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European Report 

December 11, 2002 

ENVIRONMENT COUNCIL: AGREEMENT ON TRADE IN DANGEROUS SUBSTANCES 

      The export of dangerous products will henceforth be controlled more closely in the European Union, in

parallel with monitoring at the international level. EU Environment Ministers, gathered for a Council session in      Brussels on December 9, approved the Regulation on the export and import of dangerous substances and the      decision on the ratification of the Rotterdam Convention on the Prior Informed Consent (PIC) procedure for      certain hazardous chemicals and pesticides in international trade. These two texts will be formally adopted  by the Council without a debate following final adjustments by legal and linguistic experts. The Council also      adopted conclusions on the EU's chemicals policy in anticipation of the 22nd meeting of the Administrative      Board of the United Nations Development Programme (UNEP) and the future strategy on the sustainable use      of pesticides, before proceeding with a public debate on future Community policy on chemicals. Practically all      the delegations took the opportunity to remind the European Commission of the increasingly urgent need for      genuine legislative proposals in this area. 

   BODY: 

      Trade in dangerous substances. 

      The Regulation on the export and import of dangerous chemicals (first reading, co-decision procedure) aims to implement the provisions of the Rotterdam Convention at the Community level and replace the current      Regulation 2455/92/EC. It defines the rules applicable to the export of dangerous substances, imposing      stricter rules than under the current Regulation, notably by extending the notification requirement to a     greater number of products, providing for a ban on the export of products banned in the Community and in      particular persistent organic pollutants (POPs - twelve particularly dangerous products), and imposing      appropriate labelling on all dangerous products exported. 

      The Rotterdam Convention, the ratification of which was approved by the Council, imposes the prior      informed consent procedure (PIC), in other words, the obligation that exporters report dangerous exports      and provide the necessary information to permit all importing countries to decide whether or not to accept      the products in question. This procedure was established in 1989 and applied provisionally by a large number      of Parties, including the EU through the first Regulation 2455/92/EC. It aims to promote the principle of      shared responsibility between exporting and importing countries. The Convention will enter into force once      instruments of ratification have been submitted by at least 50 Parties. The Community and all of its Member      States except for Ireland have signed the Convention. Chemicals: Commission called to order. 

      The Council held a public debate on the future chemicals strategy. Ministers are still awaiting the proposals      announced by the Commission, the Commissioner responsible, Margot Wallstr'm, acknowledged the delay,      which she blamed on the complexity of drafting a body of law running to almost 400 often highly technical      pages. The Presidency has however sought to re-launch the debate at the highest level posing a series of      questions regarding the strategy's scope (products covered), the limited or unlimited duration of      authorisations granted under the new system, the principle of sanctions in case of non-compliance with      information obligations, the fate of dangerous products entering into the composition of consumer products      and finally, the fate of small and medium-sized enterprises and users downstream. Invited by the Council's      President, Denmark's Environment Minister Hans Christian Schmidt, to review the Commission's efforts,      Margot Wallstr'm announced that her services should publish draft legislation on the Internet in the "very      near future" (beginning of 2003), requesting comments from stakeholders, observations that will be taken      into account on the drafting of final proposals. 

      An illustration of the tensions at play on this question, several delegations emphasised their firm desire to      see dossier remain within Environment Ministers' hands. Are they afraid of their colleagues at industry seizing      control of the dossier? This at least is the impression they gave. 

      The debate did ultimately identify guidelines that might be used by the Commission in its efforts to draft      proposals: 

      - Scope: a large consensus appears to be emerging behind the new system covering the most dangerous      products and in particular PBTs (persistent, bio-accumulating and toxic substances) and VPVTs (very      persistent, very bio-accumulating and very toxic substances) as well as endocrine disrupters and allergens,      certain delegations highlighting in particular those that affect the respiratory system. The delegations also      emphasised the need to promote the use and failing that research into and development of substitute      products. Finally, certain delegations warned against the danger of an over-ambitious ambit: better to      identify and specify substances to be covered at least initially, and even draw up a list of priority      substances, rather than multiply the products covered and make the system inapplicable, however perfect it      might be. 

      - Sanctions: the delegations agree that the system should be as binding as possible and therefore rest on a      sanctions mechanism, a majority backing the strict application of the "no information, no marketing      authorisation" principle. Some Member States have nevertheless shown more flexibility, demanding that the      system provide for gradual sanctions in proportion to the infringements committed (Portugal, Spain). 

      - Duration of authorisations: the debate appears more open on the question of whether marketing      authorisations should be granted for a limited period or not: positions range from a five years with scope for      extensions on a case by case basis, to ten or fifteen years or even unlimited duration, with periodic reviews      mandatory or where necessary (additional available data or the modification of the Regulation). 

      - Substances contained in consumer products: the majority of delegations expressed support for the      application of the Regulation to substances according to the danger they pose, potential for their      dissemination into the environment or danger to health (phthalates, contact of certain objects and products      with the skin, etc.) including in respect of imported products. A strict Regulation applying only to products      manufactured and sold in the EU, would undermine the competitiveness of European business. Certain      delegations drew the Council and the Commission's attention to precautions to be taken in respect of WTO      rules on technical barriers to trade. 

      - Small and medium-sized enterprises and users downstream: the delegations underlined the need to provide  effective and efficient support for enterprises regarding both information and the development of effective  tools to help them meet these obligations. Ministers also issued a warning: the burden on SMEs, which might  act as a brake, must be reduced to a minimum, particularly as some lack the necessary capacity to monitor fastidious and complicated procedures. 

      - Animal testing: several delegations emphasised the need to cut testing on animals to a strict minimum. 

      UNEP. 

      Ministers adopted a set of Conclusions specifying the position to be defended by the European Union at the      22nd meeting of the UNEP Board of Administration in February 2003. The Council recalled that a review of      Community policy on chemicals is on-going and urged the European Commission to quickly bring forward the      necessary legislative proposals for the introduction of a simple, clear and transparent regulatory framework.      They likewise called on the Commission to finalise its analysis of the harmonised global system for the      classification and labelling of chemicals and to table appropriate proposals to integrate data into new EU      legislation on chemicals. 

      The Council welcomed the objectives approved at the Johannesburg Summit regarding chemicals and the      inclusion of a specific policy on the issue in the Johannesburg action plan. Ministers called for the close and      active monitoring of these commitments and their integration in UNEP activities, notably in the strategic      approach on the international management of chemicals, in order to reduce the harmful effects on human      health and the environment by 2020. They believe this strategic approach should be defined by 2005. 

      Finally, Ministers highlighted the risks due to mercury from the chlor-alkali industry identified both in the      Commission's report on this issue and by the UNEP. They propose to participate actively in the drafting of      concrete measures at the international level regarding mercury and mercury compounds, for example through      a legally-binding instrument or other appropriate instruments, as well as the launch of a global assessment of      other heavy metals such as lead and cadmium. The Council urged the Commission to present a coherent

      strategy in 2004, containing measures to protect human health and the environment from mercury emissions  in the context of an approach based on life cycles, taking account of production, use and the processing of waste and emissions. 

      Pesticides. 

      The Council adopted Conclusions reaffirming the desire already expressed in the Sixth Action Programme on  the Environment to make a reduction in the use of pesticides one of the EU's priorities for the coming years,   and to define a thematic strategy on the sustainable use of pesticides. Ministers also recalled that the      Johannesburg Summit took up this demand by encouraging effective and more environmentally-friendly soil      fertilisation practices and pest control. The Council urges the Commission to bring forward this thematic      strategy at the beginning of 2004, a strategy which, the Council insists, should complement the existing      legislative framework and in particular the current Directive 91/414/EEC, taking greater account of the      principle of subsidiarity. The Council also reminds the Commission of the broad principles it should consider,      first and foremost the introduction of national plans by the Member States, the need to define guidelines on      measures to be included in national plans, the need to bring forward a Community framework proposal on      Integrated Pest Management (IPM) and Integrated Crops Management (ICM), the definition in this framework      of essential requirements, the promotion of recourse farming practices involving low pesticide input and/or      recourse to organic farming. Ministers also recall that, regarding genetically-modified organisms, the strategy      should take account of the new Directive 2001/18/EC on the deliberate release of GMOs into the      environment. Finally, Ministers call on the Commission to develop appropriate indicators in order to measure      progress in the context of national risk reduction plans. Timetables should be set for the implementation of      the measures proposed. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

PANA

Africa's degraded lands undergo rehabilitation 

                    Nairobi, Kenya (PANA) -  The UN Environmental Programme (UNEP) is  collaborating with the Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research or CGIAR in a project to heal Africa's dying and degraded lands surrounding the continent's mighty deserts.

           The aims of the project, a new phase of UNEP's five-year-old Desert Margins Programme, includes conservation of the rich and unique plant life that has managed to survive in the dry and arid  lands of the continent, said Nick Nuttall, head of UNEP media division.

           Dry land areas, ranging from the Acacia Savannahs of Zimbabwe, the Sudan-Sahelian Zones of Senegal, the Dwarf Shrub Savannah of  southern Namibia and the desert wastelands of the Kargi area in northern Kenya will benefit under the scheme which has a total cost of 50 million dollars.

           Crucial to the success of the undertaking, which has the backing of governments and the Global Environmental Facility (GEF, will be the gathering and sharing of traditional, indigenous knowledge and marrying it with modern land management techniques.

           According to Nuttal, the project is planned to unravel the key causes of land degradation and damage in the targeted areas before drawing up action plans for arresting and reversing the    decline.

           The action plans will then form "blueprints" for land recovery and wildlife conservation projects in similar "desert marginal areas" in other parts of Africa.

           "Locals in these areas have for ages developed strategies and methods for surviving in these harsh, low rainfall areas, allowing them to grow crops and graze livestock without  sacrificing the fertility and stability of the land," Nuttall  noted.

