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THE ENVIRONMENT IN THE NEWS

Tuesday, 11 January 2005

South Asian Tsunami News
· Reuters - Germany Wants Lead on Tsunami Early Warning System
· BBC - Talks highlight risks to islands
· Xinhua - Mauritius calls for early warning system in tsunami hit Indian Ocean
· Xinhua - UN chief Annan arrives in Mauritius for small islands conference
· Reuters - Tsunami Disaster in Focus as Island Meeting Opens
· Reuters - Tsunami Disaster in Focus as Island Meeting Opens
· UN News Service - Small island nations conference opens with UN call for more development assistance
· The Barbados - YOUTH TO HAVE THEIR SAYy
· Reuters - Malaysia Wants Mangroves Saved as Tsunami Barrier

· Reuters - China to Integrate Disaster Warning Systems
· Reuters - UN Moves to Guard Against Tsunami Aid Corruption
· Washington Times - Outside View: Tsunami, Mangroves & Economy
· NY TIMES - Aid: U.N. Moves to Devise System for Tracking Relief Money
· The Independent on Sunday U.K. -  God and Mangroves
· Washington Post - Scientists investigate wildlife's possible warning systems   

Environmental News from the UNEP Regions

· ROAP
· ROA
· ROWA


Other UN News
· UN Daily News of  10 January 2005
· S.G.’s Spokesman Daily Press Briefing of 10 January 2005

People’s Daily - China

IOC president Rogge to visit Kenya 

Jacques Rogge, president of the International Olympic Committee (IOC), is to arrive in Kenya late Monday for a three-day visit, officials said. 

"Rogge is expected to officially open the new National Olympic Committee of Kenya Headquarters in Nairobi and meet some UN officials during his visit," said Tom Omwuombo, secretary general of National Olympic Committee of Kenya. 

The IOC president will then visit Kenya's western town of Eldoret where he will tour various places including training camps used by Kenyan athletes, he said. 

United Nations officials in Nairobi said one of Rogge's key appointments in Kenya will be visiting the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) where he will spend an entire morning with UNEP's executive director Klaus Toepfer and his staff. 

"Rogge's meeting with Toepfer will discuss areas of collaboration between the IOC and UNEP and how the two organizations will work together to ensure environmental friendly Olympic Games," a statement from UNEP said. 

The statement said the meeting is expected to review the environmental aspects of the 2004 Athens Olympic Games and the preparations of the forthcoming Olympic Games in Torino, Italy in 2006 and in Beijing, China in 2008. 

Source: Xinhua 
____________________________________________________________________________________________

Olympic.org

IOC President in Kenya
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10 January 2005
IOC President Jacques Rogge is spending from 10 to 14 January in Kenya. On 12 January he will attend the inauguration of a new administrative building for the National Olympic Committee (NOC). This inauguration marks the 50th anniversary of the Kenyan NOC. The President will visit the Head of State, Mwai Kibaki, and will have a meeting with the Sports Minister, G. Ochilo Ayacko. 



Kip Keino high-altitude training centre 
On 14 January, the IOC President will take the opportunity during his stay to visit the high-altitude training centre of former Olympic champion and current Kenyan NOC President Kipjoge Keino in Eldorate. He will visit the Kip Keino School, also in Eldorate, which enables 300 children and 30 orphans to have an education.


Meeting with the UNEP and UNHCR
During his stay in Nairobi, the IOC President will meet the Executive Director of the United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP), Klaus Töpfer, as well as a representative from the United Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR). On this occasion he will make a donation of sports and educational equipment to the refugee camps in Kenya and Tanzania.


______________________________________________________________________________________________
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Atolls in the Maldives


Kimani Chege
10 January 2005
Source: SciDev.Net



[NAIROIBI] Discussions on how to implement a tsunami warning system in the Indian Ocean are expected to dominate talks at the United Nations Conference on Small Islands, opening today (10 January) in Mauritius.

In preparation for the meeting, the United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP) last week (6 January) released reports on so-called small island developing states. The reports, written before last month's tsunami, highlight the vulnerability of small islands and other low-lying coastal areas to natural disasters such as tidal waves.

Efforts to reduce that threat were given fresh impetus last week, when world leaders at a summit in Jakarta, Indonesia, agreed to set up a warning system. However, specific details of how the system will be set up and funded have yet to be agreed (see Nations agree to set up tsunami alert system).

The Mauritius conference was initially intended to follow up on an action plan for the sustainable development of small islands that was drawn up in Barbados in 1994. Key issues to be discussed included the islands' vulnerability to climate change. Other threats to small islands identified in the UNEP reports include over-fishing, pollution from ships, and freshwater shortages.

But after the recent tsunami, which devastated small islands in the Indian Ocean including the Maldives, and Andaman and Nicobar islands, talks are now set to focus on efforts to prepare for and reduce the threats of natural disasters. 

An early warning system such as that in the Pacific Ocean could have helped to save lives by monitoring changes in the ocean and warning the public of any threat detected. According to UNEP, until such a system is in place, countries in the Indian Ocean remain at risk from tsunamis.

UNEP officials said in a press conference in Nairobi on 6 January that the meeting in Mauritius would present an opportunity to further discuss the planned alert system.

They revealed that after the tsunami, the Asian Development Bank had offered to fund studies into the implementation of an alert system in collaboration with UNEP, and that the Maldives has formally requested assistance from UNEP to set up a system.

In a press release launching the reports on small islands, UNEP's executive director, Klaus Toepfer, stressed the urgency of early warning systems, adding that the cost would be high "but not as high as the suffering of the people affected and the economies of the nations concerned".

According to UNEP spokesperson Eric Falt, the UN body has yet to come up with a clear picture of the tsunami's environmental impacts but will soon be using geographic information systems (GIS) and other remote sensing techniques to assess the extent of the damage. 

He said that mangrove forests and coral reefs were important natural barriers to the tsunamis but that most of them have been destroyed in the small island states due to increased human activity (see Mangrove forests 'can reduce impact of tsunamis').

Falt added that climate change is an additional threat to small islands because of rising sea levels. He said most of the island nations in the Indian Ocean are party to the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change and are keen for the Kyoto Protocol to come into force. 

______________________________________________________________________________________________
The Guardian

Aid for vulnerable islands declines 

UN conference hears how small states are struggling with rising seas, pollution and cuts in foreign assistance 

Paul Brown, environment correspondent
Monday January 10, 2005
The Guardian 

Aid to 45 small island states, home to the people most vulnerable to climate change and natural disasters, has fallen by more than half in eight years, a UN conference will be told today.

The islands are meeting in Mauritius this week to plead for the help they say they need to survive. Known as Sids, or small island developing states, the islands have a total population of 50 million; although they include some of the world's top tourist destinations, such as the Seychelles and Caribbean islands, most are impoverished and isolated. The Maldives, stricken in the Indian tsunami disaster, are among them.

It is the first such meeting in 10 years, and will hear a series of reports produced by the United Nations environment programme. Some islands, including the Maldives, will disappear altogether by the end of this century because of rising seas, and many are being increasingly damaged by tropical storms such as those that hit the Caribbean last year.

Klaus Toepfer, executive director, speaking on the eve of the conference, said that, although small island states were widely distributed across the world, they were all vulnerable to natural and man-made disasters because of their size, and were all heavily dependent on a healthy environment and natural resources such as timber and fish for their survival - assets which were under threat.

"In the first 10 months of 2004, economic losses due to natural disasters in Sids had exceeded $100bn [£53bn]. Only $35bn of this had been insured. Many islands had lost valuable timber resources and agriculture had been damaged," he said.

Jagdish Koonjul, a Mauritian who chairs the Association of Small Island States, said: "People see small palm-fringed islands as paradise, but development that is not well managed is the other side of paradise.

"The percentage of foreign world aid going to Sids has dropped from 2.6% to 1% between 1996 and 2003, but without outside help we are struggling to survive."

He said that for the last 35 years developed nations had been promising transfer of technology. Small islands needed modern methods of treating waste and generating electricity without the use of oil imports, and training for islanders to operate such technology.

Just as important, the islands needed early warning of disasters -tropical storms and storm surges, as well as tsunamis.

Among problems the reports highlight is shortage of fresh water. Cape Verde, the Comoros and the Maldives are already at or below the stress threshold. Increasingly frequent droughts caused in part by climate change mean that some islands need to rely on desalination plants, and all need to carry out rainwater harvesting. Failure to treat sewage and misuse of fertilisers also contaminates scarce water. As a result, there have been cholera epidemics in the Comoros in 1998 and 2001, and in Madagascar up to one in four children can be affected in the rainy season.

The meeting is hoping to extend the Caribbean use of hurricane-resistant building codes to Atlantic and Indian Ocean members, and to improve on cyclone forecasting. Among the problems the islands already face is damage to coral reefs and beach erosion, and inundation of nearby agricultural land, due to increasing wave heights.

As more consumer goods are imported, waste is a problem. In Madagascar only 6% of rubbish is routinely collected, and more than half the population dispose of their rubbish "anywhere convenient" - often on beaches and in mangrove swamps. Dumped containers then fill with rainwater and breed mosquitoes, increasing malaria.

Tourists, vital to the economy of many Sids, are part of the problem, particularly in the Caribbean, where 60% of the world's cruise ships operate.

As the ships get larger they demand ever deeper harbours and often overwhelm the ability of islands to deal with rubbish, sewage and oil.

______________________________________________________________________________________________

The Jamaican Observer

Asian tsunami lends urgency to new UNEP report

Monday, January 10, 2005

A just-released report on the state of the Caribbean environment which highlights three decades of environmental degradation and the unsustainable use of natural resources has taken on added urgency against the backdrop of last month's tsunami disaster in Asia.

The Caribbean Environment Outlook publication, a special edition for the Mauritius International Meeting for the 10-year review of the Barbados Programme of Action for the Sustainable Development of Small Island Developing States (SIDS), was launched here Thursday as the world contemplated the utter devastation of 11 Asian countries by tsunamis triggered by an underwater earthquake.

Banda Aceh, Indonesia - Two men try to retrieve their pick-up truck tilting over the river yesterday in Banda Aceh. Two weeks after the earthquake and tsunami hit Aceh Province more bodies are found and the death toll in the region increases. The December 26 devastating quake-triggered tidal wave claimed the lives of 100,000 people in Indonesia alone, the total death toll for all countries affected is more than 150,000. (Photo: AP)

The report revealed that environmental abuse had reduced the availability of ecosystem-based goods and services, with negative consequences for sustainable social and economic growth in the Caribbean.

In his review, lead author of the document, Leslie Walling, told guests at the launch inside the Jamaica Conference Centre in downtown Kingston that Caribbean environmental changes were being driven by socio-economic factors such as deforestation. The denuding of the land, he said, was "fuelled by the need for land for transportation, infrastructure, agriculture, housing and industrial development".

The document complained that deforestation had left the region with forest covering only 19 per cent of total land area, and that the expansion of road networks had improved access to more remote forest areas and timber resources, but led to further deforestation.

Walling also noted that external economic forces such as the fallout from trade liberalisation in traditional agricultural industries, local economic factors like the small export base and social factors, including the spectre of HIV/AIDS in the region, were also cause for concern.

However, he said that social indicators such as low child mortality rates and relatively high literacy rates in the majority of Caribbean countries were positive trends to be maintained and improved.

Many Caribbean countries, too, were taking more action to deal with environmental decline, he said.

He also pointed to factors such as a growing appreciation that environmental management was part of social and economic development in the region, and that fundamental assumptions on what made economies tick and what were preferred lifestyles to maintain sustainable development needed to be revisited.

Walling warned, however, that former assumptions about the environment could no longer guide policy-makers, as global changes in environmental patterns impacted the region.

"We can no longer sacrifice the environment in the face of economic initiatives...," he said. "Reports indicate the linkages and the fact that these linkages can no longer depend on past assumptions. Global change affects aspects of our own life."

He added that such climatic shifts also had implications for freshwater resources regionally, and these would have to be more carefully managed as "dry seasons get dryer and wet seasons wetter".

Among the major objectives of the United Nations Environment Programme-funded report are to:

. Highlight the state of the environment in SIDS, showing trends and vulnerabilities of national, regional and global significance;

. Provide policy guidance and early warning information on environmental threats;

. Provide a basis for regional consultations and for identifying the environmental issues and priorities;

. Help catalyse and promote international co-operation and action based on the best scientific and technical capabilities available; and

. Contribute to the development of a common strategy for sustainable development in SIDS.
______________________________________________________________________________________________

Xinhua

Global islands seek help to tackle natural disasters

www.chinaview.cn 2005-01-08 04:06:02

    PORT LOUIS, Mauritius, Jan. 7 (Xinhuanet) -- Leaders of the world's more than 40 island nations will converge on Mauritius next week to seek help coping with natural disasters, such as the Asian tsunamis that have left at least 155,000 dead.

    A UN conference on broader aspects of small islands and development, which is to open on Monday, would scarcely have made headlines a month ago, but the huge tidal waves unleashed by the Asian undersea earthquake on Dec. 26, 2004, have highlighted the vulnerability of the world's smallest countries.

    In fact, the conference is now seen as even more imperative as millions attempt to recover from a disaster that international experts agree could have been mitigated with better warning systems.

    Mauritius, the UN said, was "relatively spared" by the December26 waves.

    The conference will address as a matter of priority the need for better preparedness in small islands against natural disasterssuch as tsunamis and cyclones, said a UN statement.

    "Destruction of life and property to the low-lying coastal areas, once again highlights the vulnerability of the small islanddeveloping states (SIDS)," said Anwarul K. Chowdhury, UN Under Secretary-General and the Secretary-General of the UN International Meeting on SIDS, extending sympathies to the people and governments of the tsunami-affected countries.

    "This wave of destruction comes on the heels of a number of recent climatic disasters where the impact of sudden climate change has never before been more evident than the recent devastating widespread hurricanes and tropical storms affecting small island developing states, most vulnerable to global climate change," he added.

    The Mauritius conference will convene about 40 island nations to discuss challenges from natural disasters, climate change, trade losses and market access, and threats from HIV/AIDS, and howto present these issues to the international community in the search for help.

    Chowdhury said: "I am sure the issue of some kind of global early warning system will be proposed by many states and I am one of the people who believe such an early warning system should be set up immediately."

    Over 2,000 participants are expected in Mauritius for the January 10-14 talks, including 25 heads of states and governments,said the UN.

    They will review the implementation of the Program of Action for the Sustainable Development of Small Island Developing States,which was agreed a decade ago in Barbados.

    In addition to the official conference, several parallel eventswill be held in Mauritius, including a Civil Society Forum, a youth forum called Youth Visioning for Island Living, and Community Vilaj, a large event aimed at promoting exchanges among small islands, including an Island Market to showcase the diversity of the island's products.

    In the wake of the tsunami emergency in southeast Asia, disastermanagement experts in the Indian Ocean region have stepped up calls for the development of an early-warning system, especially for small island nations.

    Philippe Boulle, UN Development Program advisor in Mauritius, said on Friday: "It is absolutely critical that such an operative system be put in place as soon as possible to avoid the catastrophe underway in the Asian region. Nobody can afford a repeat of what has recently happened."

    Boulle said one of the concerns raised was the cost of establishing an Indian Ocean alert system, but added that given the calamity that befell Asia in December, which killed more than 150,000 people, the international community had "no option."

    He said: "It is not necessary to put in place the most expensive or most elaborate early-warning system, especially sincethere are such systems ... already, and this kind of technology needs to be transferred to poor island nations."

    It was equally important to ensure that the island states were equipped to manage natural disasters, "rather than waiting for things to happen."

    The Mauritius summit is also expected to tackle a number of wide-ranging concerns. According to the United Nations EnvironmentProgram (UNEP), freshwater shortages and global warming are among the top issues threatening the long-term stability of the Indian Ocean Islands. Enditem

______________________________________________________________________________________________
Laksamana Net

Mangrove Destruction Worsened Tsunami Ruin
January 10, 2005 10:40 PM, 
Laksamana.Net -  The World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) says mangroves and coral reefs act as natural barriers against tsunamis, and has therefore urged environmentally sustainable rebuilding efforts in the areas devastated by last month’s gigantic waves that hit 13 countries and killed more than 160,000 people, most of them in Indonesia. 

In a news release issued Monday (10/1/05), WWF Asia Pacific director Isabelle Louis said areas with healthy coral reefs and intact mangroves suffered less damage from the December 26 tsunamis than areas where reefs and mangroves had been destroyed for development projects. 

