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Politics threaten  conservation talks

               The world's most endangered species are at stake

 Political manoeuvring is seriously undermining efforts to  protect some of the world's rarest animals and plants,   according to delegates at the Convention on  International Trade in Endangered Species (Cites). 

               National delegations and  non-governmental organisations complain  that this year's meeting

               in the Chilean capital, Santiago, is among the  most politicised ever. 

               With allegations of corruption, bribery, espionage and threats,  this conference has all the ingredients of a cheap spy thriller - except  that at stake is the survival of some of the  world's most endangered species. 

               In principle at least, Cites meetings are  supposed to consider simply the science  behind those species that are potentially threatened by international trade. 

               If the threat is real, Cites is supposed to list  the species on its appendices and either  regulate the trade or ban it completely. 

               Billion dollar industry 

               But that is not how the World Wildlife Fund's  Sue Leverman describes the process: 

               "Unfortunately, we're seeing tremendous  politicisation of the  discussion between  governments as well, and the level of  political wheeling and  dealing and trading on  the decisions is worse  than I've ever seen at   any Cites conference  previously." 

               The trouble is that there are billions of dollars at stake here. 

               Wildlife smuggling is the world's third-largest  illicit trade behind drugs and weapons. 

               Bullying and threats 

               But it is not just about money - governments  have powerful domestic political lobbies behind

               some of the proposals. 

               That is why, according to the deputy head of Kenya's delegation, Paula Kahumbu, tremendous amounts of political weight gets tossed around: 

               "There is a massive  number of faxes flying back and forth to various countries,  presidents being called  in to come and tell the  delegation to change their position on a  certain issue, that kind

               of thing is going on,"    he said. 

               Although delegates  refuse to be named,   many spoke of being threatened both   physically and economically. 

               There were stories of spying, bugging and computer hacking, and there is good old-fashioned vote-swapping. 

               Japanese pressure 

               Ms Leverman says one country tends to throw  its weight around more than most: 

            "Japan wanted support, not only for  its whale proposals,  but Japan is trying to  block all proposals  here to deal with fish,   including sea horses,"  she said. 

               The Japanese deny any wrongdoing,  insisting that all they are guilty of is good  old-fashioned lobbying  to make their views heard above the din of the environmentalists. 

               But the conference still seems to struggle at times to find the right balance. 

               You think you are coming to a conservation conference, one exasperated delegate told me,

               then you realise you are actually at a trade   convention.
_________________________________________________________________________________________

ENS

Nations Vote to Protect Minke, Bryde's Whales 

                      SANTIAGO, Chile, November 8, 2002 (ENS) - Countries in favor of  conserving minke whales and Bryde's whales won two votes at the meeting of  Parties to the UN Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species  (CITES) today, turning down proposals by Japan to transfer these two species to a lower level of protection under the treaty. 

                      The delegates from 160 countries voted to keep Bryde's and minke whales listed on the convention's Appendix I, ensuring that they can not be traded  internationally. Japan had proposed to list them on CITES Appendix II, which  would allow closely regulated international trade. 

                      Minke whale (Photo courtesy Greenpeace)

                      The minke whale proposal received 41  votes in favor, 54 votes against, five abstentions,

                      and six spoiled votes.  The Bryde's (pronounced Broo-dahs)  whale proposal received  43 votes in favor, 63  against, three abstentions, and two spoiled votes. Both votes lacked the two-thirds majority required to approve   the proposal. 

                      The Parties must accept these results in the meeting's plenary session late  next week before they will become final. 

                      Benin, Cuba, Dominica, Greenland, Grenada, Cote Ivoire, Senegal and   Zimbabwe voted with Japan, on the basis that the whale stocks are abundant  and whaling supports the livelihoods of poor coastal populations. 

                      Canada, Chile, the European Union, Georgia, Mexico, India, Israel, the United States and the International Environmental Law Project, among others,  opposed Japan's proposals, on the basis that a lowered level of protection  would cause enforcement problems. Australia pointed to problems in distinguishing robust from endangered whale stocks. 