           Developing alternative livelihoods will also be a key part of the project, and according to Nuttall, a pilot study in Bamako, Mali has revealed that planting "Banks" of trees for fodder close to           the city has cut pressure on nearby forests while at the same  time boosted income for locals.

           "The fodder banks are producing 4.5 tonnes per hectare, giving an income of 630 US dollars a year in a country where the average annual wage is 270 dollars," Nuttall said.

           The project is also aimed at offsetting some of the worst impacts of global warming, which, according to scientists with the Inter-  governmental Panel on Climate Change, is already underway.

           "This new phase of the Desert Margins Programme, with crucial support from the GEF is in line with the poverty reduction aims agreed at the 2002 World Summit on Sustainable Development           (WSSD)," Klaus Topfer, UNEP's executive director explains.

           The programme will involve Zimbabwe, South Africa, Kenya, Mali, Namibia, Niger, Senegal, Botswana and Burkina Faso.

           "The new project is the largest ever undertaken by the GEF in the area of land degradation and meets the very pressing needs and objectives of the Convention to Combat Desertification," Ahmed  Djoghlaf of GEF remarked.

__________________________________________________________________________________________

The Independent (Bangladesh)

Environmental degradation threatens aquatic resources

Md. Saiful Haque

Experts are of the view that exploitation of ground water has been a hazard for safe water and the problem of arsenicosis has been created due to over exploitation of ground water. Ground water is not a good source of safe water as there are many impurities in it. The soil has been attacked by a number of diseases beyond the knowledge of the concerned people and condition of soil health is unalterable. As a result, farmers have to use more chemical fertilisers and pesticides to get better production. The growing crop plants have lost their resistance power against diseases or pests attack now.

Due to fall in underground water level, drying up of water bodies and poisonous environmental conditions, thousands of trees are dying in an epidemic form in Naogaon, Joypurhat, Dinajpur, Thakurgaon, Panchagarh, Rangpur, Gaibandha, Nilphamari, Kurigram and other districts of the region every year. The old trees, generally known as oxygen factories, are now very rare in the region.

For consuming foodstuffs, almost all of which contain chemical fertilisers and pesticides number of traditional and unknown diseases are fastly increasing.

Diseases like heart, skin, stomach, acidity, itching, eczema, cancer, etc have become common everywhere in the region. Malnutrition-related diseases and deaths have been increased in recent decades.

As per opinions of specialists, like the soil health and its fertility, the reproductive health and fertility among human beings are also decreasing day by day for consuming adulterated and 'poisonous' foodstuffs. "Time may come when the hybrid variety of crop seeds will loose reproductively and the men and women also in distant future," they said.

The whole region is now on the verge of destruction and earthquakes, landslides may occur frequently in near future in the region.

Clearly the issue of water crisis is emerging as a major concern in the regional (southeast Asian) politics. Shortage of water supply for irrigation and household use can lead to human suffering and even war among the countries in this region, which share common rivers. It is time to preserve the existing water bodies and save them from pollution.

The legal system we have today is proving inadequate to protect the environment. Tougher fresh laws with provisions of making polluters take responsibility and applying sanctions to them must be enacted for the sake of future generations and all living things as without water no life can exist. And a reshaping of international law and its strict enforcement are urgently required to establish the right of intervention in environmental matters and to strengthen protection of the regional rivers, some of which are badly depleted by upstream big dams and barrages (like Farakka) made by the neighbouring country.

Up until now, the International Court of Justice of the Hague has always refused to recognise a right of environmental intervention. For such a thing to be actually introduced, without a green dictatorship, it would be necessary to create an international court for the environment along the lines of the UN International Criminal Tribunal (ICT). It would involve instituting a human right in relation to the environment and elevating environmental crime to the status of a crime against humanity. This will doubtless come, but probably not for another two generations, just as we had to wait fifty years, after the Nuremberg trials, for the ICT to be created and for it to be possible to indict war criminals and those accused of genocide. It is one of humanity's great advances. The same can be hoped for the environment.

Johannesburg highlighted the links between the environment and poverty and therefore helped the attendees answer why the environment matters to the poor. How can we justify allocating scarce resources for the environment when there are pressing needs like hunger and disease?

The question may traditionally seem deceiving because of an interference that the health of the environment supersedes the health of people. But Principle 1 of the Rio Declaration states, "Human beings are at the centre of concerns for sustainable development. They are entitled to a healthy and productive life in harmony with nature."

People's health and, to a certain extent, their livelihoods, depend on the quality of their environment. About one-fourth of the burden of disease stems from environment-related factors. Inadequate access to clean water and sanitation, air pollution and vector- borne diseases such as malaria are exacting tremendous harm, particularly on children in the developing world. Allocating funds to improve unhealthy environments and sustain healthy settings addresses the underlying cause of illness. And this becomes an effective way to combat poverty. It has been realised worldwide that sustainable development cannot be achieved without environmental conservation. So, strict enforcement of environmental laws has become very essential to ensure improvement of people's health, and to preserve ecological balance for the survival of human beings. However for the last several years, there has been a growing awareness among the policy-makers of our country that environmental conservation should be an integral part of economic development.

In another development, a group of organisations named Oceans Partnership representing the oceans community----released a plan at the World Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg to strengthen protection of the world's oceans, which the partnership said are being increasingly degraded by pollution and other factors.

The plan calls for ensuring food security and the preservation of marine resources, acknowledging the role of the oceans and the need for global observations on climate, and addressing the effects of inland and fresh water pollution on coastal and marine environmental ecosystems.

"We have an opportunity in Johannesburg to move beyond Rio to secure solid commitments to address critical issues facing the world's oceans," said Dawn Martin, Executive Director of Oceana, an international environmental organisation. "We are very encouraged by measures proposed at the summit to help rebuild depleted fisheries, stop destructive fishing practices like bycatch and bottom trawling,---establish marine protected areas, and implement measures to reduce marine pollution."

Organisations in the Oceans Partnership include the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), the UN Environment Programme, Oceana, the UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO), the Wildlife Conservation Society, and the Centre for the study of Marine Policy at the University of Delaware. 

Reference: State of Environment, Bangladesh, 2001, UNEP

__________________________________________________________________________________________

Reuters

Canada says will cap industry's Kyoto costs

  OTTAWA - Canada said this week it would cap the amount that businesses would have to pay to meet targets under the Kyoto Protocol on climate change but opposition parties said this could cost billions of dollars. 

  Natural Resources Minister Herb Dhaliwal said the federal government would limit the amount industry would have to pay to cut  emissions of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases to C$15 ($9.60) a tonne. 

  Government officials said the cost of reducing emissions is unlikely to be that much, though they have offered worst-case scenarios where  the cost could be as much as C$50 a tonne. 

  "We're pretty confident that it will stay in the range of between C$5 and C$10," Dhaliwal told reporters. 

  "We feel it's important to give that certainty to the business sector so they can make investments and some of these are long-term  investments and they need certainty." 

  Industry groups and several powerful provinces - particularly energy-rich Alberta - oppose Kyoto, saying that cutting greenhouse gases by the amount required under the accord would cause serious economic damage. 

  The opposition Canadian Alliance party, which has its heartland in Alberta, called the ratification plan "a gross mistake for Canada" and  said what it called the government's appalling record of financial mismanagement meant the cap could end up costing billions. 

  Ottawa is under fire over a gun registry program which was supposed to cost C$2 million but could swallow as much as C$1 billion. In 2000  the government admitted it had lost track of C$1 billion it had handed out in grants and contributions. 

  "Can the minister of the environment tell Canadians what steps he has taken, or is taking, to ensure Kyoto does not become yet another in  the long list of multibillion-dollar boondoggles?" Alliance leader Stephen Harper asked during a parliamentary debate on Kyoto. 

  The House of Commons is due to vote yesterday to ratify the protocol. The vote itself is symbolic, since the cabinet will actually ratify the treaty, but is designed to give the Liberal government moral support in the face of growing resistance. 

  The offer to cap the industry costs with taxpayer money is designed to limit the uncertainty corporations face as they consider whether to  make new investments, particularly in oil and gas developments, which produce carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases. 

  Prime Minister Jean Chretien has argued that the protocol is necessary to prevent global warming and droughts such as the one that  devastated western Canada's grain crop this past summer. 

  The vote is almost certain to pass because Chretien has ordered legislators from the ruling Liberal Party to vote in favor. Kyoto is also backed by two opposition parties. 

  Alberta premier Ralph Klein, one of the strongest opponents of Kyoto, told a business audience in New York this week that he was  holding off on a plans to launch a constitutional challenge against Ottawa's right to implement Kyoto. 

  "We'll delay taking this to court because they haven't made it into law yet but we will continue to monitor the situation," he said. 

  The Kyoto protocol obliges Canada to reduce carbon dioxide emissions by 6 percent from 1990 levels by 2012. If no action is taken,  Canadian emissions by 2010 are predicted to be 33 percent above the 1990 level. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________
BBC

EU greenhouse deal sets  example

Analysis  By Alex Kirby 

               The European Union's proposed emissions trading  scheme offers hope it can still meet its international  obligations. 

               Without it, there is little  prospect the EU will be  able to meet its greenhouse gas  reduction targets. 

               The scheme's approval would also set an  important example to  other countries and encourage similar  initiatives. 

               But critics say it will simply allow highly-polluting members to shuffle off their  responsibilities. 

               How it works 

               Emissions trading works by allowing countries  to buy and sell their agreed allowances of        greenhouse gas emissions. 

               So highly-polluting countries can buy  unused "credits" from those which are  allowed to emit more               than they actually do. 

               The polluters gain by  not having to reduce their own emissions. The frugal countries have a handy source of revenue. 

               The emission limits are fixed under the Kyoto Protocol, the international agreement on tackling climate change. 

               It covers six industrial gases: carbon dioxide,   methane, nitrous oxide, hydrofluorocarbons,              perfluorocarbons and sulphur hexafluoride. 