"Places that had healthy coral reefs and intact mangroves, which act as natural buffers, were less badly hit by the tsunami than those where the reefs had been damaged and mangroves ripped out and replaced by prawn farms and poorly planned beachfront hotels," she said. 

Vast tracts of Indonesia’s coastal mangrove forests have been destroyed over recent decades to make way for commercial shrimp ponds, beachside development and industrial projects, and transmigration settlements. 

Indonesia contains about one-third of the world’s total mangroves areas, but experts say more than half of the country’s mangrove forests have been destroyed since the 1940s. 

Following are WWF’s latest news releases on the conservation aspects of the tsunami disaster. Via the WWF website: http://www.panda.org 

'Green reconstruction' vital in tsunami aftermath 
10 Jan 2005 

Gland, Switzerland - In the aftermath of the tsunami disaster, WWF is calling on governments to support the devastated communities by ensuring that efforts to rebuild their livelihoods are environmentally sustainable. 

The call comes as a UN conference on the vulnerability of small island developing states gets underway in Mauritius in the Indian Ocean — the geographical area severely impacted by the tsunami. 

"Healthy ecosystems can save lives," said Isabelle Louis, Director of the WWF Asia Pacific Programme. 

"Places that had healthy coral reefs and intact mangroves, which act as natural buffers, were less badly hit by the tsunami than those where the reefs had been damaged and mangroves ripped out and replaced by prawn farms and poorly planned beachfront hotels." 

For example, in the Maldives, it is estimated that the damage from the tsunami could have been much worse if the government's policy of protecting the network of coral reefs that shield the islands from the open sea had not been so diligent. 

As humanitarian needs for food and shelter are met, WWF calls for long-term green reconstruction efforts. They should capitalise on natural defence mechanisms, appropriate coastal zone planning, rehabilitation of habitats, and restoration of sustainable livelihoods. 

"Poorly planned coastal development has compounded the impact of the tsunami,” said Mubariq Ahmad, Head of WWF Indonesia. "It is vital that we don't make the mistakes of the past. We need to rebuild in a sustainable and safe way." 

WWF is recommending that coastal developments are in the future not built within a safety zone from the high-tide mark, and is calling for strong coastal zone management policies, planning and/or better implementation within the region. 

WWF also supports steps to undertake the tsunami impact and natural disaster risk assessments. These are vital so that coastal ecosystems, such as coral reefs, mangroves, marshes, and forests that buffer the impact of tsunamis are appropriately rehabilitated and restored. 

While WWF recognises the immediate need for timber for emergency housing and workplace needs, it is strongly advocating that timber for long-term reconstruction efforts should be harvested from responsibly managed forests. Indiscriminate logging could contribute towards other calamities in the future, such as landslides and flooding. 

In the short term, it is also imperative that the fisheries sector is reconstructed responsibly as it is the primary source of livelihood for the thousands of communities affected by the tsunami. 

WWF warns that if devastated communities are not adequately resourced to regain immediate access to fishing, there is a real risk that opportunistic fishing fleets will move into the region, and further compound their current plight. 

NOTES: 
• 37 island nations are attending the UN conference on Small Island Developing States from 10-14 January in Mauritius to discuss challenges from natural disasters to climate change and threats from HIV/AIDS. It will discuss as a matter of priority the need for better preparedness in small islands against natural disasters such as tsunamis and cyclones. 

• WWF is sending an open letter to key participants at the UN conference, offering assistance and support for a green reconstruction for all nations affected by the tsunami. 

• Coral reefs and mangroves are biologically rich ecosystems that can provide a significant source of income for local communities to rebuild their lives. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Coral reefs and mangroves act as natural barriers against tsunamis 
4 Jan 2005 

WWF extends its deepest sympathies to those who have lost families and friends in the recent tsunami that struck the Asian region, including WWF staff and partner organizations, and to those who are now in the process of rebuilding their lives. 
Gland, Switzerland - The recent earthquake and tsunami that struck the Asian region is a reminder of the vulnerability of coastal communities in the face of unexpected natural disasters and of the tragic human costs and social, ecological, and economic impacts of such events. 

WWF extends its deepest sympathies to those who have lost families and friends, including WWF staff and partner organizations, and to those who are now in the process of rebuilding their lives. 

In Aceh, one WWF-Indonesia staff member is still missing, and one project has been affected by the Tsunami. Local staff are currently involved in emergency relief operations, with WWF’s field office in Banda Aceh now functioning as a coordination post for emergency relief. 

"It has been a difficult moment for us organizationally and individually to some staff," said Mubariq Ahmand, CEO of WWF-Indonesia. "We are encouraged, however, from the support we have been getting." 

In Jakarta, several WWF staff members met with the Indonesian Minister of Environment to discuss ways of assisting in the medium- and long-term recovery process. 

All WWF staff working in India’s Andaman Islands and along the coastal regions of Chennai and Kerala are reported to be safe. They are currently assessing damage and the environmental impacts of several projects, including those involving devastated fishing communities along the coast. 

Also in India, the country’s Supreme Court has relaxed its order banning the felling of trees from forests, allowing for the immediate use of timber for rehabilitation of tsunami victims in the Andaman and Nicobar Islands. The timber harvested would be used for reconstruction and repairing houses, setting up relief camps, and the repair of public infrastructure and buildings. The order will be in effect for six months and will not affect forests within 1,000 metres of the sea, the island’s national park, and coastal mangrove forests 

WWF stresses that maintaining good environmental services, such as forests, mangroves, and reefs, can contribute to a community’s welfare in times of crisis. 

“Natural disasters cannot be prevented,” said Isabelle Louis, Director of WWF International’s Asia-Pacific Programme. 

“However there may be ways to minimize the threat such disasters pose to coastal communities, to facilitate effective reconstruction, and to mitigate the social and ecological vulnerability of high risk areas.” 

“Education programmes and early warning systems will significantly reduce the number of human casualties, but it will only be through careful coastal and land-use planning that the economic and social costs of such disasters can be kept to a minimum,” she added. 

Tropical coastal ecosystems have sophisticated natural insurance mechanisms to help them survive the storm waves of typhoons and tsunamis. Coral reefs provide a physical barrier that reaches the sea surface, causing waves to break offshore and allowing them to dissipate most of their destructive energy before reaching the shore, while mangroves soak up destructive wave energy and acts as a buffer against erosion. Marshes, tidal inlets, and mangrove channels also contribute to limiting the extent of inundation by floodwaters and allow for such waters to drain quickly. 

According to reports from WWF-India's office in Andhra Pradesh, mangroves and coastal vegetation helped protect the coast and saved lives. Many fishermen, for example, took shelter in the Coringa Mangroves when the tsunami hit and survived. 

“Places that had healthy coral reefs and intact mangroves were far less badly hit than places where the reefs had been damaged and the mangroves ripped out and replaced by beachfront hotels and prawn farms,” said Simon Cripps, Director of WWF’s Global Marine Programme. 

“Coral reefs act as a natural breakwater and mangroves are a natural shock absorber, and this applies to floods and cyclones as well as tsunamis.” 

WWF is continuing to assist in the tsunami relief operations, and is providing its knowledge and expertise to support the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), which has been tasked with undertaking a full environmental assessment of this natural disaster. 

Notes 
• WWF International Director General Dr Claude Martin has established a CHF10,000 Emergency Fund from the Director General’s contingency fund with the purpose of enabling affected WWF programmes and projects and helping local partners in rebuilding infrastructure, re-establishing operations, undertaking assessments, and reviving community-based partner activities. Since the emergency fund was announced WWF-Sweden has matched this emergency fund with an additional CHF10,000. Other offices in the WWF Network are in the process of making similar pledges of support. 


______________________________________________________________________________________________

Greenpeace

Asian Tsunami: environmental and humanitarian disaster

 Mon 10 January 2005

International/Indian Ocean Region

On December 26 a massive tsunami swept through the Indian Ocean region to become arguably the largest natural disaster in living memory. Questions are now being asked: what are the environmental impacts of this tragedy? Did damaged environments contribute to the extent of the impact? And perhaps most importantly, what can be done to make sure that the long-term welfare of survivors is considered?

Our flagship, the Rainbow Warrior, is currently assisting the French organisation Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) in delivering emergency relief aid. Greenpeace activists have been involved in the relief effort in India, Indonesia, Thailand and elsewhere since December 26. Although we are not an aid organisation, we felt this was the best way we could contribute most effectively. The Rainbow Warrior was already in the region and access to many of the most remote and isolated areas is only possible by ship.

Environmental impacts

Now, we are also beginning to explore the possibilities of contributing to assessments of the environmental impacts caused by the tsunami.

Initial reports indicate that natural ecological systems such as coral reefs, mangroves and wetlands have suffered extensive impacts. Important research facilities for studying and monitoring these environments are reportedly also severely damaged.

This tsunami has highlighted the vulnerability of the sensitive marine environments, such as mangroves, that are the breeding grounds for many marine species and that represent the livelihood of thousands of communities that depend on them for their survival.

The United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) is undertaking a full environmental impact assessment of this natural disaster, and this, in conjunction with the various other initiatives underway, should lead to a good understanding of the scale and extent of the damage.

Redeveloping for the future

It seems that healthy mangroves and coral reefs formed an essential defence against the tsunami. Damage appears to be much worse in areas where these natural defences were destroyed or degraded by shrimp farming and irresponsible coastal development for industry and tourism. Any recovery effort should ensure the conservation and restoration of these vital coastal ecosystems.

From the point of view of the protection of human life in such an extreme event, but also considering the resilience of ecological systems, it is essential that redevelopment proceeds with this in mind.

Of course right now we must give our efforts to those who have suffered in this tragedy. We have and will continue to offer support to MSF during the relief effort.

But as the most urgent needs are met, and the focus falls more clearly upon redevelopment and reconstruction, then we will contribute to recovery efforts to ensure that the approach to reconstruction addresses both short and longer term social and environmental needs.    
______________________________________________________________________________________________
Indian Express

Asian Tsunami: environmental and humanitarian disaster

 Mon 10 January 2005

International/Indian Ocean Region

On December 26 a massive tsunami swept through the Indian Ocean region to become arguably the largest natural disaster in living memory. Questions are now being asked: what are the environmental impacts of this tragedy? Did damaged environments contribute to the extent of the impact? And perhaps most importantly, what can be done to make sure that the long-term welfare of survivors is considered?

Our flagship, the Rainbow Warrior, is currently assisting the French organisation Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) in delivering emergency relief aid. Greenpeace activists have been involved in the relief effort in India, Indonesia, Thailand and elsewhere since December 26. Although we are not an aid organisation, we felt this was the best way we could contribute most effectively. The Rainbow Warrior was already in the region and access to many of the most remote and isolated areas is only possible by ship.

Environmental impacts

Now, we are also beginning to explore the possibilities of contributing to assessments of the environmental impacts caused by the tsunami.

Initial reports indicate that natural ecological systems such as coral reefs, mangroves and wetlands have suffered extensive impacts. Important research facilities for studying and monitoring these environments are reportedly also severely damaged.

This tsunami has highlighted the vulnerability of the sensitive marine environments, such as mangroves, that are the breeding grounds for many marine species and that represent the livelihood of thousands of communities that depend on them for their survival.

The United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) is undertaking a full environmental impact assessment of this natural disaster, and this, in conjunction with the various other initiatives underway, should lead to a good understanding of the scale and extent of the damage.

Redeveloping for the future

It seems that healthy mangroves and coral reefs formed an essential defence against the tsunami. Damage appears to be much worse in areas where these natural defences were destroyed or degraded by shrimp farming and irresponsible coastal development for industry and tourism. Any recovery effort should ensure the conservation and restoration of these vital coastal ecosystems.

From the point of view of the protection of human life in such an extreme event, but also considering the resilience of ecological systems, it is essential that redevelopment proceeds with this in mind.

Of course right now we must give our efforts to those who have suffered in this tragedy. We have and will continue to offer support to MSF during the relief effort.

But as the most urgent needs are met, and the focus falls more clearly upon redevelopment and reconstruction, then we will contribute to recovery efforts to ensure that the approach to reconstruction addresses both short and longer term social and environmental needs.
______________________________________________________________________________________________

BBC

Talks highlight risks to islands 
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States like the Maldives are vulnerable to sea surges


A UN conference on small island states has opened in Mauritius with calls for early warning systems to help cope with disasters like the Asian tsunami. 
Mauritian PM Paul Berenger said many lives could have been saved during the disaster by an Indian Ocean system. 

The meeting also plans to discuss ways to promote tourism while protecting the environment and other economic sectors. 

UN Secretary General Kofi Annan is expected to attend later in the week after touring the Maldive Islands. 

Mr Berenger said delegates should seriously reflect on recommendations to set up early warning systems and methods of operating them. 

At an aid conference in Jakarta last week, world leaders called for a system similar to that currently operating in the Pacific to be set up in the Indian Ocean. 

'Destructive year' 

The BBC's Elizabeth Blunt in Mauritius says a development plan for the small islands has been in place for 10 years but they now face new challenges such as Aids, the erosion of preferential trading arrangements and an increase in severe weather events. 
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The damage sustained by these islands will take years to repair 

Paul Berenger
Mauritian prime minister 


The year 2004, said Mr Berenger, had been particularly destructive for states like his even before the tsunami struck. 

He cited also the Pacific states of Tuvalu and Niue, devastated by tides and cyclones respectively, and a series of hurricanes which badly affected islands in the Caribbean. 

"These disasters have once again demonstrated the extreme vulnerability of small island development states," he said. "The damage sustained by these islands will take years to repair." 

Even in good times the islands struggle, our correspondent says, as most have tiny populations and therefore a limited pool of skills and a small local market. 

New international trade agreements are threatening the preferential treatment they have enjoyed in the past, she adds, and while they attract a lot of international goodwill this meeting will be trying to turn that into guaranteed practical support. 

____________________________________________________________________________________________

Xinhua
Mauritius calls for early warning system in tsunami hit Indian Ocean

www.chinaview.cn 2005-01-10 19:07:41

    PORT LOUIS, Jan. 10 (Xinhuanet) -- Mauritian Prime Minister Paul Raymond Berenger called Monday for international help in building an early warning system after the devastating tsunami swept through the Indian Ocean.

    Berenger, who is also the president of the UN International Meeting to Review the Implementation of the Program of Action for the Sustainable Development of Small Island Developing States, said in the opening session of the meeting that there are "lessons to be learnt from the tragedy that resulted from the tsunami."

    Delegates from some 40 small island nations convened Monday on the Indian Ocean island of Mauritius, coordinating efforts to raise disaster preparedness, an effort highlighted by the tsunami triggered by a huge underwater earthquake west to Indonesia's Sumatra Island that killed over 150,000 people from Thailand to Somalia. It also seriously affected the small island countries such as Maldives and Seychelles.

    "Many lives could have been saved had there been an appropriateearly warning system in the Indian Ocean," Berenger said.

    Berenger said the meeting is to "seriously reflect on concrete recommendations regarding the setting up of early warning systems and methods of operating them."

    He also called for international help to set up such a system, saying small islands, devastated by natural disasters all through the year 2004, will take years to repair their damage.

    The meeting's secretary general, UN High Representative for the Least Developed Countries, Landlocked Developing Countries andSmall Island Developing States, Anwarul Chowdhury also said last week small island states cannot afford the technology needed for such a warning system and lack the expertise to set up such a sophisticated network.

    "The UN family must spare no effort in addressing the immediate task of setting up such early warning system," Berenger said.

    Major donors such as the European Union and the United States all sent delegates to the meeting. According to a Mauritian official at the meeting, the donor community will at least "witness" their plight during the conference, if not making any pledge to help. Enditem
______________________________________________________________________________________________

Xinhua

UN chief Annan arrives in Mauritius for small islands conference

www.chinaview.cn 2005-01-10 23:22:56

    PORT LOUIS, Jan. 10 (Xinhuanet) -- United Nations Secretary General Kofi Annan arrived in Mauritius on Monday afternoon to participate in a crucial UN meeting of small island states.

    The UN chief is scheduled to participate in the high-level segment of the meeting from Thursday and Friday.

    "He will participate fully in the meeting, giving his support and backing for the small islands," the meeting's secretary general Anwarul Chowdhury said Monday.

    The meeting is a ten-year review of the Implementation of the Program of Action for the Sustainable Development of Small Island Developing States, agreed 1994 in Barbados.