                                                 Bryde's whales like this one are estimated to number between 40 to 80,000 animals. (Photo  courtesy Cetacea)

                                                 Conservationist groups, including the  International Fund for Animal Welfare                                                 (IFAW), are optimistic that the votes'  results will carry through the plenary session, and ensure that international  trade of whale products will not be allowed. 

                                                 Still, they remained alert to the potential for a Japan stronghold on  several small island nations and vote swapping with Southern African pro-ivory trade nations that could swing the votes in the final decision phase. 

                      "We are pleased that Parties to CITES stood firm on the conservation of these whale species," said Vassili Papastavrou, IFAW whale expert, and member of  IFAW's delegation to the CITES meeting in Santiago. 

                      CITES delegates vote to   protect whales. (Photo courtesy IISD-ENB)

                      "Japan did not manage to reach a simple   majority on either vote, showing clearly that the

                      world does not support commercial whaling," said Papastavrou. "We  need to ensure that

                      Parties remain strong and do not allow these  results to be reversed  next week. It would be disasterous for whales, as it would bring Japan another  step closer to realizing its goal of re-opening the global whale trade." 

                      Japan's position on whaling as advanced by the Ministry of Fisheries is that,  there are more than 10 million whales throughout the world and they eat too  much of the fish that humans should be consuming. 

                      "The quantity of marine living resources they consume is estimated to be some 180 million tons a year in the Antarctic alone and 500 million tons in all  the oceans of the world combined. This represents approximately five times as  much as the total of the resources now being harvested by the world's marine                      fisheries - 90 million tons," the Japanese Ministry of Fisheries says. 

                      submitted proposals to downlist certain species of whales. At each of these  meetings, the Japanese proposals have failed. 

                                                          Japanese whaling ships turn  water hoses on Greenpeace                      protesters in this January 2000 confrontation in the Southern Ocean. (Photo courtesy Greenpeace)

                                                          A majority of the CITES Parties, along with the CITES Secretariat, stated                                                          that Japan's proposals   undermined the  International Whaling Commission (IWC), the  international body                      charged with the responsibility to conserve whale species. An ongoing global IWC ban on commercial whaling has been in force since 1986. 

                      "Japan was unable to circumvent the IWC whaling moratorium by playing one Convention off another," said Kitty Block, international lawyer for the Humane Society of the United States. 

                      Today, across the Pacific Ocean from the CITES conference, the Japanese  whaling fleet set sail for Antarctic waters. 

                      "Today was a great victory for the whales," said Block. "However, it is ironic that on the very day the CITES Parties refused to allow Japan to kill whales and trade in their meat, Japanese whaling ships began a five month expedition  to kill 400 minke whales in Antarctic waters." 

                      Japan circumvents the ban on commercial whaling by conducting it under the scientific research provisions of the International Whaling Commission. The meat from the slaughtered whales ends up as food in sushi shops and markets  because the IWC rules require that the whales taken for research be utilized  rather than discarded. 

                      The whaling issue will next be debated on an international level at the June 2003 meeting of the International Whaling Commission, in Berlin, Germany. 

                      The 12th Conference of Parties to the CITES Convention opened November 3  and continues through November 15. 

____________________________________________________________________________________

 Malay Times

MAKING SERIOUS ISSUES FUN FOR KIDS 

WHO ever said discussing serious issues can't be fun for children? The Children's Environment Heritage

      Foundation's (YAWA) fourth International Children's Conference on the Environment (ICCE) promises to be

      just that. The conference, to be held at the Ayer Keroh Resort in Malacca from Dec 14 to 18, will see

      children from nine to 16 coming together to contribute towards caring for the environment. "The conference,

      held once every two years, started its first International Children's Conference in 1996 following UNEP's first

      Children's Conference on the Environment in Eastbourne, Britain, in 1995," said its organising chairman