               The EU emits about 24% of industrialised countries' emissions of the six gases. 

               At present the protocol imposes limits only on industralised countries' emissions, though there               are plans to extend it. 

               Smoke and mirrors 

               Critics insist that emissions trading is flawed because the protocol's limits are unrealistic. 

               Countries in eastern Europe, for example, were given allowances which they cannot  conceivably use. 

               The contraction of their economies means they cannot afford anything like the quantities of fossil fuel they are allowed to burn by Kyoto. 

               So emissions trading, the critics say, is all smoke and mirrors: buying and selling rights to               purely notional emissions. 

               But despite that, the EU scheme may prove the only way the bloc can keep its Kyoto        commitment, to cut emissions of the six gases to an average of 8% below their 1990 levels by between 2008 and 2012. 

               Each of the 15 member states has its own  limits within this overall target. 

               Over-compliance 

               The European Environment Agency (EEA) says  latest projections provided by member states               show existing policies will achieve a total cut of only 4.7% by 2010. 

               And most of that decrease would be won by Germany,  Sweden and the UK cutting  their emissions by more than  they need to, though there is no guarantee they will. 

               If they decide not to "over-comply", the EEA  says, the EU's overall emissions decrease by               2010 would be a mere 0.6%. 

               It says the EU and most of its members are  planning additional ways to limit emissions,  though their effects are impossible to predict. 

               Margot Wallstrom, the EU Environment  Commissioner, says the proposed emissions trading scheme will be "the most cost-effective way of meeting Kyoto targets". 

               Global standard 

               The scheme will cover more than 40% of European carbon dioxide emissions, creating  assets worth an estimated $10 billion (£6.33  bn) a year. 

               Similar schemes are already up and running in several countries, often with mutually  incompatible rules. 

               The EU proposal would help to set a global  standard and open the way for the larger  system envisaged from 2008 under the Kyoto Protocol. 

               The Norwegian emissions trading analyst Point  Carbon says: "Rapid developments in the               market can be expected as soon as political agreement is reached on this proposal."                                                         _________________________________________________________________________________________

BBC

Bolivian glaciers shrinking fast

Huayna Potosi: The cities below depend on the meltwaters          

  By Andrew Enever 

               Glaciers in the Bolivian Andes are shrinking at an  alarming rate, say scientists. 

               Data collected from tropical ice fields near  the world's highest  capital, La Paz, show  mass loss in the 1990s  at rates 10 times  greater than previous  decades. 

               If rising temperatures and low precipitation continue, many smaller glaciers will vanish in a               decade, the researchers believe. 

               Further ahead, the consequence could be water and power shortages for millions of Bolivians. 

               Dangerous work 

               Alvaro Soruco led the way across the Zongo glacier, cautiously poking the ground before               him in search of deadly fissures that plummet deep into the dark heart of this slowly moving  mass of ice. 

               To our right, the glacier climbed near vertically to the  towering peak of Huayna Potosi (6,050

               metres/19,850 feet). 

               Lines could be made  out on the ice wall -  fractures, Alvaro informed me, which one day would be the starting point of an avalanche. 

               All around us on the snow were small insects, blown up in a cloud from their tropical Amazon home and dropped on to this white carpet to take their last confused steps. And echoing up from far below came the distant gurgle of  running water. 

               Data collection 

               Crossing this glacier is a weekly event for Alvaro, a 22-year-old student working with the               French Institut de Recherche pour le  Developpement (IRD). 

               From a measuring station located 5,200 m above sea level, he records data showing precipitation, wind speed, air temperature and  other variables that help the team from the  IRD map the changing form of the glacier. 

               For a decade now, in fair and foul weather, the  team has been collecting data on this and two               other glaciers in the Cordillera Real mountain  range, which curves around La Paz and off north towards Peru. 

               The results have been alarming. 

               Losing mass 

               The Zongo glacier has retreated by around 10  metres and lost about one metre of depth  every year. 

               The nearby  Chalcaltaya glacier, known as the world's highest ski-field, has  lost over 40% of its

               thickness and surface area. 

               The key factor accelerating mass loss on these glaciers is increasingly frequent El Nino events in this

               part of the world, a climate phenomenon that may or may not be being pumped up by  global warming. 

               "This is a problem for the glaciers because it  means lower precipitation and higher  temperatures," explained Dr Robert Gallaire,  head of the La Paz IRD unit. 

               Glaciers are shrinking all over the planet. But  tropical glaciers, most of which are in the Andes, are losing ground fastest. 

               Tropical glaciers 

               These low-latitude high-altitude glaciers are particularly sensitive to changes in climate because their season of accumulation is summer, when radiation levels are at their peak. 

               In Europe or elsewhere, glaciers accumulate during the cold season, allowing some  recovery. 

               In the Andes, the run-off goes on all year,  leaving smaller glaciers, like Chacaltaya, exposed. 

               "Chacaltaya no longer has enough inertia," said  Dr Gallaire. "The bare rock around the glacier               works as an oven, speeding the melting. Even  in 2000/1 when we had a strong La Nina year with a lot of snowfall, it continued to lose mass." 

               Important water source 

               Run-off from glaciers in the Cordillera Real contributes to reservoirs that supply 1.5 million               people in La Paz and the neighboring city El Alto. It also feeds a series of hydroelectric plants that satisfy the two cities' energy  needs. 

               If current warming trends continue, Dr Gallaire fears that within 50 years the loss of glaciers               will impact heavily on these water supplies. 

               Robert Bianchi, general manager at the La Paz water company, Aguas del Illimani, is not so               worried. 

               He insists that despite the contribution of glacier waters, it is rainfall that meets the majority of water               needs. Bianchi also doubts the credibility of long-term water demand and supply  estimates. 

               "To project the problem of water for La Paz and El Alto in 50 years is the work of  an artist," he says. "If it is a problem that will affect the next generation it will be a problem for the next concessionaire who takes over in  2027." 

               Oscar Paz, who heads up Bolivia's climate change office, hopes the world's most powerful  nations will not leave their response to a changing climate to the next generation of  politicians. 

               "The most vulnerable countries like Bolivia, who don't have resources to face these problems,   are those that will feel the impact of climate change most strongly," he said. 

               "We need developed nations to act now to  control carbon emissions, but also to support us financially as we try to adapt."

__________________________________________________________________________________________

ENS

Salvage Logging May Harm Forests 

WASHINGTON, DC, December 10, 2002 (ENS) - Salvage logging after  windstorms can cause more damage than the original wind disturbance, according to a new study by researchers at the University of Colorado at                      Boulder. The report has implications for proposed revisions to national forest  regulations that could allow a sharp increase in salvage logging operations on  public lands. 

                      Researchers from the University of Colorado (CU) based Cooperative Institute  for Research in Environmental Sciences (CIRES), have been studying the ecological effects of salvage logging following a massive tree blow down in  Routt National Forest in northwestern Colorado during October 1997.                      Doctoral student Cristina Rumbaitis-del Rio and Professor Carol Wessman say their latest data shows that salvage logging in the aftermath of rare,  hurricane force winds can hurt, not help, the health of western coniferous forests. 

                      Salvage logging on the Wallowa-Whitman National Forest  in Oregon. (All photos by Steve                   Holmer, courtesy American Lands  Alliance)

                      The catastrophic 1997 storm snapped, toppled and  uprooted millions of trees on

                      25,000 acres in the Routt National Forest and the Mount Zirkel Wilderness Area. From 1999 to 2001, U.S. Forest Service officials opened up areas outside of the wilderness to salvage logging operations in hopes of accelerating forest regrowth. 

                      But according to research by Rumbaitis-del Rio, a CU Boulder graduate  student, the salvage logging made matters worse. 

                      "The salvage logged areas look like a lunar landscape in some places,"  Rumbaitis-del Rio said. "The land is barren, the soil is sun baked and dry, and  only weedy, disturbance loving plants seem to survive in this harsh  environment." 

                      A poster presentation on the subject by Rumbaitis-del Rio was presented this weekend at the fall meeting of the American Geophysical Union in San  Francisco. 

                      Rumbaitis-del Rio, who has been comparing rates of forest growth in logged and unlogged blow down areas in the Routt National Forest for the past four  years, said salvage logging in the blow down areas resulted in a large amount  of soil erosion and the loss of soil nutrients needed to support the regrowth of trees and vegetation. The logging operations also destroyed the tree  seedlings that had survived the ferocious windstorm. 

                                                      Post fire salvage logging on private lands adjacent to the Plumas National Forest Recreation Area in  California. 

                                                      Rumbaitis-del Rio's research shows that in summer, soils in  the salvage logged areas are  five degrees Fahrenheit  warmer on average than soils  in unlogged blow down areas,  where the downed trees   provide shade to vegetation and tree seedlings that  survived the storm. 

                      "The blow down areas are doing just fine on their own," said Rumbaitis-del  Rio. 

                      Soils in blow down areas have a higher amount of nutrients available for plant  growth than do adjacent undisturbed forest areas, the researchers found.  Blow down soils contained twice as much available nitrogen, a limiting  nutrient in these forests, than do undisturbed areas. 

                      Results also show that blow down areas support a greater diversity of plants and higher density of tree seedlings. These tree seedlings are growing at a faster rate than tree seedlings in adjacent, undisturbed forest areas. 

                      "While the blow down looks very messy and devastating, it seems that the ecosystem is adapted to deal with this disturbance quite readily," said    Rumbaitis-del Rio. "From an ecosystem point of view, it's really no big deal." 

                      Catastrophic wind disturbances may become more frequent and more destructive in the future, according to some projections of the impacts of climate change. If this occurs, forest managers will have to decide if they will  log or leave disturbed areas to recover on their own. 

                      The open landscapes left after  logging operations, like this 10 year old clearcut on the Routt National  Forest in Colorado, may not be able  to support reforestation, due to soil  degradation and a lack of nutrients. 