    The meeting is to focus on disaster preparedness and an early warning system in the Indian Ocean. Enditem
__________________________________________________________________________________________

Reuters
Tsunami Disaster in Focus as Island Meeting Opens

By Nita Bhalla and C. Bryson Hull

PORT LOUIS (Reuters) - The Indian Ocean tsunami has pushed disaster early warning to the top of the agenda at a meeting of the world's small islands, potentially crowding out concerns about climate change and trade, some delegates say.

The U.N. conference of 37 island countries, to be attended by U.N. Secretary-General Kofi Annan and donor nation diplomats, opened on Monday to discuss island challenges bred by geographical isolation, limited resources and exposure to the violent whims of nature.

But the Dec. 26 Indian Ocean earthquake and tsunami, which killed 150,000, has given the meeting in Mauritius a new urgency and focus on island vulnerability to natural disaster.

Though the last has always been a major island issue, the meeting's secretary-general, U.N. Undersecretary General and High Representative Anwarul Chowdhury, said now was the time to give the Indian Ocean and other regions a key protection.

"(Annan's) recent call for a global early warning system needs serious attention at this conference," Chowdhury told the delegates in his opening speech.

Its absence was believed to have contributed to thousands of preventable deaths across the coastlines of the Indian Ocean.

Chowdhury chided donor nations for giving islands less and less help to achieve goals set at a 1994 Barbados conference, which dealt with climate change, energy needs, tourism and the management of fresh water, waste and biodiversity.

"Despite the efforts made by the small island developing states, the expectations for international support and cooperation for the implementation of the Barbados program have not materialized," he said.

Annan arrived in Mauritius on Monday evening, after touring Indonesia, Sri Lanka and other areas struck by the tsunami. U.N. officials said he was expected to work behind the scenes on small island issues before addressing the high-level session of the meeting on Thursday.

TRADE, CLIMATE KEY

Mauritius Prime Minister Paul Berenger, president of the meeting, which is formally a 10-year review of progress made on the Barbados environmental and development goals, pressed donor nations to help with two areas of increasing concern to islands.
"I urge for continued flexibility and understanding on behalf of all delegations to try to reach agreement on outstanding issues, in particular climate change and trade," Berenger told delegates. 

The end of global trade quotas has opened fragile and traditionally undiversified island economies to competition from powerhouses like India and China, and some islands' existence is threatened by rising sea levels. 

Delegates said progress on trade issues was made at informal talks over the weekend, but none had been made in the contentious area of climate change. 

"I don't see any major progress in the text of the final document as the positions of some developed countries are anchored too strong to make a shift," Mohamed Latheef, Maldives' ambassador to the United Nations, told Reuters. 

The international community has traditionally resisted island calls for continued trade preferences and some rich nations have fought any suggestion their fossil-fuel emissions contribute to global warming and rising seas. 
___________________________________________________________________________________________
UN News Service

Small island nations conference opens with UN call for more development assistance

Anwarul Chowdhury opens meeting

10 January 2005 – Calling on rich countries to increase their aid to small island developing States (SIDS), the Secretary-General of a United Nations conference to review progress in reducing island problems today also urged the tiny countries to integrate their economies so as to increase their capacity to profit from foreign investment.

"The smallness and the remoteness of the small island developing states continue to pose serious problems in providing international aid and enhancing foreign investments," UN Under-Secretary-General Anwarul Chowdhury said at the opening of the five-day meeting in Port Louis, Mauritius.

"Projects and programmes in many cases are not viable when targeted for specific countries. On the other hand, when SIDS band together to integrate their economies and meet common challenges, many of the social, economic and human development projects and programmes could prove viable and yield better results. I therefore urge the small island developing countries to increase their efforts to hasten the pace of regional economic integration."

The conference is called the International Meeting for the 10-year Review of the Barbados Programme of Action for the Sustainable Development of Small Island Developing States.

It is scheduled to discuss island efforts to meet the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) designed to halve extreme poverty by 2015, improve trade, reduce environmental pollution and cope with climate change and natural disasters.

Organizers said they were expecting 2,000 participants, including UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan, 20 Heads of State and government, 35 cabinet ministers and the heads of several UN agencies.

At an event on the opening day, jointly organized by the World Tourism Organization and the Office of the High Representative for Least Developed Countries, Landlocked Developing Countries and Small Island Developing Countries, Mr. Chowdhury underscored the importance of tourism for the development of SIDS.

"Tourism can stimulate other sectors like ecotourism, water management, coastal zone management and the development of parks and protected areas. Tourism has a distinct multiplier effect on the lives of its inhabitants, particularly in small island nations," he said.

Mr. Chowdhury also advocated an enhanced role for regional organizations as one of the key modalities for furthering the implementation of the Barbados action programme. "Regional organizations like the Caribbean Community Secretariat (CARICOM), Pacific Islands Forum and the Indian Ocean Commission are all better placed in tackling and handling regional issues," he added.

____________________________________________________________________________________________

The Barbados

YOUTH TO HAVE THEIR SAYy

Web Posted - Mon Jan 10 2005

By Janelle Riley

Disaster management is high on the agenda of the delegation which will represent the Caribbean Youth Environment Network (CYEN) at the Small Island Developing States
 (SIDS) 10-year Review Meeting which begins in Mauritius today.

According to the Leader of the four-member CYEN delegation, Barbadian, Tonia Skeete, in addition to disaster management, food security and the overall impact of the environment are areas which are important to the youth of the region. Skeete along with Bahamian, Frederick Arnett, Dominican, Ruthphin Dupigny and Lynette Lewis from the British Virgin Islands have travelled to Mauritius through the kind sponsorship of the CARICOM Secretariat, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and USAID.


...We will be looking at youth and youth participation in these specific areas. We will be looking at making linkages, ensuring that the youth are placed where they are supposed to be. In 1994, if you were to look at the Barbados Programme of Action you would see that youth were supposed to be integrated,
 she said in a recent interview with the Barbados Advocate.

While this integration, in terms of the region, is yet to be fully achieved, Skeete said the CYEN was united and fully prepared for the conference.


We are not going empty handed, CYEN has a very strong track record of youth participation in the Caribbean and we want to ensure that young people are very much integrated into the decision-making processes, especially when it pertains to environmental issues, but not limited to environmental issues,
 she said. Conferences such as this, she added, are important to the attempts by the countries of CARICOM to integrate, as it can be seen as another level of co-operation, not only between CARICOM nations, but other small island developing states.

Skeete revealed that the selection of disaster management as one of the integral areas arose as a result of the devastation experienced by the region during the past hurricane season. She explained that while their focus is on hurricanes, it is not limited to only those types of natural disasters, but volcanoes and earthquakes as well.


The impact that natural disasters can have on the social life of a nation can be devastating. If you look at the example of Grenada you would see the displacement of many young people out of schools and so on, so part of our focus will also be on the social implications of disasters, not only the physical and environmental,
 the delegation leader said.

Moreover, according CYEN, in its paper entitled Caribbean Youth Priorities for Sustainable Development, which will be presented at the Mauritius Conference, it is imperative that SIDS put in place a comprehensive plan that addresses the issue of climate change to ensure minimal disruption to societies.

Additionally, the CYEN paper added that as a matter of urgency SIDS must put in place contingency and response plans that would adequately address 
the perceived need of their citizens
.

As such, representatives of the 14 countries that make up CYEN have prepared a number of recommendations to be presented at the conference. These include the need for equity and transparency in all processes of governance, as well as ensuring equality of human rights.

In addition, it was agreed that the Caribbean needs to identify carrying capacities for its natural resource base and that current economic qualification methods must recognise the financial value of healthy functioning ecosystems.

CYEN has also recommended that basic education be a fundamental right for all youth and that youth are made part of the decision-making process.

In terms of food security, they have recommended that more emphasis be placed on promoting sustainable organic agriculture so that the Caribbean can move not only towards food self-sufficiency, but towards wholesome agricultural products. Ç
______________________________________________________________________________________________
Reuters

Malaysia Wants Mangroves Saved as Tsunami Barrier 
MALAYSIA: January 11, 2005

KUALA LUMPUR - Malaysia wants its mangrove forests protected from development, saying they are needed as a natural coastal barrier against tsunamis. 

"Ideally, mangrove forests should not be disturbed as they prevent large waves from encroaching too far inland," Prime Minister Abdullah Ahmad Badawi was quoted as saying in local newspapers on Monday. 
He said coastal projects should be planned so that mangrove trees were not harmed and ordered government agencies to replant mangrove trees felled by last month's devastating tsunami. 

Some fishing villages along the west coast of Penang island, hit hard by the tsunami, were spared the full force of the wave because it had broken over the mangroves first, newspapers said. 

The tsunami killed more than 60 people in Malaysia when it crashed ashore in Penang and along the country's northwest coast. At least 156,000 people were killed in 13 countries around the Indian Ocean by the earthquake and tsunami, the most widespread natural disaster in living memory. 

Conservation group WWF has said governments in the region can help minimise the death and destruction from tsunamis and typhoons by protecting their mangrove forests and coral reefs. 

"Natural disasters cannot be prevented," said Isabelle Louis, director of WWF International's Asia-Pacific Programme, in a statement posted on the group's Web site. 

"However, there may be ways to minimise the threat such disasters pose to coastal communities, to facilitate effective reconstruction, and to mitigate the social and ecological vulnerability of high-risk areas." 


REUTERS NEWS SERVICE
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Reuters

China to Integrate Disaster Warning Systems

CHINA: January 11, 2005

BEIJING - China is to revamp its natural disaster early warning systems in the wake of the tsunami that devastated Southeast and South Asia, the China Daily said on Monday.

The different government departments that monitored and supervised earthquakes, mud slides and floods had incompatible systems which needed to be integrated, the newspaper said.

"China is poised to upgrade its early warning natural disaster system following the devastation in southern Asia," it said.

Natural disasters in China had cost 150 billion yuan ($18 billion) a year over the past decade, it said.

"The tsunami disaster has caused unprecedented losses and shows it can happen when there is a lack of an efficient early warning and reporting system," Zou Ming, deputy director of the disaster and social relief department of the Ministry of Civil Affairs, was quoted as saying.

China suffers widespread flooding and drought each year, causing huge loss of life. Earthquakes are common and typhoons often strike during summer.

International co-operation was key to improving the warning system, he said, something China would discuss with members of the Association of South East Asian Nations at a meeting later this month.

The tsunami killed at least 156,000 people in 13 countries around the Indian Ocean on Dec. 26.

REUTERS NEWS SERVICE
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Reuters

UN Moves to Guard Against Tsunami Aid Corruption

ASIA: January 11, 2005

UNITED NATIONS - The United Nations is adopting new steps in its global tsunami-relief campaign to guard against improprieties like those alleged in the oil-for-food program for Iraq, UN officials said on Monday.

Among the measures in the works are a way to let the public to track every aid dollar via a Web site and the drafting of new rules to protect UN staff whistle-blowers.

The world body is applying lessons learned from the now-defunct humanitarian aid program for Iraq by adopting measures to ensure "greater accountability and transparency" in the effort it is coordinating to provide relief for victims of last month's Indian Ocean tsunami, spokesman Stephane Dujarric said.

The United Nations has accepted a no-fee offer from the PricewaterhouseCoopers accounting and consulting firm to help track aid to victims of the giant wave that smashed into Southeast Asian and East African coastlines on Dec. 26, said Kevin Kennedy, a senior official in the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs.

The firm may also be asked to help promptly investigate any allegations of fraud, waste or abuse that might surface in connection with the tsunami relief drive.

Internal audits released over the weekend by an independent commission identified many management lapses during the seven-year life of the $64 billion oil-for-food program.

But Kennedy dismissed concerns that donors might be worried about possible corruption in the tsunami aid program, noting that more than $2 billion in donations poured into UN coffers last year in response to various humanitarian appeals.

"If there were real concerns on the humanitarian side about how monies were received and expended, I don't think we would have received over $2 billion," he told reporters. "We are reasonably confident with the procedures we have in place. However this will certainly enhance our ability to track money and make sure it is used wisely"

Some $4 billion has been pledged to date for tsunami aid by governments, international agencies and private relief groups.

But not all that money is tracked by the United Nations, Kennedy said. Donors, for example, funnel some funds directly to affected countries.

While the relief effort continued to make "great strides," he acknowledged it had not yet met the urgent needs of many victims.

The death toll from the disaster had already surpassed, 156,000 and eventually could go as high as 200,000, "but this will be seen in the coming days," he said.

___________________________________________________________________________________________

Reuters

Tsunami Disaster In Focus as Island Meeting Opens 
MAURITIUS: January 11, 2005

PORT LOUIS - The Indian Ocean tsunami has pushed disaster early warning to the top of the agenda at a meeting of the world's small islands, potentially crowding out concerns about climate change and trade, some delegates say. 

The UN conference of 37 island countries, to be attended by UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan and donor nation diplomats, opened on Monday to discuss island challenges bred by geographical isolation, limited resources and exposure to the violent whims of nature. 
But the Dec. 26 Indian Ocean earthquake and tsunami, which killed 150,000, has given the meeting in Mauritius a new urgency and focus on island vulnerability to natural disaster. 

Though the last has always been a major island issue, the meeting's secretary-general, UN Undersecretary General and High Representative Anwarul Chowdhury, said now was the time to give the Indian Ocean and other regions a key protection. 

"(Annan's) recent call for a global early warning system needs serious attention at this conference," Chowdhury told the delegates in his opening speech. 

Its absence was believed to have contributed to thousands of preventable deaths across the coastlines of the Indian Ocean. 

Chowdhury chided donor nations for giving islands less and less help to achieve goals set at a 1994 Barbados conference, which dealt with climate change, energy needs, tourism and the management of fresh water, waste and biodiversity. 

"Despite the efforts made by the small island developing states, the expectations for international support and cooperation for the implementation of the Barbados programme have not materialised," he said. 

Annan arrived in Mauritius on Monday evening, after touring Indonesia, Sri Lanka and other areas struck by the tsunami. UN officials said he was expected to work behind the scenes on small island issues before addressing the high-level session of the meeting on Thursday. 

TRADE, CLIMATE KEY 

Mauritius Prime Minister Paul Berenger, president of the meeting, which is formally a 10-year review of progress made on the Barbados environmental and development goals, pressed donor nations to help with two areas of increasing concern to islands. 

"I urge for continued flexibility and understanding on behalf of all delegations to try to reach agreement on outstanding issues, in particular climate change and trade," Berenger told delegates. 

The end of global trade quotas has opened fragile and traditionally undiversified island economies to competition from powerhouses like India and China, and some islands' existence is threatened by rising sea levels. 

Delegates said progress on trade issues was made at informal talks over the weekend, but none had been made in the contentious area of climate change. 

"I don't see any major progress in the text of the final document as the positions of some developed countries are anchored too strong to make a shift," Mohamed Latheef, Maldives' ambassador to the United Nations, told Reuters. 

The international community has traditionally resisted island calls for continued trade preferences and some rich nations have fought any suggestion their fossil-fuel emissions contribute to global warming and rising seas. 


Story by Nita Bhalla and C. Bryson Hull 

REUTERS NEWS SERVICE
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Washington Times

Outside View: Tsunami, Mangroves & Economy

By Devinder Sharma

UPI Outside View Commentator

New Delhi, India, Jan. 10 (UPI) -- As the first news reports of the devastation caused by the tsunami killer waves began to pour in, a newsreader on India's Aaj Tak's television channel asked its correspondent reporting from the scene of destruction in Tamil Nadu in south of India : "Any idea about how much is the loss to business? Can you find that out because that would be more important for our business leaders?"

Little did the newscaster realize or even know that the tsunami disaster, which eventually turned out to be a catastrophe, was more or less the outcome of faulty business and economics. The magnitude of the disaster was only exacerbated by the neoliberal economic policies that pushed economic growth at the expanse of human life.

It was the outcome of an insane economic system - led by the World Bank and IMF - that believes in usurping environment, nature and human lives for the sake of unsustainable economic growth for a few.

Since the 1960s, the Asian sea-coast region has been plundered by the large industrialized shrimp firms that brought environmentally-unfriendly aquaculture to its sea shores. Shrimp cultivation, rising to over 8 billion tones a year in the year 2000, had already played havoc with the fragile eco-systems.

The 'rape-and-run' industry, as the Food and Agricultural Organization of the United Nations once termed it, was largely funded by the World Bank. Nearly 72 percent of the shrimp farming is confined to Asia.