      Zainuriah Abd Rahman. "The four-day conference allows children to share their experiences and express their

      views and join an environmental network to promote positive action around the world." The conference,

      themed Conservation - Protect Our Heritage', will see about 250 participants in fun activities using their

      senses to improve interpersonal skills. There will also be organisations and individual delegates from Sweden,       Romania, India, Angola, the Philippines and China. "Twelve places will be reserved for special people and the   underprivileged," she said. Meanwhile, YAWA director Khadijah Abdul Rahman said that the non-profit

      organisation, registered in 1996, aims to nurture continuous positive development in young people

      throughout the critical growing stages of life. The ICCE is supported by the Malacca State Government,

      Department of Environment of Malaysia, MHS Aviation Berhad and Tetra Pak (M) Sdn Bhd." "We hope to get   more sponsors to help us achieve our goal in helping our children realise that while we may not be able to  change anything now, we still have time to sustain our environment for the future," said Khadijah. YAWA is also the first Malaysian youth organisation to receive the Global 500 Roll of Honour for Environment      Achievement 2001 award in the youth category. Registration fee is RM290 for those who register before Nov

      7, and RM320 for registration from Nov 8 onwards. Closing date for entries is Nov 30. For forms and queries,

      contact Zainuriah at 03-7729 9518 or 017-8722 968 or Law Bee Lan at03-7726 7806 or 017-3330331, or

      visit www.yawa.org.

______________________________________________________________________________________

DPA

Pirate loggers exploit poverty to denude Congo Basin 

Eds: CITES runs until November 15 By Antje Passenheim, dpa 

Nairobi (dpa) - Kenya's rain forests have all but disappeared, but tropical hardwood is still to be had in Nairobi at astonishingly low prices. 

Although only two per cent of Kenya is still under forest, furniture stores in the capital offer African mahogany kitchens for less than 1,000 dollars, and ebony and cypress are sold at prices that would astonish Europeans. 

``How can traders lay their hands on that wood so cheaply?'' asks Bai-Mass Taal, who works for the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). 

He knows the answer himself. ``Half of these hardwoods come across the border from Congo Brazzaville illegally. And it's only a fraction of what ends up in Europe and Asia.'' 

More than 2,500 environmental experts are currently attending the 12th meeting of the parties to the Convention on the International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES) in Santiago, Chile. 

They represent 160 governments and independent organizations from all over the world, but they have achieved little when it comes to the exploitation of the forests of the Congo Basin. 

``As long as poverty and corruption reign in the countries of origin, the world's second largest tropical forest will remain vulnerable,'' the expert on UNEP's forest programme says. 

``There are too few staff to guard the forests, and wherever there are people, corruption comes into play,'' Taal

says. 

No ranger can support his family on the equivalent of 25 dollars a month. ``When a large timber company comes along and offers him 250 dollars to close his eyes...,'' Taal leaves the sentence unfinished. 

Between 1995 and 2000 alone, around 40,000 square kilometres of forest were destroyed in Africa, according to a study by the U.N. Food and Agriculture Organization - an area roughly equivalent to the Netherlands. 

And the sheer size of the area that needs to be protected is daunting, stretching from the Central African Republic, through Gabon, Congo, Congo-Brazzaville to Cameroon. It is almost impossible to stop anyone who wants to from entering it. 

Government officials, and even governments themselves, are often behind the deforestation. 

According to a U.N. report, Liberia pays for the weapons to continue its long-running civil war with diamonds and tropical hard wood. 

And since moves to embargo the trade in blood diamonds in the hope of cutting off funds to war-ravaged regions, Liberian President Charles Taylor has increased efforts to find sponsors for his war effort in the shape of Asian and Ukrainian lumber merchants. 

The environmental organization Global Witness believes some traders are buying timber concessions directly with arms. 

``There is even a fine line between legal felling and illegal,'' Taal says. ``Who checks, for example, whether a

woodcutter sticks to the limit he is given?'' he asks. 

To cut a single tree, many others often have to make way, as a path is cut through the forest for bulldozers and

chainsaws. 

``Not only the trees, but many animals and plants belonging to species supposed to be protected by CITES also

die,'' Taal says. 