                      Rumbaitis-del Rio hopes that  her research will make forest  managers think twice before                 recommending salvage logging as a mitigation tool   following wind disturbance. Right now, salvage logging is often undertaken  to help forests recover from catastrophic disturbances such as wind and fire. 

                      Last month, the Bush administration proposed broad changes to the federal government's management plans for U.S. national forests and grasslands. The new rules would give increased authority to federal supervisors of each of the  country's 155 national forests to approve salvage logging plans, regardless of                      federal guidelines for protecting wildlife. 

                      The administration has also proposed to expedite approval for salvage logging on all public lands, reducing opportunities for public comment and   environmental review in the name of reducing the threat of wildfires. 

                      Many environmental groups have compared the administration's proposal to a  1995 measure that temporarily suspended citizens' ability to take legal action  against salvage logging in national forests. The infamous 1995 salvage rider   galvanized the environmental community and generated a firestorm of public                      protest against what many analysts referred to as "logging without laws." 

                      Critics of the forest proposals note that there is little evidence that fuel  reduction projects such as logging reduce the threat of wildfires. In fact, a   growing body of evidence suggests that just the opposite is true. 

                      In a letter sent to the administration this September, 21 forest researchers  warned Congress and President Bush that "removal of more mature trees can   increase fire intensity and severity, either immediately post-logging or after  some years." 

                                                      A naturally recovering burn area in  the Colville National Forest in                                        Washington state. 

                                                      "These trees provide   'insurance' because they often survive surface fires and can  speed post-fire recovery," the  scientists said. "Even if they are diseased, dying or dead, large and old trees and snags  are important to many wildlife species and ecosystem  functions. Building or re-opening roads to facilitate thinning will heighten fire risks, since roads correlate with increased numbers of human started fires." 

                      This summer, the CU study area was affected by two large fires, the Hinman fire and the Burn Ridge fire. Together, these two fires consumed more than 31,000 acres, including logged and unlogged blow down areas. 

                      Rumbaitis-del Rio plans to continue her research in Routt National Forest in  2003, with an eye to how previous salvage logging impacts the recovery of   the burned areas. One hypothesis is that fire could "reset the system," she  said, in essence erasing the area's history of disturbances that happened before the burn. 

                      "We hope to determine if salvage logged areas have trouble regenerating after the fire compared to unlogged blow down areas," Rumbaitis-del Rio said. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________
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Africa's degraded lands undergo rehabilitation 

Nairobi, Kenya (PANA) - The UN Environmental Programme (UNEP) is collaborating with the Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research or CGIAR in a project to heal Africa's dying and degraded lands surrounding the continent's mighty deserts. The aims of the project, a new phase of UNEP's five-year-old Desert Margins Programme, includes conservation of the rich and unique plant life that has managed to survive in the dry and arid lands of the continent, said Nick Nuttall, head of UNEP Media Unit. Dry land areas, ranging from the Acacia Savannahs of Zimbabwe, the Sudan-Sahelian Zones of Senegal, the Dwarf Shrub Savannah of southern Namibia and the desert wastelands of the Kargi area in northern Kenya will benefit under the scheme which has a total cost of 50 million dollars. Crucial to the success of the undertaking, which has the backing of governments and the Global Environmental Facility (GEF, will be the gathering and sharing of traditional, indigenous knowledge and marrying it with modern land management techniques. "This new phase of the Desert Margins Programme, with crucial support from the GEF is in line with the poverty reduction aims agreed at the 2002 World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD)," Klaus Topfer, UNEP's executive director explains. The programme will involve Zimbabwe, South Africa, Kenya, Mali, Namibia, Niger, Senegal, Botswana and Burkina Faso. "The new project is the largest ever undertaken by the GEF in the area of land degradation and meets the very pressing needs and objectives of the Convention to Combat Desertification," Ahmed Djoghlaf of GEF remarked.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng030233&dte=10/12/2002
HIPC Watch to Lobby

Accra Mail (Accra): Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) in the three northern regions have called for the immediate review of the Ghana Poverty Reduction Strategy (GPRS) document to enhance its gender orientation. This was contained in a resolution adopted by the CSOs at a workshop on poverty at the opening of the "Ghana HIPC Watch Partners Lobby Week" in Accra yesterday. The resolution said the GPRS "analysis on women is not gender based. "The fundamental causes of women's political powerlessness, social exclusion and economic vulnerability are overlooked."

The CSOs therefore called on the National Development Planning Council (NDPC) to immediately convene a special consultative workshop involving gender activists, women group leaders and policy makers and gender researchers with the "sole objective of enhancing the gender orientation of the GPRS". The resolution called on the Ghana Education Service (GES) to initiate peace education in the academic curriculum at all levels of education especially at the university level so that degrees in "peace studies" could be issued.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200212100539.html
Poor Rains Herald Bad Harvests for Countries in Southern Africa

The Daily News (Harare): THE Famine Early Warning Systems Network (FEWSNET) says the poor rains recorded this season could result in another bad harvest for the southern African region next year. In Zimbabwe, Malawi, Mozambique, Zambia, Lesotho and Swaziland more than 14 million people need food aid because of poor harvests in the past farming season. While there are wet conditions this week, most parts of the country have had a dry spell for the past month, with early-planted crops reported to be suffering from moisture stress. 

http://allafrica.com/stories/200212100198.html
Government to Impose Penalties for Oil Spills

UN Integrated Regional Information Networks: Nigeria plans to impose penalties on oil companies operating in the country for oil spills as part of efforts to improve environmental safety, a senior official said. Rilwanu Lukman, President Olusegun Obasanjo's adviser on petroleum and energy, told a conference on health, safety and environment in the capital, Abuja, the measure had become necessary to check the laxity of oil companies in containing oil spills. He said during the four decades of oil exploration and production in Nigeria, enforcement of health, safety and environment guidelines have been weak. "Consequently, operators seemed to have paid little or no attention to the environment," he added. He said that part of the result was that the impact of spills that occurred more about 30 years ago were still evident in parts of the country's Niger Delta oil region. New spills that occurred in recent years have created further concern, he added. "The impacted sites of many years past and of current times must be cleaned up and remedied," Lukman stressed. Oil companies operating in Nigeria's southern region have often been accused by the impoverished local communities in the region of environmental practices below internationally acceptable standards. Allegations of pollution against oil companies have often been a source of friction between oil companies and communities in the restive region.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200212100426.html
_________________________________________________________________________________________
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Incan Quinua Grain Revived




By María Isabel García*
This millenniums-old food crop is undergoing expansion in agricultural research and commercial production.
BOGOTA - Quinua, the sacred grain domesticated some 8,000 years ago by the Incas of South America's Andean high plains, is gaining newfound appreciation through the research of institutes in the Andean countries and commercial production in Brazil. 

The United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) considers quinua "the perfect food". Although it is neither a cereal nor a legume, it is highly nutritious, easily adapts to poor soils and tolerates drought and freezing. 

Sought after by consumers of the industrialized world who prefer organically produced food, quinua contains 16 amino acids -- the building blocks of protein -- which have won fame for the grain as a healing agent, anti-inflammatory, analgesic and disinfectant. 

Although for centuries the elite have scorned it as "the food of the poor", the plant is awakening interest throughout the Andean sub-region, particularly Bolivia, Ecuador Peru and Colombia, where only 40 known varieties can still be found. 

Peru's National Agricultural Research Institute is conducting 24 different quinua studies at five research stations, which are located in the southern departments of Puno, Huancayo, Cuzco and Ayacucho, and in the northern department of Cajamarca, Mario Tapia, head of Andean grain research at the Institute, told Tierramérica. 

Tapia said that germplasm (seeds, cuttings and entire plants) have been collected of the different varieties, and classified according to grain yield, tolerance to pests, traits of the grain itself, and even cooking time. 

Using this and other information, the Institute is working, using traditional hybridization techniques, to adapt quinua to different climates, particularly to elevations below 3,200 m above sea level, the plant's natural home. 

Also working to genetically improve quinua in Peru are the National Agrarian University (UNA) and the High Plains (Altiplano) University, in Puno, conducting cutting-edge research with the support of international aid programs. 

UNA has collected and assessed 1,276 quinua samples to identify yield, resistance, maturation rate, grain size and other traits. The university has developed its own variety of quinua, La Molina 98, which is highly resistant to pests and produces a high quality grain. 

Progress is being made on a series of varieties that are promising for commercial production. 

In Colombia, the National University is spearheading a quinua production program aimed at supplying, by mid-2003, the food supplement manufacturers that provide for the children's homes operated by the Colombian Institute of Family Welfare. 

Unlike cereals, quinua does not contain gluten, and its high protein content and lack of cholesterol makes it an excellent substitute for meat. 

Even the U.S. space agency, NASA, recognizes its nutritional wealth, including quinua in the basic diet of its astronauts. 

Alongside potatoes and maize, quinua was historically grown in large fields by the Andean indigenous peoples. But after the arrival of the Spaniards in the Americas and throughout the colonial period, quinua was replaced by wheat, barley and rice. 

Its historic past includes use as a palliative against smallpox, a disease brought by the Europeans, and as an important part of the landscape, daily life and in ritual ceremonies. 

"The quinua seed comes in as many different colors as maize. There is white, yellow, purple, red and ash-colored, as well as wild and domesticated quinua," recounted Catholic priest and chronicler Bernabé Cobo, in the "History of the New World" in the 1600s. 

Felipe Cárdenas, homeopath expert and anthropologist, said in a conversation with Tierramérica that in Colombia, "where it was planted as an important crop until 1820, memory of quinua was lost within a generation. By 1900 it had been forgotten." 

"Our aristocracies and local oligarchies scorned quinua as a food of Indians and the poor," said Cárdenas, who developed a program to reintroduce quinua cultivation in the central Colombian department of Boyacá. 