The expansion of shrimp farming was at the cost of tropical mangroves -- amongst the world's most important ecosystems. Each acre of mangrove forest destroyed results in an estimated 676 pounds loss in marine harvest. Mangrove swamps have been nature's protection for the coastal regions from the large waves, weathering the impact of cyclones, and serving as a nursery for three-fourth of the commercial fish species that spend part of their life cycle in the mangrove swamps.

Mangroves in any case were one of the world's most threatened habitats but instead of replanting the mangrove swamps, faulty economic policies only hastened its disappearance. Despite warning by ecologists and environmentalists, the World Bank turned a deaf ear.

Shrimp farming continued its destructive spree, eating away more than half of the world's mangroves. Since the 1960's, for instance, aquaculture in Thailand resulted in a loss of over 65,000 hectares of mangroves. In Indonesia, Java lost 70 per cent of its mangroves, Sulawesi 49 per cent and Sumatra 36 per cent. So much so that at the time the tsunami struck in all its fury, logging companies were busy axing mangroves in the Aceh province of Indonesia for exports to Malaysia and Singapore.

In India, mangrove cover has been reduced to less than a third of its original in the past three decades. Between 1963 and 1977, the period when aquaculture industry took roots, India destroyed nearly 50 per cent of its mangroves. Local communities were forcibly evicted to make way for the shrimp farms.

In India's southern Andhra Pradesh, more than 50,000 people were forcibly removed and millions displaced to make room for the aquaculture farms. Whatever remained of the mangroves was cut down by the hotel industry. Aided and abetted by the Ministry of Environment and Forests and the Ministry of Industries, builders moved in to ravage the coastline.

Five-star hotels, golf courses, industries, and mansions sprung up all along disregarding the concern being expressed by environmentalists. These two ministries worked overtime to dilute the Coastal Regulation Zone norms thereby allowing the hotels to even take over the 500 meter buffer that was supposed to be maintained along the beach.

In an era of market economy, that was reflected through misplaced Shining India slogan, the bureaucrats are in league with the industrialists and big business interests. Much of the responsibility for the huge death toll therefore rests with the government and the free market apologists.

Tourism boom in the Asia-Pacific region coincided with the destructive fallout of the growth in shrimp cultivation. Over the last decade, tourist arrivals and receipts rose faster than any other region in the world, almost twice the rates of industrialized countries. Projections for the year 2010 indicate that the region will surpass the Americas to become the world's number two tourism region, with 229 million arrivals.

What is being projected as an indicator of spectacular economic growth hides the enormous environmental costs that these countries have suffered and will have to undergo in future.

In the past two decades, the entire coastline along the Bay of Bengal, Arabian Sea, and Strait of Malacca in the Indian Ocean and all along the South Pacific Ocean has been a witness to massive investments in tourism and hotels.

Myanmar and Maldives suffered very less from the killing spree of the tsunami because the tourism industry had so far not spread its tentacles to the virgin mangroves and coral reefs surrounding the coastline. The large coral reef surrounding the islands of Maldives absorbed much of the tidal fury thereby restricting the human loss to a little over 100 dead.

Coral reef absorbs the sea's fury by breaking the waves. The tragedy however is that more than 70 per cent of world's coral reef has already been destroyed.

The island chain of Surin off the west coast of Thailand similarly escaped heavy destruction. The ring of coral reef that surrounds the islands did receive some punching from the furious waves but kept firm and thereby helped break the lethal power of the tsunami. Mangroves help to protect offshore coral reefs by filtering out the silt flowing seawards from the land. Tourism growth, whether in the name of eco-tourism or leisure tourism, decimated the mangroves and destroyed the coral reefs.

If only the mangroves were intact, the damage from tsunami would have been greatly minimized. Ecologists tell us that mangroves provide double protection - the first layer of red mangroves with their flexible branches and tangled roots hanging in the coastal waters absorb the first shock waves. The second layer of tall black mangroves then operates like a wall withstanding much of the sea's fury. Mangroves in addition absorb more carbon dioxide per unit area than ocean phytoplankton, a critical factor in global warming.

It happened earlier in Bangladesh. In 1960, a tsunami wave hit the coast in an area where mangroves were intact. There was not a single human loss. These mangroves were subsequently cut down and replaced with shrimp farms. In 1991, thousands of people were killed when a tsunami of the same magnitude hit the same region.

In Tamil Nadu, in south India, Pichavaram and Muthupet with dense mangroves suffered low human casualties and less economic damage from the Dec 26 tsunami. Earlier, the famed mangroves of Bhiterkanika in Orissa (which also serve as the breeding ground for the olive-ridley turtles) had reduced the impact of the 'super cyclone' that had struck in Oct 1999, killing over 10,000 people and rendering millions homeless.

The epicenter of the Dec 26 killer tsunami was close to Simeuleu Island, in Indonesia. The death toll on this particular island was significantly low simply because the inhabitants had the traditional knowledge about tsunami that invariably happened after a quake. In Nias island, which is close to the Simeuleu island, mangroves had acted like a wall helping people from the destruction. The challenge therefore for the developing countries is to learn from the time-tested technologies that have been perfected by the local communities.

Let us now look at the comparative advantage of protecting environment and thereby reducing the havoc from the growth-oriented market economy. Having grown tenfold in the last 15 years, shrimp farming is now a $9 billion industry. It is estimated that shrimp consumption in North America, Japan and Western Europe has increased by 300 per cent within the last ten years. The massive wave of destruction caused by the Dec. 26 tsunami in 11 Asian countries alone has surpassed the economic gain that the shrimp industry claims to have harvested by several times. With over 165,000 people dead, the staggering social and economic loss will take some time to be ascertained.

World governments have so far pledged $4 billion in aid. This does not include the billions that are being spent by relief agencies. The World Bank has in addition is considering boosting the aid package to $1.5 billion. It has already given (by Jan 10, 2005) $175 million, and bank President James Wolfensohn has been quoted as saying: "We can go up to even $1 billion to $ 1.5 billion depending on the needs..."

In addition, the World Food Program plans to feed some 2 million survivors for the next six months. The feeding operation is likely to cost $180 million. If only successive presidents of the World Bank had refrained from aggressively promoted ecologically unsound but market friendly economic policies, a lot of human lives could have been saved.

What did the world gain from pushing in market reforms with utter disregard to environment and human lives? Can Wolfensohn justify the financial backing doled out to the aquaculture and tourism sectors by drawing a balance sheet of the costs and benefits, including the social cost involved? Take the shrimp farms, for instance.

The life cycle of a shrimp farm is a maximum of two to five years. The ponds are then abandoned leaving behind toxic waste, destroyed ecosystems and displaced communities, annihilating livelihoods. The farms come up at the cost of natural eco-systems including mangroves. The whole cycle is then repeated in another pristine coastal area. It has been estimated that economic losses due to the shrimp farms are approximately five times the potential earnings.

Tourism is no better. Kerala in south India, marketed as "God's own country", destroyed the mangroves in a desperate bid to lure the tourists. It is only after tsunami struck that the state government was quick to announce a Rupees 340-million ($7.74 million) project aimed at insulating the Kerala coastline against tidal surges. Other tourist destinations in Asia will now probably go for a rethinking.

The question therefore that needs to be asked is whether we need to extract a heavy human toll before we realize the follies of blindly aping the stupid market economy mantra? How many more people we want to die and how many millions we want to go homeless before we realize the grave mistake of pushing in the market economy? Who will hold these free market economists responsible for the human loss and suffering?

--

Devinder Sharma is a New Delhi-based food and agriculture policy analyst. Comments to dsharma@ndf.vsnl.net.in

--

(United Press International's "Outside View" commentaries are written by outside contributors who specialize in a variety of important issues. The views expressed do not necessarily reflect those of United Press International. In the interests of creating an open forum, original
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Aid: U.N. Moves to Devise System for Tracking Relief Money

January 10, 2005

 By JUDITH MILLER 

Tarnished by its handling of the oil-for-food program in Iraq, the United Nations is taking measures to ensure

public accountability of how money is spent, as it begins a multibillion-dollar program of tsunami relief. 

In an interview on Sunday, Jan Egeland, the United Nations undersecretary general for humanitarian affairs, said his office was working with international financial experts, including the accounting firm PricewaterhouseCoopers, to devise a public tracking system so that member states and the members of the public who contribute to the relief

program can follow the progress of the money as it works its way to those in need, through the Internet. 

He said that the estimate of confirmed deaths in the tsunami catastrophe had risen to 160,000, but that the

final toll was likely to be far higher. 

"This is the biggest assistance operation of its kind ever," said Mr. Egeland, who is coordinating the giant relief program. He said he hoped the myriad relief groups and nongovernmental organizations involved in the tsunami

efforts would join the financial tracking system that the United Nations is setting up, so that "every citizen can

track which dollars are going to what program in which country." 

Mr. Egeland said he was also trying to create an investigation system to jump in promptly to examine any

allegations of mismanagement of relief dollars. 

PricewaterhouseCoopers, which donated its services, and other experts are devising the system, Mr. Egeland said. He said his office would create an external advisory board, composed of representatives of the firm and other financial experts, to evaluate complaints and allegations along with United Nations auditors. They would advise Mr. Egeland on whether an investigation was warranted. 

Investigators are now delving into the United Nations' administration of the oil-for-food program, which was

intended to restrict Iraq's oil exports and channel the revenue into the hands of Iraq's needy during a decade of

United Nations sanctions. Instead, billions were mishandled, according to many critics. As that investigation plays out, the United Nations is beginning a new chapter in international relief. 

Mr. Egeland also said the oil-for-food program was "a special case" because it was "the first, and possibly the

last time, that a country has been placed under United Nations administration with direct oversight of the

Security Council." 

The scrutiny of the United Nations has intensified in Congress, where at least five committees are investigating

charges of fraud and abuse in the more than $60 billion oil-for-food program. 

"The United Nations relief effort is going to be tightly scrutinized; you can count on that," said Sam Stratman, a

spokesman for the House International Relations Committee, which is investigating charges of fraud and abuse in the oil-for-food program. "This is a huge moment for the United Nations." 

Mr. Egeland said that after initial problems coordinating the response to the tsunami crisis near its epicenter, in

the Indonesian city of Banda Aceh and elsewhere on the island of Sumatra, the relief program was working well. 

"We are doing well from our operational headquarters in Geneva, our joint logistics center in Rome, our

military-civilian liaison center in Bangkok and all the field coordination meetings from capital cities in affected

countries down to where the real action happens in late night and early morning meetings with all our partners in

the field," he said. 

But he said he had continued working over the weekend on a real-time tracking system to show where donations are going so that the problems of the oil-for-food program would not be repeated. 

The Internet will allow a way to "confirm where the money is coming from, how much money is being given, as opposed to pledged, which organization is doing what, and which money has been spent where." 

Internal United Nations audits of the program, which began in 1996 and lasted until the American-led invasion early in 2003, cited numerous instances in which the United Nations office administering the program had inadequately supervised its own employees and the companies it hired to monitor the program. 

The publication of financial transactions is new to the United Nations; it was only in December that the General

Assembly decided to begin providing internal audits of United Nations programs to member states that requested

them. 

The system, Mr. Egeland said, would show not only who had pledged money, but also whose pledges had become actual donations. "We're going to post that on the Internet," he said, "because there is a big difference between promises and actual donations." 

He said that along with the United Nations Development Program and the World Bank, he would present ideas for

longer-term reconstruction of the tsunami-affected areas at the Geneva donor conference. 

The new system would use the ReliefWeb financial tracking system established and administered by his office, which provides an overview of pledges that countries have made to various United Nations projects. 

So far, he said, the United Nations has received $292 million in response to its appeal for $977 million for

money to support the organization's emergency relief efforts, but said "many times" that sum would be needed in

the reconstruction phase of the disaster. Over all, $5 billion to $6 billion in aid has been pledged, he said. Of

that sum, the United States has promised $350 million. 

John Ruggie, the Kirkpatrick professor of international affairs at Harvard University who advised Secretary General Kofi Annan for several years, said Mr. Egeland's push for

greater financial accountability was essential given the questions raised by the United Nations' handling of the

oil-for-food money. 

"It's not a matter of choice," Mr. Ruggie said. "It's do it, or continue to have the kind of year you had in 2004."
__________________________________________________________________________________________

       The Independent on Sunday U.K.

       God and Mangroves

       By Geoffrey Lean

       Sunday 09 January 2005

     The Almighty may have His critics over the tsunami, but man is to   blame    for the extent of its devastation.

God and Gaia are in the dock charged with the appalling slaughter of   more than 150,000 people in the Christmas tsunami. Even the Archbishop of Canterbury has suggested that it would be natural for people to question

divine beneficence in the wake of the catastrophe while others have been quick to blame the callous forces of nature.

       But the Almighty and the Earth Mother, popularised by the pro-nuclear scientist James Lovelock, could be forgiven for entering a plea of mitigation. For the toll of the disaster appears to be magnified by two human failures. One is the well-publicised lack of an early-warning system for tsunamis in the Indian Ocean, which Asian leaders agreed to rectify at a  one-day emergency summit in Indonesia on Thursday. The second, however,

is even more important and has scarcely been mentioned at all: the  wholesale  and systematic destruction of the defences that nature provides against catastrophes from the sea.

       In the past, the shores of the Indian Ocean have been protected from  tsunamis, tidal waves and the angry seas stirred up by cyclones and typhoons by a double barrier of coral reefs and mangrove swamps.

       The solid barriers of the reefs broke up and slowed down the waves while the tangled roots and dense vegetation of the mangroves absorbed much of  their remaining energy. Yet both have been increasingly destroyed over  the past 50 years, leaving coasts, and their people, defenceless.

       Only a third of the world's coral reefs remain healthy - one-fifth of them have been destroyed completely - after onslaughts ranging from  fishing with dynamite to global warming and from sewage pollution to quarrying

For building material. The United Nations Environment Programme reported  last week that half of the remaining reefs in the Indian Ocean are at risk.

       It is the same story with the mangroves. More than half of them have  been cut down in Thailand, India and other parts of South-east Asia to make way for towns, tourist resorts and shrimp farms - mainly to supply

Western tables.

       Preserving these would not, of course, have done anything to stop the  massive earthquake that struck just off the coast of Indonesia or to  prevent the development of the tsunami - any more than an early-warning system

would have done. These, undoubtedly, were acts of God or nature, according to   taste. But there is growing evidence that it would have spared many  areas from the worst effects of the disaster, both immediately and in the

future.

       Reports are trickling in that areas which have kept these defences  have suffered much less damage than those where they have been destroyed. One  is  Surin Island off the Thai coast. The island is not far from Phuket, the

site of tragic scenes over the past two weeks, but only a handful of its people  are known to have died. The reason, say Thai experts, is that a ring of  coral still protects the island. It both broke the force of the tsunami

and acted as a kind of early-warning system: people saw the waves breaking against the reefs and scrambled for safety.

       Halfway across the ocean the Maldives should have been the most  vulnerable of all the nations in the area. Very little of its land rises more than a couple of metres above sea level. Indeed, local reports say

that the tsunami passed right over the archipelago, briefly submerging it.

       But only about 100 people died on its 1,190 islands. The reports say  that the waves, devastating elsewhere, passed as a relatively gentle  swell.

   Most people were able to hold on and most of those swept out to sea were  able to get back. They put this down to the healthy coral reefs still surrounding the islands which have been protected by strict regulations

 to preserve the tourist industry. "The waves hit the islands flat, with  little force," says Ismail Firag, the Maldives' ministry of tourism's deputy  director of planning and development, who has made a special study of

tsunamis.

       The islands have not escaped scot-free. Most of the land is polluted  with salt and other areas have remained under water because the waves  broke over walls erected to save them from the rising seas. But the Maldives

were spared the horrific devastation that struck Sri Lanka, their neighbour.

       Other reports suggest that the northern Andaman Islands and the  British-owned Diego Garcia, home to a U.S. naval base, were at least  partly protected by their reefs. This comes as no surprise to Dr Doug Masson, a

senior researcher at Southampton University's Oceanography Centre. As the wave hit the reefs, quickly passing from deep to shallow water, it would have been broken up with a huge dissipation of energy, he said. Coral is

probably what saved the majority of people in the Maldives. The tsunami  travelled forward as a broken wave and was far less deadly.

       It is much the same story where mangrove forests remain intact. In  the  badly hit southern India region of Tamil Nadu, the areas with dense  remaining mangroves in Pichavaram and Muthupet suffered much fewer

   casualties and much less damage than places where they have been destroyed.