Those behind the illegal trade are a long way from the environmental destruction, often relaxing in comfortable hotels. Cameroon is said to be one of the more favoured transit points. 

More than half of the timber logged in central Africa is exported to Asia, but there are also many takers in Europe, even from countries like Germany, where controls are supposed to be strict. 

There are more than 21,000 different tree species in the world, but the World Wildlife Fund believes that 8,750 are under acute threat. 

Nevertheless, trade restriction on hard woods like mahogany, rosewood and African stinkwood have done little to improve the situation. Export is only possible with a permit from the country of origin, and the European Union requires an import permit as well. 

Taal compares the problem faced by these green giants of the forest with that of the elephants. 

``Controlled marketing of their products could secure funds for the countries involved to improve conservation,'' he says, but he also utters a warning, irrespective of whether ebony or ivory is at stake. 

``Without a regulated system of control to distinguish legal from illegal goods, there will never be conservation,'' Taal says. dpa pas rpm pmc
_________________________________________________________________________________________

ENS 

Indonesian Wildfires Accelerated Global Warming 

                      By Cat Lazaroff 

                      WASHINGTON, DC, November 8, 2002 (ENS) - Wildfires that scorched parts  of Indonesia in 1997 spewed as much carbon into the atmosphere as the entire planet's biosphere removes from it in a year, shows new research published  this week. The fires, which destroyed thousands of forest acres and left peat bogs smoldering for months, released as much as 2.6 billion metric tons of carbon - mostly in the form of the greenhouse gas carbon dioxide (CO2) - into  the atmosphere. 

                      A team of scientists led by Susan Page from the University of Leicester in the United Kingdom attempted to estimate the mount of carbon released by the 1997 fires, and their potential effects on global warming. In an article  published in the November 7 issue of the journal "Nature," the researchers conclude that these fires were "a major contributor to the sharp increase in atmospheric CO2 concentrations detected in 1998." 

                      Fire on Mt. Suharto, Borneo, March 1998. (Photo courtesy Poriaman Sitanggang)

                      From 1997 to 1998, the growth rate  of CO2 in the atmosphere nearly doubled, from an average of 3.2 gigatons per calendar year to 6.0  gigatonnes, the highest value on  record. 

                      Most of the carbon released in the Indonesian fires came not from burning trees but from smoldering  peat bogs which lost between 25 and 85 centimeters (about 10 to 33  inches) of their depth in the fires. 

                      Tropical peatlands form one of the largest land reserves of organic carbon. Peat is a carbon rich soil  made of compacted, decayed vegetation. Peat bogs like those found in Indonesia normally support lush swamp forests over peat deposits that can  be up to 20 meters (66 feet) thick. 

                      But when forest clearing, drainage and drought begin to dry out these  peatlands, they become susceptible to fire - as was demonstrated during the 1997 El Niño driven dry season. 

                      Using satellite images of a 2.5 million hectare study area in Central Kalimantan, Borneo, from before and after the 1997 fires, the researchers calculates that  about 32 percent, or almost 800,000 hectares, of the area had burned.  Peatlands accounted for 91.5 percent of the burned area, or about 730,000   hectares. 

                      "Using ground measurements of the burn depth of peat, we estimate that  0.19-0.23 gigatonnes (Gt) of carbon were released to the atmosphere through  peat combustion, with a further 0.05 Gt released from burning of the overlying   vegetation," the team wrote in the "Nature" article. 

                      "Extrapolating these estimates to Indonesia as a whole, we estimate that between 0.81 and 2.57 Gt of carbon were released to the atmosphere in 1997 as  a result of burning peat and vegetation in Indonesia," an amount equal to between 13 and 40 percent of the average annual carbon emissions caused by  the burning of fossil fuels around the world. 

                      The CO2 released by the fires was more than all the carbon taken up by all  living things on the planet - collectively known as the biosphere - in a single

                      year. 

                      The 1997 fires were therefore likely responsible for the massive boost in CO2  emissions seen in 1997-1998 - the largest annual increase in atmospheric CO2 concentration detected since records began in 1957, according to the  researchers. 