But the winds of oblivion are changing. Even in Brazil, where quinua is not a historic food source and is still unknown to consumers, the first commercial crop was harvested this year at the Riedi farm near Brasilia, with yields of 1.6 tons per hectare. 

Riedi manager Francisco Luçardo explained to Tierramérica that it was an early harvest, but in normal conditions the quinua fields there are projected to produce as much as 2.5 tons per hectare. 

The introduction of quinua in Brazil is due in large part to the enthusiasm of Carlos Spehar, an agronomist with the governmental Brazilian Enterprise for Agricultural Research (EMBRAPA). 

Spehar obtained his first quinua seeds from a Peruvian colleague when he was completing his doctorate in soy research in Britain. Today, after the first commercial harvest, the Andean plant is appearing as an important source of food for the human population and of forage for livestock. 

www.ips.org
ENVIRONMENT:
GM Crops Pass Killer Genes to Wild Cousins 

Katherine Stapp 


NEW YORK, Dec 10 (IPS) - Genetically engineered canola plants can pass on their insect-killing genes to offspring with wild varieties, researchers have found. 

It is thought to be the first hard evidence that the insect-resistant Bt gene may move from GM crops to such a hybrid. 

According to the New Scientist magazine, which published the experiments by researchers at the University of North Carolina, ''the finding will fuel fears that 'superweeds' containing foreign genes making them immune to insect attack might spread rapidly''. 

Of 11 crosses between GM oilseed rape (canola) and a wild relative, five produced stable hybrids containing the Bt gene, the researchers reported. 

''This demonstrates that hybrids can and will be formed and that they will have insecticidal activity,'' said Brian Johnson, biotechnology adviser to English Nature, a government-funded conservation group that urges more investigation of the environmental consequences before GM rape is released. 

GM critics say the finding is worrisome because crops growing in open fields are notoriously hard to contain. 

Friday, the Texas-based biotech company Prodigene agreed to pay a 250,000-dollar fine to settle government charges that it had contaminated half a million bushels of soybeans with corn genetically engineered to produce medicine. 

The experimental bio-corn is designed to produce trypsin for diabetes and another compound to treat diarrhoea. 

Besides the fine, Prodigene will reimburse the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) for the cost of buying the contaminated crop in storage in Nebraska, destroying the beans and cleaning the facility. 

Prodigene also agreed to a one-million-dollar bond and higher compliance standards, including additional approvals before field testing and harvesting genetically modified material. 

The company neither admitted nor denied any violations of the U.S. Plant Protection Act, and the soybeans never reached the human or animal food supply. 

''This is an example of how biotechnology safeguarding regulations are working to ensure the integrity of the system,'' said Bill Hawks, USDA's under secretary for marketing and regulatory programs. 

Others were less sanguine. ''The government clearly knew about this contamination weeks ago and chose not to reveal the information to the public, but instead worked behind closed doors with the industry to try to cover this up,'' said Joseph Mendelson, legal director at the Center for Food Safety. 

Matt Rand, biotechnology campaign manager for the National Environmental Trust, said the Prodigene incident should spur the USDA to halt all experimental genetically engineered crops grown on farms. 

''If the government continues to develop policies for the biotech industry instead of for the safety of the U.S. food supply, it is just a matter of time before one of these experimental crops ends up on our dinner plates,'' he said. 

Under the Plant Protection Act, USDA's Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service (APHIS) regulates the movement, importation and field release of genetically engineered plants. 

Responding to public concerns that foreign genes would infiltrate the food chain, a group of companies belonging to the Biotechnology Industry Association agreed in October to stop growing such crops in corn-belt states in 2003. 

But the group has since backed off its promise. Its new policy says that ''detailed scientific and regulatory analyses confirm that plants that produce pharmaceutical and industrial products can be safely planted, grown and harvested in an agricultural region where all of the appropriate production, confinement and handling practices are implemented''. 

As for Prodigene, the government says it can continue to experiment with ''pharming'' - engineering plants to produce drugs and other chemical compounds - under tighter regulations. 

In an interview last year, Prodigene CEO Gene Laos told IPS that the company was working on edible plant-based vaccines, whose cost-effectiveness could be a boon for poorer countries. 

''It will definitely benefit the underdeveloped countries, since the carrier for the antigen would be a seed,'' he said. ''Although edible vaccines have to be administered by a doctor, other factors - transportation, refrigeration - are negated for poor countries, as well as the cost of needles and other supplies.'' 

''We've had a vaccine stored in a corn seed for five years without degradation,'' he added. 

Most ''pharming'' is still in the early stages, and its usefulness - and hazards - is hard to gauge. 

Michael Rodemeyer, head of the Washington-based Pew Initiative on Food and Biotechnology, an independent research group that says it takes a neutral position on biotechnology, said that ''biotech has changed the way we think about plants''. 

''Corn is a wonderful protein factory that could be of value for pharmaceuticals, diagnostics, and industrial applications,'' he said. ''Plants are a renewable resource, with environmental and energy advantages. This technology may offer a way to do things that couldn't be done otherwise.'' 

''The question is how do we make sure that the (GM) versions - particularly for non-food uses - do not get into the food crops, and that's something the regulatory agencies here are looking at,'' Rodemeyer added. 

Meanwhile, farmers say they are finding canola plants that are now resistant to two or three chemicals. 

''Now, after growing canola, possibly none of these chemicals can be used without some other chemical added to be sure to kill the volunteer canola. Our problem is that there aren't many other chemicals that will do an effective job on canola weeds, let alone the added cost that the farmer now has to bear,” said a Canadian grower quoted on www.agriculture.com.

ENVIRONMENT-BRITAIN:
Rare Animals Smuggled From Dubai 

Sanjay Suri 


LONDON, Dec 10 (IPS) - There is no accounting for fashion tastes - a woman wearing a live python as a belt was recently stopped at a British airport. Another woman was discovered to be using a live chameleon as a hair accessory. 

Customs officials have found rhino horns in statues made of plaster of Paris and suitcases filled with rare birds stuffed into tubes. But the seizure of rare birds and animals at British ports point to international smuggling routes that authorities say they are only now beginning to comprehend. 

An investigation by the international environment group WWF (World Wildlife Fund) and Traffic, a joint programme of WWF and IUCN (The World Conservation Union) points to an extensive global trade in wild species, with the United Arab Emirates emerging as the biggest market. 

”Dubai is becoming a major centre where rare animals are brought and re-exported,” Callum Rankine from WWF told IPS Tuesday. Many of the key smugglers in the business are based in Dubai, and they are helped by lax laws there, he said. And they are finding a growing market in Europe among collectors of rare species and importers of rare animal products for allegedly medicinal purposes. 

Dubai is the major centre for rare birds and animals being smuggled out from Asia and Africa, but there are other sources and other routes. One route for smuggling birds from Guyana involves the birds being taken by boat to Grenada - via Surinam - where they are then moved to Barbados, flown to Cuba, then on to Moscow and then Hungary, from where the birds are finally transported overland into Europe. 

The report says there is a bustling free trade zone in Dubai and Sharjah, where the Blue Souk is ”a notorious market where endangered species are openly on sale.” In November 2001, the United Nations CITES (Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora) Secretariat stated they had ”discovered that much of the caviar worth 25 million dollars that left the UAE during the first 10 months of this year appeared to be of unlawful origin.” 

At the same time, there is evidence that UAE may be used as a centre for money laundering and that it may be becoming a transshipment centre for heroin, says the WWF-TRAFFIC report 'Switching Channels'. ”The UAE as a nation state has joined CITES, but partly because each emirate in the federation maintains a separate enforcement policy, the record of the UAE overall has been very poor in terms of enforcement of CITES,” the report says. 

A spokesman of the Dubai Economic Development is quoted as saying: ”Currently the sale of any type of skin is allowed to take place in UAE, whether they come from cows or tigers. The fact that the skins were illegally smuggled from the original country and then brought illegally into the UAE is not our concern. International trade may be illegal, but actually selling them here is not.” 

On the other side, lax laws in Britain make it a favoured destination. ”Although you can be stopped by Customs on crossing our borders with illegal goods, once in the United Kingdom you can't be arrested for selling the world's most endangered wildlife,” says Stuart Chapman, WWF head of species. ”This, combined with the high prices that can be obtained, means the UK remains attractive to illegal wildlife sellers. The police need the necessary powers to apprehend and deter wildlife trade criminals.” 

The report gives the example of taxidermy specialist Nicolaas Peters, who is said to have formed global networks of contacts that used a wide range of routes to the UK. ”Though based in Wales he moved specimens back and forth through other holding facilities in Belgium and the Netherlands,” the report says. 

”After raiding his premises in Wales, Customs discovered hundreds of specimens, including dozens of protected species from every continent,” the report says. ”Further raids in Belgium discovered a larger stockpile of specimens and revealed his involvement in organising the killing and smuggling of wildlife and even the bribing of officials abroad.” 

Illegal trade in wildlife is often not conducted directly between range area and consumer area, but specimens may be transported to a variety of intermediate destinations, the report says. 

Specifically, the report says skin, fur and fleece products and traditional Asian medicines including parts of endangered reptiles, tiger, rhino, antelope and bear are gathered from a range of countries, and transported to processing centres where manufacture takes place. Some examples of processing and transit include reptile skins and shahtoosh products. 

Traditional Asian medicine manufacturers operating in the Far East gather shipments of endangered species or their parts and derivatives from all over the world, including tiger bones from India, bear gall bladders from Asia and North America, and musk deer glands and ginseng from China and Russia, the report says. The packaged medicines are distributed within Far East markets, and to Europe and North America through commercial shipments and small quantities carried by passengers. 

Wildlife smuggling can also be a response to other desires and markets, as in the case of illegal hunting, the report says. In November 2001, following a lengthy undercover investigation, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service prosecuted five people in Missouri for smuggling endangered leopards and tigers into the U.S. so that they could be hunted and killed. 