   Similar reports are coming in from the island of Penang in Malaysia. And  Burma, where much of the mangroves remain intact, appears to be far less affected than its largely denuded neighbour, Thailand.

       Venkatigry Vivekandan, head of the 35,000-strong South Indian  Fishermen's Federation, said: "Mangroves took the brunt of the attack.  They were ravaged and uprooted but they protected their people and villages."

       M S Swaminathan, one of India's leading scientists, who is heading  an official committee examining developments on the country's coast, said  the  same: "The dense mangrove forests stood like a wall to save coastal

   communities living behind them."

       This has happened before. In 1999 10,000 people died in a Orissa,  India,  when a super cyclone brought a 20ft wave crashing more than 12 miles  inland.

   But the worst of the damage was where mangroves have been destroyed; the  area around Bhitarkanika, home to one of the world's biggest forests,  was   largely spared. And the planting of new mangroves along 70 miles of the

   Vietnamese coast protected the land behind them from the worst typhoon in a decade in 2000 and the worst floods in 30 years just 18 months ago.

       It is, of course, early days and the final assessment of the effectiveness of these natural barriers is far in the future. But if  these early indications are borne out it suggests that world leaders should be

paying even more attention to them than to a tsunami early-warning

system. For though a warning could certainly save lives by giving a chance for

tourists to get off the beaches and local people to head inland, it  would do nothing to prevent wholesale destruction. If that is to be prevented in  future disasters, the development of the coasts of the Indian and other

oceans will have to be rethought.

       Coral reefs and mangroves will have to be preserved and, where

   possible,

   regenerated, but the danger is that the lesson has not been learnt and

   the

   developers will move in to exploit the newly devastated land, creating

   even

   more vulnerable areas. If so, we will have even less reason to blame the

   effects of a similar catastrophe on Gaia or God.

____________________________________________________________________________________________

Washington Post

Scientists investigate wildlife's possible warning systems         

By Don Oldenburg                              

 WASHINGTON: In Khao Lak, 50 miles north of Phuket along Thailand's western 

 coast, a dozen elephants giving tourists rides began trumpeting hours      

 before the Dec 26 tsunami - about the time the 9.0-magnitude quake         

 fractured the ocean floor.                                                 

 An hour before the wall of waves slammed the resort area, the elephants    

 reportedly again grew agitated and began wailing. Just before disaster     

 struck, they headed for higher ground - some breaking their chains to      

 flee.                                                                      

 Flamingos that breed this time of year at Point Calimere sanctuary on      

 India's southern coast left for safer forests well before the tsunami hit, 

 forest officials told the India News.                                      

 At the hard-hit Yala National Park in Sri Lanka, stunned wildlife          

 officials reported that hundreds of elephants, leopards, tigers, wild      

 boar, deer, water buffalo, monkeys and smaller mammals and reptiles had    

 escaped unscathed. And while large turtles have been found dead in the     

 debris along the shore of Indonesia's devastated Aceh province, the        

 tsunami's impact on wildlife was "limited," says Frank Momberg,            

 coordinator for emergency response in Aceh for the conservation group      

 Fauna & Flora International.                                               

 Tales of animals behaving strangely before the quake and of wildlife       

 escaping to safety have abounded in the wake of the tsunami, raising anew  

 questions about what these members of the animal kingdom knew that humans  

 didn't - and what, if anything, can be learned from it.                    

 Seismologists have sophisticated instruments that can measure quake        

 factors during and after the fact, but experts admit no one can predict    

 exactly when one will happen. Some scientists say certain animals have a   

 kind of sensory hard-wiring that can detect earthquakes ahead of time,     

 which one day might be replicated in man-made instruments.                 

 Reports of animals' "sixth sense" in detecting hurricanes, earthquakes,    

 tsunamis and volcanic eruptions long before the earth starts shaking go    

 back centuries. Rats racing from buildings, sparrows taking flight in      

 flocks, dogs howling incessantly: It's an impressive track record - though 

 anecdotal.                                                                 

 After the Dec 26 tsunami, a Danish man staying in Ao Sane Beach, north of  

 Phuket, wrote on a Danish website: "Dogs are smarter than all of us. ...   

 (They) started running away up to the hilltops long before we even         

 realized what was coming."                                                 

 Science is iffy on a subject that, for obvious reasons, is difficult to    

 replicate in a laboratory. And there are always explanations and theories  

 that mitigate the mystery of the anecdotes.                                

 In the case of this tsunami, says Ken Grant, project coordinator at the    

 Humane Society International Asia office in Bali, Indonesia, a lot of      

 animals escaped simply because they tend to live inland, in the forest.    

 Nevertheless, some scientists are looking for explanations of why some     

 species behave strangely before natural catastrophes, by correlating the   

 animals' sensory abilities with microscopic and invisible sensory stimuli. 

 "I don't know if I'd call this a sixth sense so much as a better sense,"   

 Grant says. "Most animals know that when the ground starts to shake        

 something is wrong." Animals' sensory physiology - super-sensitive to      

 sound, temperature, touch, vibration, electrostatic and chemical activity  

 and magnetic fields - gives them a head start in the days and hours before 

 natural calamities.                                                        

 "It appears a lot of animals have sensory organs that detect these         

 micro-tremors and micro-changes that we cannot possibly monitor," says     

 George Pararas-Carayannis, a former University of Hawaii oceanographer and 

 geophysicist who leads the Tsunami Society.                                

 "It's a sensitivity that we humans don't have. But animals through         

 millions of years of evolution have developed it, and that's how they have 

 been able to survive as a species.                                         

 It is run or perish," says Pararas-Carayannis, author of the 2001 book     

 "The Big One: The Next Great California Earthquake - Why, Where, and When  

 It Will Happen." Why not humans? When an imminent disaster so unimaginably 

 primal as this occurs, can only creatures in tune with nature at its most  

 elemental sense it coming?                                                 

 Research shows that many fish are sensitive to low-frequency vibrations    

 and detect tremors long before humans. The bullhead catfish detects        

 magnitude-2 earthquakes so weak people can't feel them at the top of       

 10-story buildings, says John Caprio, a biological sciences professor at   

 Louisiana State University specializing in fish senses.                    

 Other animals are also extremely sensitive to ground vibrations. Lynette   

 Hart, professor of animal behaviour at the University of California-Davis, 

 says that's what probably cued the elephants, which most likely felt the   

 quake in their feet and trunks. Elephants, she says, are known to "lay     

 their trunks on the ground when an airplane or truck generates large       

 seismic noise," as if to feel it.                                          

 With the elephant's intelligence - its brain is the largest of terrestrial 

 creatures - "they can figure out what direction the stimulus is coming     

 from, how strong it is, and what evasive action to take," Hart says.       

 Some animals may have heard the tsunami coming from the moment the quake   

 erupted under the ocean. Species of birds, dogs, elephants, tigers and     

 other animals can detect "infra sound" - frequencies in the range of 1-3   

 hertz, compared with humans' 100-200-hertz range, says psychobiologist     

 James Walker, director of the Sensory Research Institute at Florida State  

 University. "It's sensitivity to such a low frequency range that most      

 people wouldn't call it sound anymore."                                    

 "The Naked Ape" author and animal behaviour a list Desmond Morris says     

 cats and dogs are sensitive to sudden electromagnetic changes - like those 

 that precede an earthquake - which is why "many dogs shiver and become     

 scared when a thunderstorm is approaching."                                

 "Canines' sense of smell is 10,000 to 100,000 times superior to that of    

 humans," says Walker, who is starting research to train dogs to detect     

 bladder and prostate cancer in human urine.                                

 Dogs' olfactory senses are so sensitive - they're said to be able to smell 

 fear - that it's possible they could pick up on chemical changes in the    

 air before an earthquake.                                                  

 There's evidence not all animals pick up on disasters, cautions Ben Hart,  

 Lynette Hart's husband and a UC-Davis professor of animal physiology. His  

 studies have shown that domestic animals' pre-quake behaviour is           

 inconsistent.                                                              

 "It is only a few earthquakes that are preceded by unusual behaviour," he  

 says. "Most are not, and we don't have the slightest idea why." Ruth       

 Buskirk, a senior lecturer in biological sciences at the University of     

 Texas at Austin, says one reason may be "background noise" - the clutter   

 of sensory stimuli before quakes.                                          

 In 1981, Buskirk reviewed the unusual behaviour of eels, frogs, snakes,    

 turtles, sea birds, pigeons, chickens, dogs, cats, horses, cows, deer,     

 rats and mice before 36 earthquakes on four continents. She crunched the   

 data every which way.                                                      

 "Our main conclusion was, boy, the animals can sense anything, including   

 very minor changes that happen before earthquakes, but there's so much     

 background noise during an earthquake" that it's unclear what stimuli the  

 animals are reacting to.                                                   

 In the 12 hours before Hurricane Charley battered Florida's Gulf Coast     

 last year, 14 electronically tagged black tip sharks off Sarasota bolted   

 into deeper waters. They stayed away for up to two weeks, then returned.   

 -Dawn/The LAT-WP News Service (c) The Washington Post.                     
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UN or UNEP in the news


Mangrove Destruction Worsened Tsunami Ruin
Laksamana, Indonesia  - January 10, 2005 10:40 PM, Laksamana.Net -  The World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) says mangroves and coral reefs act as natural barriers against tsunamis, and has therefore urged environmentally sustainable rebuilding efforts in the areas devastated by last month’s gigantic waves that hit 13 countries and killed more than 160,000 people, most of them in Indonesia.
….WWF is continuing to assist in the tsunami relief operations, and is providing its knowledge and expertise to support the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), which has been tasked with undertaking a full environmental assessment of this natural disaster. 
http://www.laksamana.net/vnews.cfm?ncat=33&news_id=7817 

IOC president Rogge to visit Kenya
People's Daily Online, China, 11 January 2005 - Jacques Rogge, president of the International Olympic Committee (IOC), is to arrive in Kenya late Monday for a three-day visit, officials said. 
"Rogge is expected to officially open the new National Olympic Committee of Kenya Headquarters in Nairobi and meet some UN officials during his visit," said Tom Omwuombo, secretary general of National Olympic Committee of Kenya. 
The IOC president will then visit Kenya's western town of Eldoret where he will tour various places including training camps used by Kenyan athletes, he said. 
United Nations officials in Nairobi said one of Rogge's key appointments in Kenya will be visiting the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) where he will spend an entire morning with UNEP's executive director Klaus Toepfer and his staff. 

"Rogge's meeting with Toepfer will discuss areas of collaboration between the IOC and UNEP and how the two organizations will work together to ensure environmental friendly Olympic Games," a statement from UNEP said.

http://english.people.com.cn/200501/11/eng20050111_170207.html 


General Environment News

Mangroves protect coastal areas, says scientist 

Updated 09:39pm (Mla time) Jan 07, 2005 -By Ma. Diosa Labiste -Inquirer News Service - Editor's Note: Published on page A9 of the January 8, 2005 issue of the Philippine Daily Inquirer 

IF YOUR idea of a perfect vacation spot is a stretch of powder-white sand beach, with a few coconut trees swaying in a breeze, think again.

This postcard-pretty coastal area, our idea of a tropical paradise, is a "vulnerable" palm beach because it is stripped of its mangroves, other beach

trees and vegetation that protect it from storm surges and deadly tsunami.

A greenbelt of mangroves and beach trees could mitigate the impact of the 15-meter waves, said Jurgenne Honculada-Primavera, an expert on mangroves

at the Southeast Asian Fisheries Development Center (Seafdec) in Tigbauan town, Iloilo…. 
http://news.inq7.net/regions/index.php?index=1&story_id=23567 
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UNEP in the news

Development: Small Islands Face Greater Dangers than Rogue Waves
Inter Press Service (Johannesburg): Even as island states take a hard look at their disaster response plans in the wake of the catastrophic Indian Ocean tsunamis, officials in the Caribbean say that their economic development and environmental needs are even more pressing. "We need to decide where to put coastal development, not just for tsunamis, but for the much more frequent threat of storm surges and anticipated sea level rise (from global warming)," said Barbara Carby, head of Jamaica's Office of Disaster Preparedness and Emergency Management.  Disaster management is but one of 14 broad themes -- most focused on sound environmental stewardship -- that emerged from a landmark conference of Small Island Developing States (SIDS) in Barbados in 1994. It is now a decade since that first meeting, and the international community is preparing to review its progress next week at a conference in the Indian Ocean island of Mauritius -- progress that the 15-member Caribbean Community (CARICOM) says has been patchy. Byron Blake, CARICOM's assistant secretary general, said that even 10 years ago, there was awareness that the agenda was incomplete. "The Barbados meeting focused largely on environmental concerns because that is what we saw then as the big, big, urgent challenge," he told IPS. "What has emerged since is that...you also have a situation in which the economic vulnerability of these countries has also moved to the fore, and this has come about largely because of international policies relating to trade." "As you get the world moving to what they call free trade and competitive trade, so economic vulnerability has come to become a very significant problem that has to be addressed now in that Mauritius meeting in a way that it was not centrally addressed in the Barbados meeting." On the issues of climate change and sea level rise, officials agree that the region did make progress, with the establishment of the regional climate change centre, significant data gathering and coordination of the work of regional scientists. There has also been an improvement in disaster preparedness and management, with the strengthening of the Caribbean Disaster and Emergency Response Agency. Still, a United Nations Environment Programme review prepared for the Mauritius meeting says it is "crucial" that the Caribbean continues to strengthen regional networks for disaster preparedness, including emergency relief funds, hazard mapping, and early warning and emergency response systems. http://allafrica.com/stories/200501100021.html
General Environment News

Berenger calls for early warning system in Indian Ocean
Port-Louis, Mauritius (PANA) - Mauritian Prime Minister Paul Berenger called Monday for the setting up of an early warning system on natural disasters in the Indian Ocean. Speaking before several heads of state and government, Berenger said such a system would have saved lives in the 23 December tsunamis which killed more than 150,000 people in South and Southeast Asia. Opening a five-day conference of Island States, he urged the meeting to adopt recommendations on the setting up of an early warning system and methods to make it operational. Berenger said Mauritius would propose the adoption of a policy declaration "to reiterate the international community's commitment to provide the necessary assistance for the sustainable development of small island states." According to him, last year's natural disasters in several regions of the world showed the extreme vulnerability of small island states. "This damage will take years to repair, and huge resources, often exceeding by far the annual GDP of these countries will have to be mobilized for reconstruction," Berenger observed. http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng068955&dte=10/01/2005
Mozambique has rainy season contingency plans
Maputo, Mozambique (PANA) - Mozambique's National Water Board (DNA) is in regular contact with the water management authorities in neighboring countries, and is continually monitoring the country's river basins, in order to ensure a speedy response to any threat of flooding during the current rainy season. "The DNA is supervising the entire process and is centralizing all information from the Regional Water Boards and from the Provincial Directorates of Public Works," said the National Director of Water in Maputo on Monday at a meeting with Mozambique's cooperation partners, at which the government's contingency plan for 2005 was unveiled. He told his audience that the DNA is keeping a close watch on the situation, particularly in the central and northern provinces where weeks of heavy rains have seen swollen rivers. He pointed in particular to the Zambezi and Licungo rivers. The levels of both rivers have risen but so far neither has burst its banks. Information given to the meeting from the National Meteorology Institute (INAM) indicated that so far in the 2004-2005 cyclone seasons, no cyclones have formed in the Mozambique channel. http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng068997&dte=10/01/2005
Mt Elgon Gives in to Erosion