                                             Indonesian orangutan in the Sepilok Orangutan Sanctuary (Photo courtesy Sabah Tourism Promotion Corporation)

                                             Indonesia's 1997 and 1998 fire seasons were  massive, destroying about 10 million                                           hectares (38,600 square miles) of  Indonesia's national forests, recognized as one of the world's centers of biodiversity. 

                                             More than 20 million people were exposed   to breathing extremely high levels of                                     pollutants known to cause both acute and  long term health effects. Schools and  businesses were closed in Malaysia and  people were advised to remain indoors. 

                      But the problem did not end with the easing of the dry El Niño weather pattern. Wildfires, mostly sparked by humans clearing forest for agriculture, and exacerbated by increased logging in the years following the fires, caused  major problems again in 2000, and problems may be cropping up again this year. 

                      These fires destroy some of the habitat on which a variety of endangered species, such as bears, elephants, rhinos, tigers and orangutans, depend.  Birute Galdikas, a primatologist who began her orangutan research in 1971,

                      said the number of orangutans in Indonesian Borneo has been halved in the  past decade, partly due to the fires as well as logging and mining. 

                      But besides the catastrophic effects that tropical wildfires may have on  biodiversity, researchers must consider the impact that relatively small areas   of fire may have on the planet as a whole, through their contributions to  global climate change. 

                      Natural, undamaged peat swamp forest is "essential to maintain high water levels, protect the peat carbon store and facilitate future carbon sequestration  from the atmosphere," the researchers conclude. 

                      Haze from Indonesian   wildfires blankets Southeast Asia September 16, 1997.  (Satellite image courtesy  U.S. National Aeronautics  and Space Administration)

                      That position is  echoed by an essay  that accompanies  the "Nature" article,  written by two                      scientists from the  U.S. National Center for Atmospheric Research. 

                      The researchers, David Schimel and David Baker, note that Susan Page and  her colleagues have shown that "abrupt events can have an appreciable effect on the carbon cycle." 

                      "Most observing systems and modeling strategies assume that, to affect the carbon cycle, processes must occur over thousands of square kilometers or  more," they write. "But especially in areas of high carbon density, catastrophic events affecting small areas can evidently have a huge impact on  the global carbon balance." 

                      The Indonesian wildfires show that attempts to slow the rate of global  warming will have to focus not only on reducing direct human caused carbon  emissions from factories, power plants and vehicle tailpipes, but also on efforts to stem the unsustainable destruction of massive carbon stores such  as those found in tropical forests and peat bogs. 

                      If tropical peat forests continue to be destroyed by logging, development and  fire, "there will be a continued release of carbon through decomposition of the  exposed peat surfaces that, in turn, will place this large carbon store at further  risk," write Page and her colleagues. "Tropical peatlands will make a  significant contribution to global carbon emissions for some time to come  unless major mitigation, restoration and rehabilitation programs are undertaken."

_________________________________________________________________________________________
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INTERNATIONAL NEWS

Harvard-trained Activist Wins UN Environment Prize, India-West (US), 8/11:  Harvard-trained environmentalist and grassroots activist Ashok Khosla has won the United Nations Environment Program's Sasakawa Environment Prize for this year.  The $200,000 prize will be presented at the American Folk Art Museum in New York Nov. 19, a UNEP press release said. Past winners of the prestigious prize include Indian scientist M.S. Swaminathan, Nobel Prize-winning scientist Mario J. Molina, and Brazilian rubber tapper and activist Chico Mendes.  (See http://www.indiawest.com/cgi-bin/news/viewNews.cgi?article=1036702476&Department=News)