Similar undercover operations in India have revealed that hunters will pay vast sums to hunt and kill endangered species such as tigers, Tibetan antelope, brown bears and clouded leopards, the report says. In another recent U.S. court case in May 2002, eight men were indicted on charges which included killing and trading tigers and leopards and selling the meat for human consumption. 

In recent seizures in Britain approximately 17 per cent were of live animal specimens, nearly half of them reptiles, while dead items, ranging from taxidermy specimens to traditional Asian medicine pills made up 75 per cent of seizures. Only seven per cent of seizures were of plants, the majority of which were rare orchids which sometimes arrived in large
___________________________________________________________________________________________
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*
Chief UN arms inspector predicts initial analysis of Iraqi declaration by next week

*
More UN inspectors arrive in Iraq as probe picks up pace

*
In BBC address, Annan says Iraq must fully comply with disarmament obligations

Other news

*
UN envoy delivers revised Cyprus document to two sides

*
Security Council debates measures to protect civilians in armed conflict

*
UN relief agency seeks $94 million to help West Bank and Gaza

*
Annan hails Belgrade-Zagreb accord on strategic Prevlaka peninsula

*
UNHCR plans to evacuate thousands of refugees from Côte d’Ivoire

*
As temperatures drop in Pakistan, UN distributes blankets to Afghan refugees

*
Greece: UN refugee agency concerned at possible problems in asylum procedures


*
Security concerns keep UN from reaching refugee camp in Ethiopia

*
Timor-Leste: UN announces steps to bolster police in wake of last week’s riots

*
Rwandan ministers cancel visit to UN tribunal 

*
Congo petitions World Court to block trial of government official in France

*
On Human Rights Day, UN officials call for boosting rule of law, ending impunity

*
UN missions in Timor-Leste, Afghanistan observe Human Rights Day

*
UN labour agency seeks to help Latin America cope with economic crisis

* * * *

Iraq: declaration

10 December – The chief United Nations weapons inspector today predicted that an initial assessment by UN experts currently examining Iraq’s declaration on its arms programme would be presented to the Security Council early next week.

Speaking to reporters in New York following a working luncheon of the Security Council, Hans Blix, the Executive Chairman of the UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC), said experts would first focus on creating a “working version of the text” that could be shared with all Council members – one free of possible sensitive information on the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction.

“I told the Council that we hope that we will have been through the main part of the document, which is about 3,000 pages, by Friday,” he said, noting that much translation from Arabic would be required as part of this effort. 

Mr. Blix added that the five permanent members of the Council – China, France, Russian Federation, United Kingdom and United States – had been asked to offer input by Friday. “By Monday we will be able to have a working version of the text of the main part which we can share with all the members of the Council,” he said.

By 19 December, the UN inspectors would come to the Council with “a very preliminary assessment of the substance” of the declaration, he said. “What we are now dealing with is only to take out of the declaration things that could be risky from the point of view of proliferation… as you call it ‘cookbooks for proliferation.’” 

Responding to questions, Mr. Blix said UNMOVIC had “put the Iraqis on notice that we will ask for names of people who were active in the different [weapons] programmes” in conformity with the Council’s resolution.

Also speaking to the press, Secretary-General Kofi Annan said the Council had held a “frank discussion” on the way forward as the inspectors analyze the Iraqi declaration. “I think what is important is that there is a clear understanding of how to proceed, and there was also very strong support for the work of the inspectors,” he said.

* * *

Iraq: inspections


10 December – Today was the busiest day yet for United Nations weapons inspectors resuming their work in Iraq, with new experts arriving to bolster their ranks, a UN spokesman reported.

Germ warfare experts from the UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC) carried out inspections at two sites today, while International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) teams visited four different facilities. 

The UNMOVIC biological team inspected the National Project for Controlling Brucellosis and Tuberculosis and the Saddam Center for Biotechnology. “The team accomplished the inspection objectives smoothly,” spokesman Hiro Ueki said in Baghdad.

Meanwhile, at Tuwaitha, an IAEA team continued to take a physical inventory of nuclear materials from Iraq’s past nuclear programme. Mr. Ueki predicted that this work would be completed by Thursday. 

Another team investigated an outlying site of the Al Qa Qaa explosives plant, as well as the Al Furat State Company for Chemical Industries in Mussayib. Inspections were made at a complex of sites belonging to the Al Karama facility.

Another IAEA team departed Baghdad for the Qaim Phosphate Complex near the town of al-Qaim on the western border of Iraq. “Qaim was previously associated with Iraq’s production of uranium from ores found in the area,” Mr. Ueki said. “The team is tasked with verifying the status of destroyed equipment at this site and an inspection to determine that no uranium extraction activities have been resumed.”

The arrival of additional inspectors today brought to 70 the total number in Iraq – 43 from UNMOVIC and 27 from the IAEA. In addition, the first UN helicopter was flight-tested today.

In a separate development, the Office of the Iraq Programme reported today that Iraqi crude exports under the UN’s humanitarian “oil-for-food” programme dipped slightly last week to 10.8 million barrels, compared with the previous week’s 11.9 million barrels. 

The Office blamed the erratic sales on a variety of factors, including “Iraq’s periodic suspension of oil exports under the programme; the absence of agreement between Iraq and the UN Sanctions Committee on oil pricing; declining technical capacity to produce oil; and the concerns of traders about the reliability of Iraqi supplies, including possible disruptions as a consequence of current political developments.”

* * *

BBC


10 December – In a direct appeal to the people of Iraq over the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC), United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today called on Baghdad to fully disarm in order to avoid war. 

Delivering the BBC World Service Lecture, Mr. Annan spoke to “you who are listening in Iraq, under the threat of new hostilities.” He emphasized that a peaceful resolution is possible “if your Government complies fully with its obligations under Security Council resolutions.”

“It is essential, if Iraq is to be put back on the path to peace and prosperity, that this work of disarmament be done thoroughly and completely,” the Secretary-General said. “You cannot hope to see the sanctions lifted so long as your Government retains weapons of mass destruction.  I would be deceiving you if I were to suggest otherwise.”

In an address which covered a range of topics, from regional hotspots to pressing global problems, Mr. Annan said, “When I think of victims of conflict today, I think first of my fellow Africans.” He voiced “anger and outrage at the suffering of our continent’s people, and the plunder of its natural resources, at a time when we also have to face the onslaught of famine and HIV/AIDS.” Urging Africans not to lose hope, he noted progress towards peace in many parts of the continent, such as Angola, Sudan, Sierra Leone, the Democratic Republic of the Congo and Burundi.

“Africans are taking control of their own problems and destinies,” he observed. “That should embolden all of us to shed, once and for all, the image of a continent in perpetual crisis.”

Addressing listeners in the Middle East, the Secretary-General said the mutually destructive cycle of hatred and mistrust among Israelis and Palestinians “not only spells misery for the two peoples themselves, but blights the whole region’s prospects.”

“Yet the solution is clear, and widely agreed on: land for peace, and two States living side by side,” he said, adding that the UN was working with the United States, European Union and Russian Federation to foster a peaceful settlement.

On global problems, he stressed the importance of the targets set in the Millennium Declaration adopted by world leaders at a UN summit in 2000, and praised the BBC World Service Trust for its plans to produce a series called Millennium Milestones “which will show what is being done to implement the Millennium Goals, and what difference it is making in the lives of real, individual people around the world.”


The lecture is scheduled to be broadcast tomorrow on BBC World Service at 1805 GMT.

* * *

Cyprus


10 December – Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Special Adviser on Cyprus, Alvaro de Soto, today delivered letters from the United Nations chief to Glafcos Clerides, the Greek Cypriot leader, and Rauf Denktash, the Turkish Cypriot leader.

“With these letters he conveyed a revision of his proposed Basis for Agreement on a Comprehensive Settlement of the Cyprus Problem, which had been conveyed to the two sides on November 11,” a UN spokesman said in a statement released in Nicosia.

The document was revised following intensive consultations with the two sides participating in the negotiation, according to the statement. “These consultations were stepped up in the past few days following receipt last week of the two sides’ comments, suggestions and requests, with Mr. de Soto and his colleagues shuttling between the two leaders and their colleagues with a view to improving the text.”

In his letter, the Secretary-General asks the two leaders to give the revision the most urgent consideration with a view to reaching a decisive conclusion this week, so that a reunited Cyprus may accede to the European Union. The Secretary-General has asked the two sides to be available in Copenhagen later this week should that prove necessary.

“Cyprus has a rendezvous with history,” the Secretary-General said in his letter. “It should not be missed.” 

* * *

Security Council

10 December – As the United Nations Security Council discussed measures to protect civilians in armed conflict, UN officials today stressed the urgency of finding practical ways to improve the safety of individuals and provide for them after the fighting has ended.

Speaking at the outset of the Council’s meeting, Secretary-General Kofi Annan said the question is among the most urgent, and most important, for the Council and for the UN as a whole in addressing the effects of fighting around the world.

“Civilians account for the vast majority of victims of armed conflicts today,” he noted. “Millions of them are directly targeted, displaced from their homes, subject to appalling human rights abuses, and denied assistance in times of war.”

The Secretary-General stressed that strengthening the protection of civilians is a key to achieving a sustainable peace. “The question is whether we show the will and the determination to make protection an inescapable duty for all parties in conflicts,” he told the meeting chaired by Foreign Minister Carolina Barco of Colombia, which holds the Council’s rotating presidency. 

Noting that today is Human Rights Day, the Secretary-General also emphasized the “unambiguous linkage” between improving the security of the individual person and securing and sustaining peace and preventing violent conflict, calling for practical measures and a clear path from policy to implementation. “We need to move forward and develop a more systematic approach to this issue,” he said, urging a solid structure through which analysis and policy, and an awareness of best practices, can be translated immediately into action that makes a difference in people’s lives.