New Vision (Kampala): MOUNTAIN Elgon in Mbale district continues to experience soil erosion. The State of Environmental Report (SER) 2002 confirmed the 1991 district estimate that soil erosion was responsible for 80% of the land degradation. The most affected areas include the steep slopes of Mt. Elgon that experience mass wasting. The district Environmental Officer, says landslides have been a problem for long. The heavy El Nino rains of 1997 and 1999 left 48 people dead and 10,000 displaced. Landslides are a downward movement of rock material and soils by gravity. They are common in Bushiyi, Ulukusi, Budwale and Manjiya. Rainfall, steep slopes, loose soils and lack of vegetation cover contribute to landslides. Heavy erosion is evident in landslide-prone areas. Rivers originating from the mountain top carry high sediment loads, especially during rainy season and have been polluted to brown color. According to Mbale district SER of 1998-99, soil erosion was 58%, deforestation 55%, loss of soil fertility 47%, pollution 37%, overgrazing 7%, riverbanks degradation 5% and wetlands degradation 3%. Deforestation on the mountain has left the land open to erosion as more areas are being converted to agriculture. The water erodes the exposed soils on the steep slopes. http://allafrica.com/stories/200501101002.html
DDT Detected in Breast Milk
Zimbabwe Standard (Harare): A LOCAL scientist has expressed concern over the high levels of Dichloro-Diphenyl Trichloroethane (DDT) contamination in human breast milk and fish eagle population in the Kariba area. Professor Charles Nhachi of the Clinical Pharmacology Department at the Medical School at Parirenyatwa Hospital said although the effects of DDT on babies was still to be ascertained, its high concentration level in human breast milk was "worrying". The revelations come just a few months after the Minister of Health and Child Welfare, David Parirenyatwa, re-introduced the pesticide for the indoor residual spray (IRS) programme for the control of mosquitoes, which cause malaria. "The levels of DDT in breast milk in the Kariba area is very high and very worrying although we don't know yet the effects on suckling babies. Studies still have to be done to ascertain the implications," said Nhachi, who has carried out studies on the effect of pesticides on humans, animals and the environment. Studies carried out by Clinical Pharmacology Department over the past 10 years indicate that Zimbabwe is one of the countries in Africa with the highest level of DDT contamination in the environment. In Kariba, about 7346 nanogrammes per gramme of DDT were found in breast milk while in Esigodini in Matabeleland an estimated 1933 nanogrammes per gramme of milk fat were found. Although DDT was never sprayed in Harare, 805 nanogrammes per gramme of milk fat - extracted from maize, rapoko and other vegetables - was identified. An Evaluation of DDT and DDT residues in human breast milk in Kariba area, carried out in 1997 concluded that most of the DDT found in breast milk was from fish and vegetables. http://allafrica.com/stories/200501100570.html
Govt Warned Against DDT

New Vision (Kampala): THE government has been cautioned against spraying DDT before a final report on the matter is tabled before parliament. The Chair of the parliamentary committee on agriculture, recently appealed to the Government to continue consulting and to include all stakeholders who might be affected by the chemical. This followed a petition to parliament by the Uganda Fish Processors and Exporters Association and the Uganda Floriculture Association rejecting the use of the chemical. http://allafrica.com/stories/200501101063.html
 New Patrol Ships to Reel in Poachers

Business Day (Johannesburg): ENVIRONMENTAL Affairs and Tourism Minister Marthinus Van Schalkwyk will receive the second of SA's four new marine protection vessels in Cape Town today. The 83m-long Sarah Baartman is the biggest of the ships, which were bought to boost government's capacity to protect SA's marine resources from poachers.  The Sarah Baartman cost $19,5m, while the other three patrol vessels the Lillian Ngoyi, the Ruth First and the Victoria Mxenge cost $10m each, says the environmental affairs and tourism department's marine and coastal management deputy director-general, Horst Kleinschmidt. The Ruth First and the Lillian Ngoyi would be delivered "in the next two to three months", he said. The Sarah Baartman will patrol around Marion Island and Prince Edward Island, in waters where poachers plunder millions of rands' worth of fish every year. Conservationists estimated that last year SA lost more than R3bn in potential fishing income through the poaching of toothfish in waters around the islands since 1996. The toothfish, also known as white gold, is a prized delicacy in Japan and the US. "We will not only be looking at the international poachers but will also curb illegal, unregulated and unreported fishing," said Kleinschmidt.  http://allafrica.com/stories/200501100010.html
___________________________________________________________________________________________
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In the headlines:

• 
UN undertaking management review in response to early findings in Oil-for-Food probe

• 
Hailing new Palestinian president, Annan looks forward to independent state

• 
As tsunami relief effort moves into third week, UN operation gathers momentum

• 
Security Council pledges help to implement southern Sudan peace accord

• 
Annan hails signing of Sudan peace accord but warns of 'daunting challenges' ahead

• 
UN peacekeeper in Lebanon killed, prompting Annan to condemn rise in fighting along 'Blue Line'

• 
Afghanistan elections in April or May bring pressing deadlines, UN says

• 
Small island nations conference opens with UN call for more development assistance

• 
World moves towards gender parity in basic education, UN says

• 
UN mission in Liberia gets one new staff member, loses another

• 
Annan hails signing of Sudan peace accord but warns of 'daunting challenges' ahead

• 
UNAIDS congratulates Mandela on his candour on son's death from AIDS

UN undertaking management review in response to early findings in Oil-for-Food probe 

10 January - United Nations officials today welcomed initial findings by an independent probe into the UN Oil-for-Food programme for Iraq, acknowledging deficiencies in the way the multi-billion dollar humanitarian operation was run and pledging to revamp the world body's current overall management structure. 

The preliminary analysis released last night by the Independent Inquiry Committee (IIC), headed by former United States Federal Reserve Board Chairman Paul Volcker, "is just one step in the progress of an inquiry which the Secretary-General initiated, and which continues to enjoy his full support and cooperation," UN spokesman Stephane Dujarric told a press briefing in New York. 

Earlier Monday while in the Maldives, where he visited areas affected by last month’s tsunami disaster, Secretary-General Kofi Annan said the latest developments “show that the Programme was being audited and that attempts were made to try to correct” whatever was wrong in the system. 

“I’m happy that we have now been able to release the documents,” he said in response to questions on the issue, explaining that this accorded with the intention of both the UN and Mr. Volcker to make the reports public “in an orderly manner.” 

Mr. Dujarric said the UN would study the IIC's briefing paper carefully, and looked forward to the broader findings that will be contained in an interim report to be released in the coming weeks. 

"What this initial briefing from the Committee does show is that there was a dynamic auditing process generated by the UN itself, as well as the reports of external auditors which have already been made public," Mr. Dujarric said. He noted that all audits - both internal and external - were conducted in accordance with internationally recognized standards. 

Mr. Dujarric also acknowledged that the briefing paper already shows "that there were deficiencies in the management of this unique and highly complex programme, which had to be implemented in an acutely difficult political environment." 

In its introduction, the paper notes that the relief effort was conducted amid severe "political sensitivities in an area of the world where corruption is rife." 

The IIC has said that its interim report will examine how far the UN's management safeguards and responses were sufficient or deficient, Mr. Dujarric noted. "We ourselves are already focused on issues of management and accountability, and engaged in a critical review of the way we work, which will lead to a broad overhaul of the UN's management structure and systems in order to improve performance and accountability." 

He added that some lessons are already being applied, citing the fact that, on the financial side of the tsunami relief effort, the UN is implementing procedures for greater accountability and transparency. "The tsunami effort, like Oil-for-Food, is a humanitarian programme on an unusually large scale, although they differ from each other in nearly all other respects," he said. 

Meanwhile, the accounting firm of PricewaterhouseCooper has offered its services for free to help the UN track assistance being provided to victims of the 26 December catastrophe. The Director of the UN's Coordination and Response Division, Kevin M. Kennedy, told a separate press briefing that Mr. Annan has welcomed "this generous and timely offer." 

In a related development, former US President Bill Clinton, in New York today to launch a Tsunami Water and Sanitation Fund with the UN Children's Fund (UNICEF), voiced confidence in the world body's ability to lead the relief effort. 

"No one has questioned the commitment or the integrity or the impact of the United Nations humanitarian efforts," he said in response to a question on the Oil-for-Food allegations. "That has not even been a matter in dispute." 

The White House website, he pointed out, has UNICEF and the overall UN relief effort on its list of charities that are reliable. "So there is absolutely no dispute about that as far as I know across the political spectrum in America," he said. 

Mr. Dujarric pointed out that the Oil-for-Food programme "did fulfil its main objective by providing humanitarian relief to 27 million Iraqis and thereby helping to maintain political support for the sanctions which, in turn, prevented Saddam Hussein's regime from acquiring weapons of mass destruction." 

Responding to press questions, the spokesman stressed that there has not yet been a final accounting. "All of the audits that were released today are just one snapshot of the programme. A full conclusion should not be reached from them; they are part of a whole process." 

Hailing new Palestinian president, Annan looks forward to independent state 
10 January - United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today welcomed the election of new Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas as "a significant step in what is a historic democratic transition" in the occupied territories, and said he was looking forward to working for the establishment of an independent Palestinian state. 

"The commitment to democracy of the Palestinian people and their institutions is a strong foundation for President Abbas to build on," he said in a statement issued by his spokesman. 

Mr. Annan voiced pleasure at reports indicating that the election of a successor to Yasser Arafat, who died in November, was conducted in a politically competitive yet peaceful atmosphere, and he congratulated the Palestinian Central Elections Commission for organizing a credible and genuine poll under challenging conditions. 

The Secretary-General said he was looking forward to working with Mr. Abbas on the implementation of the Road Map, referring to the peace plan sponsored by the diplomatic Quartet - the UN, European Union, Russia and the United States - which has called for parallel and reciprocal steps by both Israelis and Palestinians leading to two states living side by side in peace by the end of this year. 

In comments yesterday in Sri Lanka, where he was touring the devastation caused by last month's Indian Ocean tsunami, Mr. Annan said he was "very impressed" with the elections. 

"This election has been very well prepared, perhaps one of the best prepared that we have been involved in," he said, referring to the world body's technical and logistical assistance. 

The new Palestinian leader will need not only the cooperation of his people, but also the support of the international community, which has to ensure the economic viability of a Palestinian state and help the Palestinians with reform, he added. 

Meanwhile, the UN Security Council also welcomed yesterday's balloting for president and congratulated the Palestinian people on the election. 

It is scheduled to discuss the matter on 13 January. 

As tsunami relief effort moves into third week, UN operation gathers momentum 

10 January - As the death toll from the devastating Indian Ocean tsunami reached 160,000, the largest United Nations relief effort ever mounted for a natural disaster moved into overdrive today, zeroing in on hitherto inaccessible areas, opening a new coordination centre and stepping up efforts to protect vulnerable children from exploitation. 

"On a scale of 1 to 10, on the relief operation, we're probably at about 7.5 to 8 across the board," the Director of the Coordination and Response Division of the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), Kevin M. Kennedy, told a news briefing in New York as the crisis entered its third week. 

He said the Indonesian provinces of Aceh and Sumatra, the worst-ravaged area of the dozen nations struck by the tsunami on 26 December, accounting for more than two thirds of the deaths, remain the "focus of effort, the centre of gravity," with logistics remaining a major challenge due to the broken infrastructure. 

"I can't tell you that we've actually reached every spot but we're closing in, if you will, on the spots we've not reached before, particularly on the western coast of Sumatra, with great help from the foreign militaries and utilizing their helicopters," he added. The coast road is being reopened and this will greatly assist relief efforts, he noted. 

Earlier today the UN opened a joint Disaster Management Centre (DMC) set up with the Indonesian Government in Jakarta, the capital, calling it "crucial for earmarking available resources" and for ensuring that the Government and UN "are working with the same baseline data on the affected people - who they are and what their needs are." 

Throughout the whole Indian Ocean region, from Indonesia in the east to Somalia in the west, the tsunami injured more than a half million people and left up to 5 million lacking basic services, with hundreds of thousands at risk of deadly epidemics due to lack of clean drinking water, medicines and sanitation. 

The UN World Health Organization (WHO) said there had so far been no reports of epidemic outbreaks of diarrhoeal diseases such a cholera and typhoid fever, a major fear in such disasters, but it added that access to safe water and sanitation "remain of critical concern." 

In Sri Lanka, where 1 million people have been affected, WHO has provided supplies to help reduce the risk of disease, including water purification tablets, testing kits, and materials to eradicate mosquitoes and reduce the number of flies, especially at relief camps with poor sanitation. 

In Indonesia, OCHA reported some cases of diarrhoea, respiratory and skin diseases and noted that many people are suffering from mental trauma. Hospitals are overwhelmed with the injured and sick, it added. 

Starting tomorrow, WHO with other UN agencies and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) will launch a major six-day health assessment of all affected areas in Sumatra with the help of the United States and other militaries, focusing on immediate health needs as well as on water and sanitation, Mr. Kennedy said. 

Meanwhile, Secretary-General Kofi Annan continued his tour of the region after launching a nearly $1 billion UN flash appeal, the largest ever for a natural disaster, in Jakarta last week. Over the weekend he visited Sri Lanka and yesterday began a two-day visit to The Maldives. 

"I think the first test will come on the 11th (tomorrow) in Geneva, where we are having a pledging conference," Mr. Annan told a news conference in the Sri Lankan capital of Colombo when asked if he was confident that pledges of international aid, now estimated at up to $4 billion, would be translated into disbursements. The conference, to be attended by ministers from at least 30 donor and affected countries, will determine priority needs for the next six months as the flash appeal is already covered by pledges. 

"I am hopeful, that the billion dollars that we have asked for, we will receive on the 11th," Mr. Annan said. "And of course as I said, we are in this for the longer term and we would hope to be able to keep the donors also engaged for that period. I know there is concern that once the crisis dies down and the cameras go away, the world may forget. It is our responsibility to constantly remind them that the work, the job is not done." 

Mr. Kennedy said the accounting firm of PricewaterhouseCoopers had offered its services to the UN free of charge to help improve tracking the aid and assist in any credible allegations of fraud, waste or abuse that might arise. 

For its part the UN Children's Fund (UNICEF) called for immediate measures to protect children in the tsunami zone from exploitation, abuse, and criminal trafficking, warning that "those who would prey upon children in this chaotic environment are already at work." 

In New York today UNICEF Executive Director Carol Bellamy and former US President Bill Clinton launched a fund to bring safe drinking water and sanitation systems to children and families affected by the tsunami. "I applaud President Clinton for this extraordinary philanthropic leadership," Ms. Bellamy told a news conference at UNICEF House. 

Mr. Clinton hailed "this opportunity to expand the work of my foundation with UNICEF, which has a great record of response to humanitarian crises, especially in the provision of care to children." 

Security Council pledges help to implement southern Sudan peace accord 

10 January - The United Nations Security Council today pledged aid, including the deployment of a peace support operation in southern Sudan, after yesterday's signing by the Government and rebels of an accord formally ending two decades of civil war that has killed at least 2 million people, uprooted 4 million more and sent 600,000 into exile. 

"Members of the Security Council will expeditiously consider appropriate UN support for implementation of the peace agreement, including deployment of a peace support operation, and look to the international community, once implementation begins, to provide assistance for its implementation, as well as for the reconstruction and rehabilitation process," the President of the 15-member body, Ambassador César Mayoral of Argentina, said in a press statement. 

The Council also stressed its "continued determination" to monitor Sudan's other major conflict in the western Darfur region, where 1.65 million people have been displaced, and Janjaweed and pro-government militias stand accused of killing and raping thousands of villagers in what the UN has called the world's worst humanitarian crisis. 

The Council underscored the obligation of all parties to the Darfur conflict to maintain an already violated ceasefire that was signed in April and to work towards a peaceful settlement. 

Welcoming the southern Sudan agreement signed in Nairobi, Kenya, the statement praised the perseverance of Vice President Ali Osman Taha and Chairman John Garang of the Sudan People's Liberation Movement (SPLM) who negotiated the deal. 

"Members of the Security Council express their hope and conviction that the signature of this agreement will mark a watershed in the history of the Sudan, look forward to its implementation, and call on the emerging Government of National Unity to work expeditiously to consolidate peace throughout the country," it said. 

It called on the new Government to "commit itself fully and actively to ending the violence in Darfur." 

Meanwhile, the UN Advance Mission in Sudan (UNAMIS) reported that a planned polio immunization campaign got off to a flying start today with apparently no security incidents, as teams of vaccinators fanned out across the north of the country, including Darfur where it is hoped to reach more than 1 million children. 

A similar campaign in southern Sudan is due to start on 17 January. The UN has called for "Days of Tranquillity" across Africa's largest country to allow the immunization to proceed unhindered by military activity, saying such a pause will build a momentum towards peace. 

Annan hails signing of Sudan peace accord but warns of 'daunting challenges' ahead 

9 January - Hailing today's signing of a comprehensive peace agreement formally ending Sudan's long and devastating war, Secretary-General Kofi Annan pledged to quickly outline plans for a United Nations operation there but warned that it would face severe challenges. 

At a ceremony in Nairobi, the Kenyan capital, the Khartoum Government and the Sudan People's Liberation Movement pledged to end fighting that has killed at least 2 million people, uprooted 4 million more, and forced some 600,000 to flee to neighbouring countries for more than two decades. 

“The real challenge now is for all the parties to show the same commitment, determination and courage in fully implementing the Agreement, which will entail equally daunting challenges over a very long period,” said UN envoy Jan Pronk, who delivered the message on the Secretary-General's behalf. 