Mysterious Kenya Flamingo Die-Offs Tied to Toxins, Study Says, National Geographic News, 8/11:  Kenya's vast Lake Nakuru is dotted with noisy colonies of brilliant pink lesser flamingos, a sight mirrored at Lake Begoria and other lakes across the East African Rift Valley.  But there's trouble in flamingo paradise. For nearly a decade, the birds have periodically perished in large numbers, leaving the shores of the lakes littered with mountains of pink bird carcasses.  The exact cause of the mysterious die-offs remains unknown.  Pollution was a suspected cause; and analysis showed detectable levels of zinc, copper, lead, mercury, cadmium, selenium, chromium, iron, and arsenic in the birds' tissue.  A Kenyan environmental agency, the Pollutant Release and Transfer Registers, is now working with nearby industries to help them meet cleanup standards.  (See http://www.nationalgeographic.com/scw/adventure3_0210_sub_popup.html)

Pope Urges Protection of Environment, AP/Washington Post, 10/11:  Pope John Paul II, an avid skier and hiker until frail health slowed him down, has called on nature-lovers to protect mountains and their environment.  Noting that the United Nations has declared 2002 to be the year of the mountain, John Paul made safeguarding mountains a key part of his remarks Sunday to pilgrims and tourists gathered in St. Peter's Square.  (See http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/articles/A34980-2002Nov10.html)

Ivory Ban Has High Cost for Rural Africans, Washington Post, 9/11:  In Voi and the other poor rural villages that ring Tsavo National Park in southern Kenya, elephants have recently destroyed $30,000 worth of food, but also killed four people since April, causing schools in the area to close and local leaders to urge villagers to arm themselves against marauding wildlife.  The issue is the focus of an emotional and complex debate halfway around the world this week at they CITES Conference in Santiago, Chile.  Farmers ask why they can't we use the controlled sale of ivory to pay for compensation for lost crops or for those who died.  But many wildlife advocates argue that the elephants' comeback is far from complete and that preventing illegal poaching would be impossible.  The Kenyan Wildlife Service is trying to persuade farmers to give up their crops and cash in on eco-tourism by selling crafts to tourists and helping care for the animals that attract them.  (See http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/articles/A33458-2002Nov9.html)

A struggle for water, in Mideast, Boston Globe, 10/11:  Water is at the center of a critical issue in the Israeli-Palestinian struggle and in the Middle East - water.  However, unlike the situation in most of the Middle East, the water shortage in Israel and the occupied Palestinian territories is caused more by politics than geography, according to water specialists and other officials on both sides. Bureaucratic inertia, mutual distrust, and special interests block easily achievable short-term improvements, as well as long-term cooperation, that might benefit Israelis and Palestinians.  (See http://www.boston.com/dailyglobe2/314/nation/A_struggle_for_water_in_MideastP.shtml)

US NEWS

Cruise-ship dumping poisons seas, frustrates U.S. enforcers, USA Today, 8/11:  The stately cruise ship Norway, which sails to the Caribbean, evokes a gentler time. But the Norway, owned by Norwegian Cruise Line, long kept a secret: It illegally dumped oily waste into the ocean, and the crew filed false records to mislead the US Coast Guard. Three months ago, after the cruise line's new owner cooperated with the Justice Department, Norwegian pleaded guilty to one felony and paid a $1 million fine for falsifying records.  Now, some of the federal agents who investigated the case say the company's pollution went on for much longer and was much worse than the relatively light fine suggests.  Environmental Protection Agency agents say -- and court records support the claims -- that the Norway not only poured hundreds of thousands of gallons of oily bilge water into the ocean. It also dumped raw sewage mixed with hazardous, even cancer-causing, chemicals from dry cleaning and photo development into the waters near Miami for many years.  (See http://www.usatoday.com/usatonline/20021108/4606434s.htm)

Going for a Sunday Drive, Washington Post, 8/11:  Congregations in 15 states joined forces this Sunday to belt out the clean-energy gospel in the launch of a national "What Would Jesus Drive?" campaign.  Reverend Jim Ball, who directs the Evangelical Environmental Network, said:  "Jesus wants his followers to drive the least-polluting, most efficient vehicle that truly meets their needs -- though first he might look at other ways to get around. ...  He'd definitely be in favor of us taking public transportation."  His organization plans to run ads on Christian radio stations and cable TV asking consumers and automakers to wake up and smell the emissions.  (See http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/articles/A25595-2002Nov7.html)