“The protection of civilians does not stop with a ceasefire, but must continue in the immediate post-conflict phase,” the Secretary-General said. “Ensuring that they receive needed humanitarian assistance, ending and reversing forced displacement, tackling the scourge of landmines and small arms, and beginning processes of justice and reconciliation: these are not only worthy efforts in themselves, but they are also the building blocks for peace and recovery.”

In his statement to the Council, Kenzo Oshima, the UN Emergency Relief Coordinator, noted that the world body had been raising awareness of the vulnerability of civilians in armed conflict as a number of long-standing conflicts had been making progress toward peace. The establishment of the culture of protection, however, was still a distant goal, as civilians remained the main victims of current conflicts.

The Council’s “aide-memoire” of last March was a centrepiece of a new strategy for civilian protection, Mr. Oshima said, and had already proved useful in Sierra Leone and the Ituri region of the Democratic Republic of the Congo. What ultimately mattered, however, was the implementation of the recommendations made in such conferences and reports. Such momentum must be matched with action, he stressed.

* * *

UNRWA

10 December – The United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA) today appealed for $94 million to carry out emergency relief operations in the occupied Palestinian territory during the first half of next year.

Launching the bid in Jerusalem, the Agency noted that over two years of violence, curfews and closures have had a “catastrophic” impact on the humanitarian conditions of the 1.5 million Palestinian refugees living in the area. Some 22 per cent of children are suffering from acute or chronic malnutrition, while unemployment now exceeds 50 per cent and over 60 per cent of the population is living on less than $2 a day.

Thousands of Palestinian families have had their shelters demolished or destroyed, and the Agency warned of increasing signs that Palestinian society is teetering on the edge of ruin.

 “UNRWA is the largest humanitarian actor in the region and is the only organization with the kind of infrastructure able to have an major impact on the living conditions for Palestinians in Gaza and the West Bank,” said the Agency’s Commissioner-General, Peter Hansen. “So rapid has been the humanitarian collapse that it will take an emergency programme of the scale we present today to prevent a complete breakdown in Palestinian society.”

With $32.4 million, UNRWA hopes to launch the largest food aid programme ever seen in the territories. Around 222,000 families, comprising 1.1 million people, will receive regular supplies of iron-fortified flour, chickpeas, olive oil and other staples designed to provide a nutritional safety net for those worst affected by the crisis

The Agency also plans to create almost 1 million job opportunity days for refugees in Gaza and the West Bank in an effort to inject badly needed cash into the local economy and provide meaningful temporary employment. UNRWA will hire additional teachers, medical staff, labourers and others on short contracts to help it implement its humanitarian programmes and to provide breadwinners with much-needed income.

The appeal also envisions a major rebuilding programme to replace or repair shelters that continue to be destroyed or badly damaged in Israeli military operations. Additionally, UNRWA aims to supply extra medicines, medical staff and mobile clinics for refugees cut off from health care by curfews and closures. In the education sector, a large-scale distance-learning project is planned to help children whose schooling is being disrupted by the long periods when they or their teachers cannot reach their classrooms.

“It is my hope and my wish that the international community responds generously and urgently to help UNRWA help the Palestinians,” Mr. Hansen said.

* * *

Prevlaka


10 December – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today welcomed the signing of an agreement by the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia and Croatia on the Prevlaka peninsula, a strategic area long the subject of dispute between the two countries.

In a statement released through his spokesman, the Secretary-General said the Protocol on the Interim Regime along the Southern Border between the Two States constitutes “another encouraging step towards normal, good-neighbourly relations.”


The agreement paves the way for the termination of the UN Mission of Observers in Prevlaka (UNMOP) when its mandate expires in five days. “For ten years, UNMOP has monitored the demilitarization of the peninsula and thereby contributed to insulating it from tensions created by hostilities nearby,” the statement said.


The spokesman noted that UN observers can now leave the area “in the full confidence that their mission has been successfully accomplished,” adding that UNMOP “has demonstrated that even a small UN presence, properly conceived and executed, can make a positive difference.”


UN observers have been deployed in Prevlaka since 1992, as part of the UN Protection Force (UNPROFOR) and later the UN Confidence Restoration Operation (UNCRO). By February 1996, UNMOP was established as an independent mission with the mandate to continue monitoring the demilitarization of the Prevlaka peninsula.

* * *

Côte d’Ivoire

10 December – The United Nations refugee agency today announced plans to evacuate thousands of refugees from the Danané region of conflict-torn western Côte d’Ivoire.


UNHCR is urgently looking at the feasibility of various options to evacuate thousands of refugees from western Côte d’Ivoire, including emergency repatriation to Liberia and/or temporary settlement in a third West African country. A spokesman for the Geneva-based agency said the plans would be executed “once security and logistical arrangements can be worked out.”


Evacuation plans suffered a major setback on Sunday when a UNHCR ferry was damaged by hand grenades detonated by government forces. The ferry had been used in the past for the repatriation of Liberian refugees across the Cavaly River to the town of Pelebo in Liberia.

UNHCR spokesman Kris Janowski indicated that the agency was “told that the ferry was destroyed to prevent potential future intrusion of rebels into Côte d’Ivoire.” Voicing concern about the incident, he said it “affects the ability of UN agencies to operate in a climate of safety and respect for the UN property guaranteed various international agreements.”

As fighting spread over the weekend, more than 6,000 additional people sought refuge in neighbouring countries. Over 36,000 refugees have now left the troubled country since violence erupted on 28 November. Of these, at least 22,000 are Liberians forced by the fighting to return to their own war-ravaged country.  An estimated 4,000 people have also fled to Guinea, while over 2,500 refugees remain in Abidjan. 

The UN refugee agency describes the situation as “extremely volatile,” with an increasing number of Ivorian nationals as well as Liberian refugees being forced to flee. “Crossing the border is also becoming harder by the day as fighting gets more brutal,” UNHCR Representative in Liberia Moses Okello warned.

Noting that the agency is now “running three different special operations in this part of West Africa,” he predicted that if the crisis worsens, it would have to further boost capacity there.

* * *

Afghanistan


10 December – As winter’s freezing temperatures descend on Pakistan, the United Nations today announced the start of an emergency distribution of blankets to Afghan refugees living in the country.

The UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) is providing more than 160,000 blankets around the Pakistani border city of Chaman and in other refugee camps in the region to protect thousands of Afghans threatened by a wave of cold weather.


Agency staff today completed the distribution of nearly 20,000 extra blankets to Afghan asylum-seekers who have been stranded in the “waiting area” just inside the Pakistani border at Chaman since Pakistan barred the admission of more refugees last February, according to UNHCR spokesman Kris Janowski. “Each Afghan at the squalid, makeshift site received one blanket, in addition to the supplies that have been handed out earlier in the year,” he said.


An additional 700 baby blankets will be distributed to mothers through the health centre in the area, while the distribution of extra winter clothes is also being arranged.

The UN refugee agency is also transferring 20,000 blankets from its Chaman warehouses for distribution among the internally displaced Afghans in Spin Boldak, the town just across the border inside Afghanistan. 

* * *

Greece


10 December – Reacting to the “extraordinary drop” in the numbers of refugees being recognized in Greece, the United Nations today voiced concern that the trend may reflect a serious problem in the country’s asylum procedure.

“Although, on the face of it, Greece has one of the more liberal asylum systems in Europe, its current recognition rate ranks as one of the lowest, despite the fact that the main groups of asylum seekers come from countries that are well-known producers of refugees, such as Iraq and Afghanistan,” said Kris Janowski, a spokesman for the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR).

Less than half of 1 per cent of all asylum seekers were granted refugee status so far this year, compared with 11.2 per cent in 2001. Last year, the total recognition rate, including those granted humanitarian protection status, was 22.4 per cent – against just 1 per cent this year.

By comparison, the average recognition rates across the European Union last year were 15.8 per cent receiving refugee status – a figure which rises to 26.9 per cent when including those given humanitarian status.


“The disparity between Greece and most other European countries is thrown into even more stark relief when one looks at the recognition rate for the largest single group – namely Iraqis,” Mr. Janowski said, noting that the average recognition rate for Iraqis in Greece is almost 100 times lower than the most recent European Union average. 

* * *

Sudanese Refugees

10 December – Aid workers and staff from the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) continue to be unable to access the Fugnido camp in southwestern Ethiopia due to security concerns, the agency said today.

The camp, home to some 28,700 refugees, was the scene of violence in late November when 41 Sudanese refugees were killed in reportedly ethnic clashes. Fugnido is the largest of five refugee settlements in Ethiopia’s Gambella region, which hosts a total of 85,000 Sudanese. UNHCR personnel have been ordered to keep clear of the camp since 25 November.

At a press briefing in Geneva, UNHCR spokesman Kris Janowski called for additional security in the area. “The clashes in Fugnido highlight the need for ARRA [the Ethiopian Administration for Refugee and Returnee Affairs] and the Ethiopian Government to ensure the basic principles of refugee protection and monitoring,” he said.

Last week UNHCR representatives and the regional head of its main partner, ARRA, went to Fugnido to speak with residents in a bid to restore calm. The UN agency reported that the situation remains tense, with over 200 refugees who had been residing in the camp taking refuge in the nearby UNHCR-ARRA compound.

The clashes reportedly mirror tribal and political conflicts among members of the Ethiopian host community, while the refugees’ affiliations with various factions of the rebel Sudanese People’s Liberation Army (SPLA) are said to be fuelling the dispute. UNHCR indicated last week that it was studying the possibility of shifting some tribal communities out of Fugnido to other sites in order to ease the long-simmering ethnic tensions in the region.

* * *

Timor-Leste

10 December – As investigations into last week’s violence in Timor-Leste continue, the United Nations top envoy to the country today announced a number of immediate steps to strengthen the new nation’s police force.