This agreement is premised on the vision of promoting stability, rehabilitation and development in all regions of Sudan, through power-sharing and the equitable distribution of the country's wealth. Mr. Annan said it could serve as a blueprint for addressing Sudan's separate conflict in Darfur, in the country's west, “where the situation remains horrific and where the vital African Union Mission deserves greater support.” 

He voiced hope that the parties in Darfur “will be inspired by what has been achieved today, and pursue wide-ranging a political solution to their conflict without any further delay.” 

Looking to the broader political context, the Secretary-General cautioned that Sudan urgently needs a fully representative and democratic Government. He added that the planned all-inclusive National Conference should be open to all segments of Sudanese society. 

”The United Nations will stand firmly by your side in these monumental tasks,” Mr. Annan declared, pledging continued humanitarian and development aid. 

He added that he would shortly recommend a UN peace support operation in Sudan to the Security Council, but warned that it “will likely face immense logistical difficulties in a country with such inadequate roads, airfields and communication facilities.” 

Still, he said, “we are determined to field an effective operation.” 

Anticipating that the parties may be tempted to abandon the road to peace, while the international community might “prefer to look elsewhere,” the Secretary-General emphasized that the accord marks “the beginning of a process, not an end.” 

UN peacekeeper in Lebanon killed, prompting Annan to condemn rise in fighting along 'Blue Line' 

10 January - A French United Nations peacekeeper was killed and a Swedish colleague injured Sunday while patrolling the line of withdrawal in southern Lebanon, prompting Secretary-General Kofi Annan today to deplore the rise in fighting between Israel and Hizbollah along the so-called Blue Line. 

Mr. Annan was "deeply saddened" to learn of the French military observer's death and the injury to the Swede, and expressed his heartfelt condolences to the family of the deceased, said a statement released by his spokesman. 

The observers were hit by a barrage of Israel Defence Force (IDF) tank and machine gun fire that followed a Hizbollah roadside bomb attack on an IDF patrol on the Israeli side of the line in the Shaba'a farms. The Hizbollah action killed one IDF soldier and injured three others. 

"The Secretary-General condemns the military escalation along the Blue Line [and] wishes to underscore both parties' responsibility to ensure the safety of UN personnel deployed in the region," the statement said. 

"He urges Israel and Lebanon to exercise maximum restraint and not further jeopardize the relative quiet that has characterized the Blue Line for the past six months." 

Afghanistan elections in April or May bring pressing deadlines, UN says 

10 January - With Afghanistan facing parliamentary elections this spring, the United Nations envoy for Afghanistan today called on the international community to prepare to pay between $120 million and $130 million towards the cost, depending on the final dates chosen by the yet-to-be appointed Independent Electoral Commission. 

If the Government decided to hold elections for the nearly 3 million refugees in Iran and Pakistan, at least another $30 million would be needed, the Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Afghanistan, Jean Arnault, told the Security Council. 

Having had the presidential election of last October as a rehearsal for more complex operations, parliamentary and local elections were scheduled to be held in Saur 1383, or between next 21 April and 21 May, and a number of related deadlines were looming, he said in an open briefing. 

With UN assistance, President Hamid Karzai was consulting community leaders and the heads of 50 new political parties on the appointments he would make to the Independent Electoral Commission, whose most urgent decision would be assigning people to electoral districts in the next couple of weeks to meet a deadline of at least 120 days before election day, he said. 

The Government and Independent Electoral Commission members also would have to decide very soon on revising the electoral law, preparing voter lists, demarcating constituencies, as well as determining the participation of refugees and nomads, Mr. Arnault said. 

Close to 400 district elections needed to be secured as the Afghan National Army increased to 32 battalions by April, from 28 now, and the re-trained National Police to over 37,000 by April from 32,000 now, he said. 

The abduction and killing last month of a sub-contracted UN Office of Project Services (UNOPS) employee was a warning “of the possibility that the targeting of international personnel could occur again” and become easier when the winter ended, Mr. Arnault said. 

Meanwhile, Afghanistan also needed funds to run its disarmament, demobilization and re-integration (DDR) programme adequately in circumstances where the demobilization of regular forces was going well, but “miscellaneous irregular forces were not included in the programme and continue to exist throughout the country.” 

“Some – although not all – are among the main sources of insecurity and human rights violations in certain part of the country and their activities are frequently linked to drug cultivation and trade,” he said. 

“It is estimated that in 2004 356,000 families were involved in opium poppy production, an increase of 35 per cent from 2003,” Mr. Arnault said, adding that the opium economy was now about 60 per cent of the country’s gross domestic product (GDP). 

Last month the UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) said more than 6,700 soldiers and officers of the 7th and 8th Corps in Mazar-i-Sharif in northern Afghanistan had been disarmed and their units decommissioned. Nearly 29,000 military personnel countrywide, or about 60 per cent of the total expected to lay down their weapons, had then done so. 

The Council President for January, Argentine Permanent Representative César Mayoral, told journalists after the meeting that the body supported UNAMA's fulfilment of relevant Council resolutions and looked forward to the spring 2005 elections. 

"The Security Council calls upon the international community to support efforts currently underway on disarmament, demobilization and reintegration of Afghan militias and on combating the production and trafficking of narcotics," he added. 

Small island nations conference opens with UN call for more development assistance 

10 January - Calling on rich countries to increase their aid to small island developing States (SIDS), the Secretary-General of a United Nations conference to review progress in reducing island problems today also urged the tiny countries to integrate their economies so as to increase their capacity to profit from foreign investment. 

"The smallness and the remoteness of the small island developing states continue to pose serious problems in providing international aid and enhancing foreign investments," UN Under-Secretary-General Anwarul Chowdhury said at the opening of the five-day meeting in Port Louis, Mauritius. 

"Projects and programmes in many cases are not viable when targeted for specific countries. On the other hand, when SIDS band together to integrate their economies and meet common challenges, many of the social, economic and human development projects and programmes could prove viable and yield better results. I therefore urge the small island developing countries to increase their efforts to hasten the pace of regional economic integration." 

The conference is called the International Meeting for the 10-year Review of the Barbados Programme of Action for the Sustainable Development of Small Island Developing States. 

It is scheduled to discuss island efforts to meet the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) designed to halve extreme poverty by 2015, improve trade, reduce environmental pollution and cope with climate change and natural disasters. 

Organizers said they were expecting 2,000 participants, including UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan, 20 Heads of State and government, 35 cabinet ministers and the heads of several UN agencies. 

At an event on the opening day, jointly organized by the World Tourism Organization and the Office of the High Representative for Least Developed Countries, Landlocked Developing Countries and Small Island Developing Countries, Mr. Chowdhury underscored the importance of tourism for the development of SIDS. 

"Tourism can stimulate other sectors like ecotourism, water management, coastal zone management and the development of parks and protected areas. Tourism has a distinct multiplier effect on the lives of its inhabitants, particularly in small island nations," he said. 

Mr. Chowdhury also advocated an enhanced role for regional organizations as one of the key modalities for furthering the implementation of the Barbados action programme. "Regional organizations like the Caribbean Community Secretariat (CARICOM), Pacific Islands Forum and the Indian Ocean Commission are all better placed in tackling and handling regional issues," he added. 

World moves towards gender parity in basic education, UN says 

10 January - The target of reaching equality in basic education for girls and boys is being met in much of the world, but girls and women still faced inequality in the labour market, in domestic violence and in vulnerability to HIV/AIDS, the United Nations expert on gender issues said today. 

The Special Adviser to the Secretary-General on Gender Issues and Advancement of Women, Rachel Mayanja, told the 23-member Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) that girls and women were being denied decision-making roles, were being left in abject poverty and were vulnerable to being trafficked. 

Educational opportunities were being equalized in many countries and probably would be nearly met by 2005, except in sub-Saharan Africa and southern and western Asia, she said at the opening of the Committee's 32nd session. 

Discriminatory laws remained on the books in some countries, as did laws whose outcome was anti-female discrimination. As parties to the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women, 179 countries were obliged to translate the treaty into domestic law and find practical ways to achieve gender equality, Ms. Mayanja said. 

Meanwhile, until 28 January eight Governments and some non-governmental organizations (NGOs) were scheduled to report to the committee and receive feedback on official steps they had taken to provide equality of opportunity to women nationals. 

The eight are Algeria, Croatia, Gabon, Italy, Laos, Paraguay, Samoa and Turkey. 

UN mission in Liberia gets one new staff member, loses another 

10 January - The United Nations Mission in Liberia (UNMIL) is receiving a new Deputy Special Representative while its police commissioner is on his way to UN Headquarters in New York. 

Secretary-General Kofi Annan today named Steinar Bjornsson his Deputy Special Representative for Operations. Mr. Bjornsson, a native of Iceland, is scheduled to arrive in Liberia later this month. 

From January 2003 to July 2004 he was Director of Administration for the UN Mission in Sierra Leone (UNAMSIL). 

Meanwhile, UNMIL Police Commissioner Mark Kroeker was leaving UNMIL to become the Civilian Police (CIVPOL) Adviser in the UN Department of Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO). 

Mr. Kroeker, a national of the United States, previously was the Chief of Police in Portland, Oregon. 

Annan hails signing of Sudan peace accord but warns of 'daunting challenges' ahead 

9 January - Hailing today's signing of a comprehensive peace agreement formally ending Sudan's long and devastating war, Secretary-General Kofi Annan pledged to quickly outline plans for a United Nations operation there but warned that it would face severe challenges. 

At a ceremony in Nairobi, the Kenyan capital, the Khartoum Government and the Sudan People's Liberation Movement pledged to end fighting that has killed at least 2 million people, uprooted 4 million more, and forced some 600,000 to flee to neighbouring countries for more than two decades. 

“The real challenge now is for all the parties to show the same commitment, determination and courage in fully implementing the Agreement, which will entail equally daunting challenges over a very long period,” said UN envoy Jan Pronk, who delivered the message on the Secretary-General's behalf. 

This agreement is premised on the vision of promoting stability, rehabilitation and development in all regions of Sudan, through power-sharing and the equitable distribution of the country's wealth. Mr. Annan said it could serve as a blueprint for addressing Sudan's separate conflict in Darfur, in the country's west, “where the situation remains horrific and where the vital African Union Mission deserves greater support.” 

He voiced hope that the parties in Darfur “will be inspired by what has been achieved today, and pursue wide-ranging a political solution to their conflict without any further delay.” 

Looking to the broader political context, the Secretary-General cautioned that Sudan urgently needs a fully representative and democratic Government. He added that the planned all-inclusive National Conference should be open to all segments of Sudanese society. 

”The United Nations will stand firmly by your side in these monumental tasks,” Mr. Annan declared, pledging continued humanitarian and development aid. 

He added that he would shortly recommend a UN peace support operation in Sudan to the Security Council, but warned that it “will likely face immense logistical difficulties in a country with such inadequate roads, airfields and communication facilities.” 

Still, he said, “we are determined to field an effective operation.” 

Anticipating that the parties may be tempted to abandon the road to peace, while the international community might “prefer to look elsewhere,” the Secretary-General emphasized that the accord marks “the beginning of a process, not an end.” 

UNAIDS congratulates Mandela on his candour on son's death from AIDS 

10 January - Expressing condolences to former South African President Nelson Mandela on the recent death of his only surviving son, the Executive Director of the Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS) said his candour in disclosing that his son had died in the pandemic was vital in the fight against stigmatizing AIDS victims. 

"Mr. Mandela's public acknowledgement that his son, Makgatho Mandela, had died from an AIDS-related illness is a demonstration of the practical leadership that Mr. Mandela gives to the international efforts to fight stigma and discrimination," Dr. Peter Piot said in a statement released on 7 January. 

He noted that other southern African leaders, including former Mozambican First Lady Graça Machel, now Mr. Mandela's wife, former opposition leader and South African Home Affairs Minister Mangosuthu Buthelezi and former Zambian President Kenneth Kaunda, had spoken openly about the impact of AIDS on their families. 

The openness of these leaders showed that HIV/AIDS knew no boundaries, UNAIDS said. 

Mr. Mandela's son died last week at the age of 54. His older brother died in a car accident in 1969. 

Mr. Buthelezi helped to break South Africa's silence on the disease last year when he announced that two of his children had died from AIDS-related causes. 
______________________________________________________________________________________________
10 January 2005

Daily Press Briefing by the Office of the Spokesman for the Secretary-General

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

**Independent Inquiry Committee
Some comments on the internal audits that were released yesterday by the Volcker panel:

“We welcome the release of the internal audits and the Independent Inquiry Committee’s initial analysis.  This is just one step in the progress of an inquiry which the Secretary-General initiated, and which continues to enjoy his full support and cooperation.

We are going to study the IIC’s briefing paper carefully, and we look forward to the broader findings that will be contained in the interim report due out in the next few weeks.  What this initial briefing from the Committee does show is that there was a dynamic auditing process generated by the UN itself, as well as the reports of external auditors which have already been made public.  All the audits, both internal and external, were conducted in accordance with internationally recognized standards.

At the same time, it is already clear from the briefing paper that there were deficiencies in the management of this unique and highly complex programme, which had to be implemented in an acutely difficult political environment.

The IIC has said that its interim report later this month will examine how far the UN’s management safeguards and responses were sufficient or deficient.  We ourselves are already focused on issues of management and accountability, and engaged in a critical review of the way we work, which will lead to a broad overhaul of the UN’s management structure and systems, in order to improve performance and accountability. 

The lessons of the Committee's interim report, when it is available, will be fully taken into account in that process.  Some lessons are already being applied.  For example, on the financial side of the Tsunami relief effort, the UN is already implementing procedures for greater accountability and transparency.  The tsunami effort, like oil-for-food, is a humanitarian programme on an unusually large scale, although they differ from each other in nearly all other respects.  And, we’ll have Kevin Kennedy from OCHA to talk to you about that a little later on.

And finally, let's not forget that the oil-for-food programme did fulfil its main objective by providing humanitarian relief to 27 million Iraqis, thereby helping to maintain political support for the sanctions which, in turn, prevented Saddam Hussein's regime from acquiring weapons of mass destruction.”

**Palestinian Elections
I will now have an official statement on the Palestinian elections: 

The Secretary-General welcomes the Palestinian Presidential election as a significant step in what is a historic democratic transition in the occupied Palestinian territory.  He is especially pleased with reports indicating that the election was conducted in a politically competitive yet peaceful atmosphere.

The Secretary-General congratulates President Mahmoud Abbas as the representative of the Palestinian people.  He also congratulates the Palestinian Central Elections Commission for the organization of credible and genuine elections under challenging circumstances.

The commitment to democracy of the Palestinian people and their institutions is a strong foundation for President Abbas to build on.  The Secretary-General is looking forward to working with the new President of the Palestinian Authority on the implementation of the Road Map and the achievement of an independent and viable PalestinianState.

On speaking to reporters in Sir Lanka earlier today on this issue, the Secretary-General added that he was “very impressed” with the Palestinian elections.  He said, “This election has been very well prepared, perhaps one of the best prepared that we [the UN] have ever been involved in.”

The Secretary-General said the new Palestinian leader will need, not only the cooperation of his people, but also the support of the international community, which has to ensure the economic viability of a PalestinianState and help the Palestinians with reform.

**Sudan
Turning to the Sudan, the Secretary-General has welcomed the historic signing of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement by the Government of the Sudan and the Sudan People's Liberation Movement as an important milestone.

In a statement read at the signing ceremony in Nairobi Sunday by his Special Representative, Jan Pronk, the Secretary-General said the Agreement heralds the possible definitive end of a prolonged period of brutal conflict that has killed at least 2 million people, uprooted 4 million more, and forced some 600,000 to take refuge in neighbouring countries.

It also provides a unique opportunity to apply the principles enshrined in the Naivasha Protocols as a blueprint for addressing conflicts in other strife-torn areas such as Darfur, where the situation remains horrific and where the vital African Union Mission deserves greater support. 

The Secretary-General hopes the parties in Darfur will be inspired by what has been achieved today, and pursue a wide-ranging political solution to their conflict without further delay.  It is hard to imagine that the full promise of the Agreement being signed today will be fulfilled without an end to the enormous suffering in Darfur, he said.

Jan Pronk is on his way to New York, where he will brief the Security Council tomorrow. 