Environmental Issues No Pushover for Bush, Los Angeles Times, 9/11:  Even though Republicans will control both houses of Congress, President Bush will face significant obstacles next year as he tries to push some of his highest-profile environmental initiatives.  Bush's goal of opening the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge in Alaska for oil and gas development may prove as elusive as ever, according to environmentalists, lawmakers from both parties, and their aides.  And the president's legislative prescription for air pollution from coal-fired power plants will still face significant and possibly insuperable opposition.  (See http://www.latimes.com/news/science/la-na-enviro9nov09004443,0,2121281.story?coll=la%2Dnews%2Dscience)

Raymond F. Dasmann, 83; a Founding Father of Environmentalism, Dies, Los Angles Times, 9/11:  Raymond F. Dasmann, whose research and writings about threats to the natural world helped mold the modern environmental movement, died of pneumonia Tuesday in Santa Cruz, California.  He was 83 and had been in declining health for several years.  Dasmann was a field biologist who began talking about the need for environmental conservation in the late 1950s, almost two decades before the concept took hold in the American mainstream.  Although not a household name, he is considered a luminary of environmentalism whose intellectual contributions include the concept of "ecodevelopment," or sustainable development, the idea that a community's progress should not rely on exploitation of its natural resources.  (See http://www.latimes.com/news/science/la-me-dasmann9nov09,0,615193.story?coll=la%2Dnews%2Dscience)

CANADIAN NEWS

Don't rush to ratify without a Kyoto plan, Toronto Globe and Mail, 9/11:  The Canadian federal government intends to seek approval from Parliament for the Kyoto environmental accord later this month. Prime Minister Jean Chrétien will hail ratification as a huge step for future generations in Canada and beyond. Environment Minister David Anderson will describe the international pact in glowing terms and insist it will have little negative impact on the Canadian economy. More than a few Liberals will praise Mr. Chrétien's environmental leadership.  It will merit a passing mark as performance art. But as good governance, it will deserve a failing grade.  There is no need for the House of Commons and the Senate to vote on the 1997 accord at all. A simple order-in-council signed after a cabinet meeting would suffice.  But then, Kyoto ratification without an implementation plan is largely a symbolic exercise anyway.  Better to ratify this flawed international accord only after a detailed federal-provincial implementation agreement has been reached. Parliamentary action now would garner attention, but it would be an empty act.  (See http://www.globeandmail.com/environment)

________________________________________________________________________________
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WATER


DROUGHT ERODING GREEN AREAS IN RAS AL KHAIMAH 

The Ras Al Khaimah Agricultural and Fisheries Department yesterday warned that at least 15 per cent of vegetable farms have been converted to palm tree and poultry farms due to drought.  Mohammed Saleh Al Mehrizi, head of the Water and Soil Section at the department, said  the water level has been decreasing due to the lack of rain. 

Around 46 wells have been affected. In the south, the water level has decreased by eight metres, while in Al Humraniyah  the figure is two metres. Underground water has become mixed with sea water and this has severely affected agricultural land. However, this problem has not become severe.

http://www.gulf-news.com/Articles/news.asp?ArticleID=68018
A STRUGGLE FOR WATER, IN MIDEAST 

By Charles A. Radin, Globe Staff, 11/10/2002 

BEIT FURIK, West Bank - Riding the family donkey along the high road through the olive groves, Meri Mohammed Aref Mleitat seems worlds removed from the big questions of war and peace in the Middle East. But the skinny 15-year-old's daily 6-mile ride to a spring in the side of a mountain, where he fills jerry cans and soda bottles with 20 gallons of water for his family of 12, puts him at the center of a critical issue in the Israeli-Palestinian struggle and in the Middle East - water. 

