly, the time has come for Timor-Leste to become a Member State of UNESCO in our overall process of integration into the international community,” President Xanana Gusmão wrote in a letter to the chief of the Organization, Koïchiro Matsuura, who welcomed the announcement.

“I look forward to the imminent arrival of Timor-Leste and to working closely with this, our newest Member State,” he said. “I am particularly heartened to see that Timor-Leste has taken the decision to join our Organization as part of becoming a full participant in the international community, so soon after acceding to independence.

Mr. Matsuura also recalled the intention of the United States to return to the Organization, which currently has 188 members, after pulling out of the Paris-based agency in the 1980s. “We are just one step away from universal membership and I look forward to the day when Singapore, the only United Nations Member State which is not in UNESCO, will announce its return,” he said.

Now that Timor-Leste, formerly East Timor, has decided to join UNESCO, it only needs to sign the Organization’s Constitution in the archives of the Foreign Office in London, where it is deposited. It must also deposit a declaration of acceptance of the Constitution to take its place as a Member State.

* *** *
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