**Sudan Immunization Programme
Turning to the humanitarian situation in the Sudan, the UN mission in that country reports that a planned polio immunization campaign got off to a flying start today with apparently no security incidents, as teams of vaccinators fanned out across the north of the country, including the conflict-ridden Darfur States, where it is hoped that more than 1 million children will be reached.  A similar campaign in southern Sudan is due to start later this month. 

UN envoy Jan Pronk had called for "Days of Tranquillity" across Sudan to allow the immunization to proceed unhindered by military activity.  Today, his deputy, Manuel Aranda da Silva, who travelled to Darfur, said the days of tranquillity for the polio immunization will build a momentum towards peace, which is important.  Otherwise, he said, the international community may run out of patience.

**Tsunami
Turning to the Secretary-General, who, as you know is touring the tsunami-devastated areas -- this morning he travelled by seaplane south from the Maldives capital of Male to visit two villages that were especially hard hit by the tsunami of 26 December.  Returning to the capital, the Secretary-General said at a press conference that he was leaving the Maldives “with a very clear understanding of what your problems are”.

After the press conference, the Secretary-General flew to Mauritius to attend the UN conference on small island developing States.  Yesterday, he met with the President of the Maldives, saying afterward that the Government should think of “recovery plus” -- not just rebuilding what was there, but improving on it.

Over the weekend, as you know, he was in Sri Lanka, where he met on Sunday with the President of Sri Lanka, as well as with opposition leaders and representatives of NGOs involved in the aid effort.  On Saturday, he toured some of the areas that were hardest hit by the tsunami.

In a press conference before leaving Sri Lanka, the Secretary-General said “this is a tragedy that has affected all Sri Lankans.  It is a disaster that transcends the divisions that have long wracked your country”.  He added that ordinary Sri Lankans had come together on an extraordinary scale to deal with the crisis.  He added, “I fervently hope their political leaders will do the same, and join hands.”  We have a press transcript of that upstairs.  

Kevin Kennedy, who can join me now because I’d rather not be alone today, will brief you on the tsunami efforts as well as, I think, on Jan Egeland’s ministerial meeting tomorrow in Geneva.

**Statement on Lebanon
I now have another official statement on the situation in south Lebanon:  

“The Secretary-General was deeply saddened to learn of the death of a French United Nations military observer and the injury of his Swedish colleague while on patrol along the Blue Line yesterday.  

The Secretary-General’s heartfelt condolences go to the family of the deceased.  The observers were hit by a barrage of Israel Defence Force (IDF) tank and machine gun fire that followed a Hizbollah roadside bomb attack on an IDF patrol on the Israeli side of the line in the Shab’a farms.  The Hizbollah action killed one IDF soldier and injured three others.

The Secretary-General condemns the military escalation along the Blue Line.  The Secretary-General also wishes to underscore both parties’ responsibility to ensure the safety of UN personnel deployed in the region.  He urges Israel and Lebanon to exercise maximum restraint and not further jeopardize the relative quiet that has characterized the Blue Line for the past six months.

Under other matters, a briefing was expected on the weekend incident on the Blue Line in Lebanon.

**Security Council
This morning, the Council began an open briefing on Afghanistan -- its first public meeting for this year -- by offering a minute of silence to mourn for the lives lost from the earthquake and tsunami that affected countries from Indonesia to Somalia.

Afterwards, in an open meeting, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Afghanistan, Jean Arnault, said that the Afghan people are expected to play an enhanced role when parliamentary elections take place in the country this spring.  Arnault also added that he expects an Independent Electoral Commission will be appointed for Afghanistan in the very near future.

And the Council president is expected to read a press statement on Afghanistan and the Blue Line incident later today.  And, of course, Mr. Arnault’s comments are available upstairs.  

**Appointment
An appointment to announce -- the Secretary-General has appointed Steinar Bjornsson of Iceland as his Deputy Special Representative for Operations in Liberia.  Mr. Bjornsson most recently served as Director of Administration in the UN Mission in Sierra Leone, and he’s expected to arrive in Liberia later this month.  And, his biography is available upstairs.

**SmallIslands Conference
The small islands conference, which I mentioned earlier, began in Mauritius today with a call for development partners to increase their official development assistance to these vulnerable countries.  The meeting’s Secretary-General, Anwarul Chowdhury, made the call at the opening ceremony.

More than 20 Heads of State and government, heads of several UN agencies and the Secretary-General will take part in the high-level segment of the meeting which gets under way this Thursday and Friday.

**Women’s Discrimination Committee  

And a reminder that the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, also known as CEDAW, will convene its thirty-second session here today, at UN Headquarters. Over the next three weeks, it’ll examine the reports of the following eight States parties:  Algeria, Croatia, Gabon, Italy, Lao People’s Democratic Republic, Paraguay, Samoa and Turkey. 

More information is available upstairs.  And I think that is it for me.  Any questions?
**Questions and Answers
Question:  Concerning the oil-for-food briefing paper, there seems to be some question as to what the UN feels was its contract responsibility for verifying the quality of goods going into Iraq, not just the quantity and whether the manifest on the delivery matched the contract or not.  Can you explain what the UN’s view, what its responsibility, where they started and ended on that score?

Associate Spokesman:  As I said, we’ve noted that specific reference in Mr. Volcker’s report, and that is something we will be taking a look at.  Liz?

Question:  Also on the audits -- one report, I think a Reuters report out of Geneva, quoted an official as saying as much as $500 million may have been overpaid from the UN Compensation Commission.  A look at what Volcker released shows at least $2.2 billion.  Do you have any comment on those numbers, on Compensation Commission overpayments?  Do you have any such numbers, and can you make separately somebody available to talk about it?

Associate Spokesman:  I think that all the audits that were released today are just one snapshot of the programme.  They should not be seen as the conclusion, or full conclusions should not be reached from them.  They are part of a whole process.  Mr. Volcker has said in the past that he would release these documents, as he no longer needed them, and we welcome the fact that he’s done that, but you have to remember he has access, not only to these internal audits, but every UN staff member, every UN document that related to oil-for-food, so I think we have to wait for his final conclusion to make any judgments on the programme as a whole, including the Compensation Commission.

Question:  But, that slice of it that has already been laid bare by Volcker, is that something that the UN would already begin to take a look at or are you waiting until..?

Associate Spokesman:  We’re waiting for Mr. Volcker to come out with his full findings, and obviously he will have, you will have access to the UN Compensation Commission.  So, what I’m really saying is this is a snapshot that was released today; it’s a sliver of information, just part of a much larger mass of information, both in terms of people and documents, and one must wait for Volcker to release his findings. 

Question:  One of the companies mentioned in the Volcker report is a Dutch company, Saybolt.  Is the UN still working with that company?  They overbilled the UN.  What is the consequence of that?  Are you going to try to get the money back from companies that overbilled the UN?  How does that work?

Associate Spokesman:  I’m not aware that they’re no longer working for the United Nations because we’re no longer obviously operating in Iraq in the oil sector.  As for the recuperation of money, I think, again, you’ll have to look at the full scope once it comes out, and you’ll be able to see that a number of remedial actions were taken by UN Agencies to get money back when it was possible.  But, I don’t want to get into the nitty-gritty of the audits, at this point, when we just have really just one sliver of the information.  Yes, Bill?

Question:  An April 2003 audit said that Cotecna had “not fully performed its contractual duties in relation to goods procured for Kurdish-controlled northern Iraq”.  The audit said Cotecna wasn’t doing “value certification of goods”, meaning inspection of the quality of the imports.  Why in April 2003 is Cotecna still not doing the job, five years after they were first contracted?

Associate Spokesman:  Well, again, these internal audits by nature are very dynamic, and the relationship between the auditees and the auditors can be adversarial.  So, you’re really seeing one side of it at this point.  Obviously, whether or not UN management took into account the auditors’ conclusions, whether they were valid, how it reacted to them, is exactly the stuff of Volcker’s conclusions and his report.  So, that’s why we’re not going to start commenting on these initial audits or how Cotecna operated in what were extremely difficult circumstances or how the UN operated in difficult circumstances in northern Iraq.

Question:  Do you think that the UN Office in Geneva will have a list of people who had been paid certain amounts of money..?

Associate Spokesman:  The Compensation Commission’s web site, I know, is very comprehensive in terms of what they’ve done.

Question:  Do you have anything to say about the appointments at the UN since Mr. Malloch Brown was appointed?

Associate Spokesman:  At this point, no.

Question:  In your statement -- I’m sorry I didn’t write it down -- I’m not sure I remember everything you said, it seemed there was a lot in there about how you helped prevent Saddam get weapons of mass destruction, which we’re all happy about, but what about the actual central charge that the internal auditors failed to investigate allegations -- as I’m reading here from the Washington Post -- failed to investigate allegations that they siphoned billions of dollars?  Did you address that actual question?  Did you?

Associate Spokesman:  That again will be a part of Volcker’s conclusion, is how the UN managed, not only the programme, but also the auditing process, whether the right decisions were made on the auditing process.  And now it’s really not…

Question:  Did the briefing paper address that already?

Associate Spokesman:  Well, the briefing paper is an interim, interim report, and he states pretty clearly that he’s going to go into details.  He’s really giving you a little taste of what he will address.  And it really wouldn’t be proper for me to react to these interim, interim findings when he, himself, Volcker says, that there will be more coming down the line.

Question:  When we hear about internal auditors at the UN we’re talking about the Office of Internal Oversight..?

Associate Spokesman:  Yes, the UN’s own internal auditors.  Yes, David?

Question:  It seems from the briefing paper that the problem wasn’t so much that audits weren’t conducted, but rather there was a reluctance, a lack of willingness or an inability to follow up on some of the recommendations.  I wonder, it’s more procedural, but are you able to sketch out what would have happened after an audit was conducted, recommendations were made, what levels, beyond just the OIP and OIOS, an audit would have been taken?  Who would have seen that, and who would have had overall oversight over how an audit was implemented or not implemented?

Associate Spokesman:  The internal audits are a management tool for the programme managers.  They’re done at the request sometimes of OIOS, sometimes at the request of the programme manager, him or herself.  There’s often disagreement, as in all audits.  After a back-and-forth, outstanding issues are reported numerically up the chain of command.  Now, I’ll go back to what I said earlier -- Mr. Volcker, one of the many issues he’s examining, is how management reacted to the information it received.  So, again, I can just tell you where that procedure was, but I’m not going to comment while the investigation is still going on and we still have no conclusions.  The briefing paper is not a paper of conclusions.

Question:  Stéphane, I’ve been told about three years ago about internal auditors looking into several billion dollars that might be missing from the oil-for-food programme.  They wanted to go into Iraq to investigate this.  Unlike the weapons inspectors who can just march in there, they needed visas, and Saddam Hussein refused to give them.  Have you heard this at all?

Associate Spokesman:  I don’t know that specific case, but one of the things that made it complicated to operate in Iraq was the dependency -- that we were dependent on Saddam Hussein to grant us visas for central, and south and for the north, for the Kurdish areas as well.  Yes, David?

Question:  How fair is it to say that senior management outside of the leadership of the Office of the Iraq programme, and outside of the leadership of Office of Internal Oversight, would have been aware of the problems that are dealt with in the Volcker briefing paper released last night, which is to say that folks, that senior management outside of those two units, would have been aware of the same problems that Volcker’s pointing out? 

Associate Spokesman:  Procedurally, they were given a breakdown of the number of outstanding issues that were resolved or unresolved.  The other thing you have to remember with the internal audits -- the programme was twice a year audited by external auditors -- the UN Board of External Auditors -- they had the input of the internal audits, and the external audits were all made public.

Question:  Can you say by person or title who, outside of those two programmes, might have been among management who would have been aware of the deficiencies?

Associate Spokesman:  It went up to the Department of Management.  It went up to the Office of the Secretary-General.  And, again, the reaction from those departments is what Volcker is going to be looking at.

Question:  Beyond the Secretariat, and the Internal Oversight, wasn’t the Security Council observing each, certainly the large amounts of money being flown, wasn’t this being okayed and written off by some sort of Committee in the Security Council, so that there was really approval upon the dollars flowing back and forth.  Back then, none of that should be shocking or maybe it’s being revealed now, but wasn’t this all noted then?

Associate Spokesman: Well, the contracts, the humanitarian contracts, were all approved by the Council’s “661 Committee” and the Committee did receive the twice-yearly external audits, which included the input from the OIOS audits.

Question:  So, the Security Council was aware of all these payments, these transactions, as they were occurring?

Associate Spokesman:  Well, the Security Council was kept, was briefed regularly, almost daily, by the Office of the Iraq Programme, but I’m not ready at this point to go into details as to whether each of the transactions that are raised in these internal audits were made aware by the Security Council.

Question:  Did the “661 Committee” receive the OIOS audits?

Associate Spokesman:  No they did not.  The internal audits? No.  But the General Assembly passed a resolution, as you know, late this December, which stipulates that, upon the request of a MemberState, OIOS is able to transmit those internal audits to that MemberState.  And, we’ve received one request from the United States, and they’ve asked I think for 37 oil-for-food audits and they’re getting them.

Question:  On the tsunami, if I could ask you -- before the Secretary-General left, he made a statement on New Year’s Eve that there was an opportunity that the two civil wars that were interrupted by this, that there could be a chance of them getting solved.  He’s in the region now, both places, the shooting is starting up again in Aceh.  I don’t believe he was allowed to meet the Tamil [Tigers], or he didn’t make an effort.  I’m not sure.  I want to ask you about that.  Has he done anything, or is there anything he can do to mediate or get involved in that?

Associate Spokesman:  In Sri Lanka, I think it couldn’t be clearer where he said that this tragedy transcends the problems that have long wracked Sri Lanka and he is urging a coming together on the people’s side and urging the political leaders to do the same.  

Question:  What about his own intervention? Is he just making a statement?

Associate Spokesman:  I’m not aware of any specific political intervention that was made during the trip, either to Aceh or to Sri Lanka.  I mean the focus was humanitarian.

Question:  Is that something he needs Security Council backing to do or can he do that on his own initiative?

Associate Spokesman:  His good offices are usually done with Security Council backing.  He would obviously keep the Council appraised of whatever efforts he’s doing.

Question:  But he did not do that on this trip?

Associate Spokesman:  As I said, the trip, the focus of the trip was humanitarian, but obviously, as you said, he referenced the political situation as well.  

Question:  Did he try to meet the Tamils?  Was he unable to go to the region?

Associate Spokesman:  I’m not aware of that, but I can check for you after the briefing.  Yes sir?

Question:  What about the horrendous sexual abuse cases in the Congo, which are going on unabated, and the inability of the UN to take any action because there are no such rules or regulations governing the peacekeepers?  Do you think the Security Council could learn about these and ensure that these crimes are properly punished?

Associate Spokesman:  I don’t know if you were here on Friday, but Mr. Guehénno and William Swing -- they all gave a pretty extensive briefing.  We’re working very closely with the Member States who are troop contributors through the good offices of the Permanent Representative of Jordan, Prince Zeid, to try to get the cooperation of the troop contributors to help us prosecute these cases.

Question:  Can the Security Council get involved in (inaudible).. a mechanism?

Associate Spokesman:  You know, obviously the Security Council has responsibility for peacekeeping operations, which obviously includes troop contributing nations, so I think you’d have to ask them if they’re willing to do it.

Question:  The New York Times today writes an op-ed piece that Mr. Lubbers of the UNHCR should step down, or that Kofi Annan should ask him to step down.  Since this controversy surrounding him is not going away, also here in your own house, people have been asking for him to step down after the sexual harassment case, is this again a consideration for the Secretary-General to look at his position on the UNHCR?

Associate Spokesman:  I think, I have nothing to add specifically on UNHCR but I think going back to what we talked about, about management and accountability, some of the things we’re looking at pertain to those cases.  We are drafting new policies to protect whistle-blowers, among other things.  So all this is really part of an effort by management for greater responsibility and greater transparency.  

Question:  Are you saying that his position is again looked at?

Associate Spokesman:  No, no, no.  I did not say his position is again looked at.  I said I have nothing to add about what has been said concerning Mr. Lubbers.

Question:  So what exactly is your answer to my question then? 

Associate Spokesman:  Well, I answered the second part.  And, the first part, I said I have nothing to add to what has previously been said.

Question:  Well, are you concerned, or is the Secretary-General concerned, about this controversy that is still surrounding Mr. Lubbers?

Associate Spokesman:  Well.  You know, I think we’re always concerned with cases, accusations of sexual harassment in the house, but as far as the Lubbers case, again I have nothing to add and no new guidance on Mr. Lubbers.  
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