Kamalesh Sharma said that after consulting with the Government, the measures would include tighter supervision of the Rapid Deployment Unit of the Timor-Leste Police Service (TLPS), and TLPS officers rotated through the squad for periods of two years to establish a broader skill base within the force.

Training for the Unit will also stress the development of integrity, leadership, client-oriented service delivery, action management, interpersonal relations, communications skills, enhancement of problem-solving skills, adherence to the principle of the use of force and proportionality, the Constitution and on human rights standards, he said.

Other steps to be taken include the monitoring of all TLPS officers to ensure compliance with the highest standards of accountability and discipline, and a change in the Unit’s uniforms to make them more like those of the TLPS and not of a separate entity.

Mr. Sharma said the events of last Wednesday, when two Timorese were killed and three more seriously injured, demonstrated the importance of the international community providing full support to the long-term process of creating a police service that meets the highest professional standard, and respects the human rights and dignity of the community it serves.

Meanwhile in New York, José Luís Guterres, Timor-Leste’s Ambassador to the UN, said that the Government’s two commissions of inquiry have started their work and the results of the investigations will soon be announced.

He added that elements involved in the riots were thought to be seeking refuge in neighbouring West Timor, Indonesia, and the authorities there have been doing their best to stop the illegal entry of the suspects. Once the commissions’ work is finished, the Government will seek help from the Indonesian authorities in arresting the suspects.

Mr. Guterres also said that preliminary findings show that the bullets that killed two students were not from the Timor-Leste police force.

* * *

ICTR

10 December – Continuing a trend of eroding relations between the Rwandan Government and the United Nations International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR), a senior delegation from Kigali has cancelled a planned visit to the Arusha-based court.

The Rwandan Minister of Justice, Jean de Dieu Mucyo, and the Prosecutor General Gerald Gahmia, had been slated to arrive today for talks with Tribunal officials.

ICTR President Judge Navanethem Pillay expressed regret over the cancellation, saying it was “unfortunate that since the establishment of the Tribunal, no member of the Rwandan Government has made an official visit to the institution.” 

“This year our relations with Rwanda have sadly deteriorated to the point where two Trial Chambers were obliged to remind the Government of its legal obligation of cooperation with the Tribunal,” Judge Pillay said.

The visit had been designed to allow the Rwandan officials to observe trials in progress, and to “give the delegation the possibility to be briefed in detail on the organization and functioning of the Tribunal as well as providing the opportunity to discuss matters of mutual concern,” she noted.

Judge Pillay voiced hope that the Rwandan authorities “will reconsider their position enabling such a visit to Arusha to be arranged in the New Year.”

* * *

International Court of Justice

10 December – The Republic of the Congo today filed a petition with the International Court of Justice (ICJ) seeking to block France from putting the country’s Minister of the Interior, Pierre Oba, on trial for crimes against humanity and torture.

In its filing yesterday, Congo says that the effort by France to prosecute Mr. Oba for crimes allegedly committed “in connection with the exercise of his powers for the maintenance of public order in his country” amounted to a breach of the principle that one country cannot exercise its authority on the territory of another.

The court document goes on to state that in issuing a warrant instructing police officers to examine President Denis Sassou Nguesso as a witness in the case, France violated “the criminal immunity of a foreign Head of State, an international customary rule recognized by the jurisprudence of the Court,” and asks the ICJ to annul all investigation and prosecution efforts.

Brazzaville also seeks to establish the ICJ’s jurisdiction in the case, which requires the agreement of France. The petition and a request for preliminary measures has been transmitted to Paris, but no action will be taken “unless and until France consents to the Court’s jurisdiction in the case,” the ICJ said.

* * *

Human Rights Day

10 December – One of the most outstanding legacies of the last century has been the development of a body of international law that can protect the individual from injustice, arbitrary treatment and assaults on fundamental security, Secretary-General Kofi Annan said today as the United Nations observed Human Rights Day.

“All too often, these laws are not honoured; all too often, domestic laws are subverted to provide a cloak of legitimacy for breaches of fundamental human rights, or infringements on civil liberties,” the Secretary-General said in a message marking the Day, which commemorates the UN General Assembly’s adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948. “Yet the strength of the rule of law lies in its universal relevance and application – in its grounding in the fundamental human rights of all people.”

Mr. Annan appealed to all governments, communities and individuals to recommit themselves to the universal application of the rule of law. “Let us ensure that we never take this precious legacy for granted,” he said. “Let us nurture, develop, strengthen and defend it.”

For his part, the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, Sergio Vieira de Mello, noted that human rights, as protected by the rule of law, are now demanded by civil society, adopted as pillars of domestic and foreign policy, and invoked by parliaments, national and international judiciaries, the media, schools, workers, employers and corporations.

At the same time, he pointed out countless civilians are living in the midst of war and conflict, enduring atrocities that should outrage the conscience of humanity. “It is appalling that impunity for gross violations of human rights and grave breaches of humanitarian law is so rampant,” he said, noting that the entry into force of the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court on 1 July has given “great hope” for finally bringing an end to genocide, war crimes and crimes against humanity.

Nevertheless, the international community needs to do more, the High Commissioner stressed. “We must look with renewed urgency to means that will truly promote and protect human rights in areas ravaged by conflict,” he said. “Armed conflict stands as a bloody monument to the failure of the rule of law. We must break the cycle of violence.”

Meanwhile, General Assembly President Jan Kavan of the Czech Republic said that 54 years after the adoption of the Declaration, there are many whose human rights and fundamental freedoms are still not respected. He pointed out that respect for human rights is best fostered where conflicts are prevented through diplomacy and other measures.

“It is crucial to enhance the United Nations preventive capacity and in so doing move from a culture of reaction to a culture of prevention,” he said. “The United Nations and other international organizations, side-by-side with world leaders, civil society, non-governmental organizations and other stakeholders must do their best to prevent armed conflict in all parts of the world.”

* * *

Human Rights Day

10 December – The United Nations missions in Timor-Leste and Afghanistan helped those countries observe Human Rights Day today, pledging support for the two nations’ effort in promoting basic civil liberties in every day life.

In Timor-Leste, the Government marked the occasion by ratifying all seven core international human rights treaties, in the process becoming the twentieth signatory to the Convention on the Protection of Migrant Workers and their Families. The move brings the treaty into force 12 years after it was adopted by the UN General Assembly.

“Ratifying these treaties must mean more than signing a piece of paper,” President Xanana Gusmão said, calling it a solemn commitment by the people of Timor-Leste to “implement the human rights principles and standards that are included in them.” He added, “This is not some academic exercise...the policies and actions of our efforts in leadership and governance must be based on human rights.”

After signing the treaties and covenants, President Gusmão passed them to the top UN envoy in Timor-Leste, Kamalesh Sharma, who will forward them to the UN Registry in New York. On accepting the documents, he praised the Government for its commitment, telling those at the ceremony “the signing of these treaties is as much a declaration to the world that the value of human dignity is cherished in Timor-Leste as it is an acceptance of international obligations.”

The international treaties that were ratified today include the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights; the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights; the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination and the Convention Against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment.

Also approved today were the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women; the Convention on the Rights of the Child; the Convention on the Protection of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families; plus three optional protocols dealing with the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women; the Rights of the Child On the Involvement in Armed Conflict; and the Rights of the Child on the Sale of Children, Child Prostitution and Child Pornography and the second optional protocol dealing with Civil and Political Rights.

The Permanent Representative of Timor-Leste to the United Nations, José Luís Guterres, told reporters at a press conference in New York the signings come after the efforts of the international community to help build and develop his country. Joining him was the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, Sergio Vieira de Mello, who previously held the top UN post in Timor-Leste.
The fact that the country ratified the treaties less than three months after its independence demonstrated that “small and weak nations that have just emerged from a long period of darkness and suffering, and who have just attained independence, are as committed to international law and its strengthening as more powerful, well-established, developed democracies around the world,” Mr. Vieira de Mello said.

Meanwhile in Afghanistan, the Special Representative of the Secretary-General, Lakhdar Brahimi, said that the UN mission would continue to carry out its human rights mandate by investigating violations, analyzing their root causes and proposing constructive measures in response.

“On this day, the people of Afghanistan should know that they have friends all over the world,” Mr. Brahimi said. “They should know that there are men and women all over the world who follow with sympathy their struggle to strengthen the peace process, to defend their rights, to achieve national reconciliation and to rebuild their country.

* * *

Latin America

10 December – The United Nations International Labour Organization (ILO) today opened a meeting in Lima aimed at fostering solutions to Latin America’s current economic crisis.

The ILO meeting is being held in a regional context of low economic growth, high unemployment and the growing “informalization” of the labour market as more and more people work without social protection.

Urban unemployment in Latin America and the Caribbean rose in the third quarter of this year to 17 million – the highest figure in the past 22 years, according to the ILO, which warned that this would likely continue to rise as an additional 1 million people lose their jobs.

The four-day meeting brings together more than 400 delegates, representatives of governments and workers’ and employers’ organizations from 35 countries. They are considering the impact of globalization, gender and discrimination, the social and labour dimension of regional integration and the region’s lack of jobs and income.

“We are faced with populations in despair who cannot understand how their own countries can have come to such a pass and who in many cases feel themselves to be the true pariahs of globalization,” ILO Director-General Juan Somavia said.

In a report to the meeting, he blames the crisis in part on “serious shortcomings in the functioning of democratic institutions,” widespread corruption, and society’s loss of confidence in the independence of those in power, their institutions and the judicial system.

Faced with the seriousness of the economic crisis and the worsening of social and labour conditions in Latin America and the Caribbean, the Director-General calls for measures “not only to return to high and sustained economic growth, but also to incorporate social objectives into economic policy, democratize and modernize institutions, prevent corruption and violence and – the final goal – to achieve development with freedom, equity, security and human dignity.”

* *** *
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