''We have no water at home,'' he said, incredulous that anyone might be surprised or interested in this commonplace problem in the West Bank. The months before the winter rains are usually times of shortage. For the past three autumns, armed struggle between Israelis and Palestinians has made matters worse. ''Our cistern is empty,'' Mleitat said. ''We paid for 10 cubic meters'' to be delivered, ''but there are no water deliveries for 20 days.'' 

Unlike the situation in most of the Middle East, the water shortage in Israel and the occupied Palestinian territories is caused more by politics than geography, according to water specialists and other officials on both sides. Bureaucratic inertia, mutual distrust, and special interests block easily achievable short-term improvements, as well as long-term cooperation, that might benefit Israelis and Palestinians. 

Notwithstanding the assertions of Israelis who say Palestinians are waging a water war against them by deliberately spreading pollution, and the replies of Palestinians who say Israelis are stealing and then reselling their water, many officials and activists contend that with proper management, the water crisis would largely disappear. At present, however, the reality is that water is a highly visible symbol both of the inequities imposed on the general Palestinian public by Israel, and of the failure of the Palestinian Authority to improve the conditions of its people. 

The 20 gallons that young Mleitat brings home on the donkey for 12 people amount to less than the international standard for one person per day. 

Meanwhile, on the outskirts of Beit Furik, a town of 11,000 people just east of Nablus, more than a dozen water trucks are lined up, waiting for Israeli security checks before they are allowed to proceed. The backlog of water orders grows ever longer, Mayor Ahtif Afif Hanani says, and the populace's ability to pay for trucked-in water is steadily shrinking. Many in Beit Furik, including Mleitat's father, are out of work because of the conflict with Israel. 

Fears of a quick fix 

Soon the Mleitats will be among 560 families in Beit Furik and neighboring Beit Dajan receiving low-cost water through a two-month emergency program organized by the World Bank and the nongovernmental organization Save the Children. But neither emergency aid nor even the end of violence and travel restrictions would solve the water crisis in this town, or scores of others like it. 

In the West Bank, 218 communities are not connected to a running-water network, according to B'Tselem, a leading human-rights organization. Sewage seeping into the ground water is polluting the drinking water of Palestinians and Israelis alike. Israelis consume five to six times as much water per capita as do Palestinians, but Israeli consumption falls far short of levels in most of the developed world. 

At the heart of the issue are two conflicting concepts in international water management. 

One view holds that historic patterns of use should determine how scarce water resources are divided among nations. The other asserts that people who live on or around a major water resource, such as the mountain aquifer that underlies the northern West Bank, have a right to fair and reasonable use of the water that is under or that flows through their lands. 

The Israelis base their claims on historic usage, the Palestinians on proximity. Both concepts are recognized as legitimate bases for negotiating how water resources are to be allotted. 

Differences over these principles underlie three other major disputes in the region: To the north, Israel and Lebanon are at odds over water from the Hatzbani River, a major source of the Jordan River; the Hatzbani crosses Israel's border with Lebanon. 

To the northeast, Syria and Iraq are strenuously disputing the right asserted by Turkey to build dams affecting the origins of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers. 

To the south, Egypt is contending with Ethiopia and Sudan over the waters of the Blue Nile, which originates in Ethiopia and which flows through Sudan. 

Population growth, the modernization of home plumbing, and the development of agriculture and industry are sharpening the conflicts on all fronts, but particularly between Israelis and Palestinians. This is so much so that a prediction seldom heard in the Middle East since the 1960s - that the next major war involving Israel will be over water - is becoming common again. Ami Ayalon, a former head of the Shin Bet, Israel's vaunted intelligence agency, says there have been three phases in the country's posture on water issues: From the war of independence in 1948 through the Six-Day War of 1967, controlling water resources was viewed as vital to the survival of the state. 

An issue runs deep 

In the 1970s and 1980s, water was not a big issue because Israel won absolute control of the water beneath the Palestinian territories when it took the West Bank from Jordan in the Six-Day War. From the beginnings of the Oslo peace process in the early 1990s to the present, water has gradually returned to the spotlight because of deepening shortages and the spreading realization that any final settlement with the Palestinians will require the country to give up absolute control.  The collapse of the Oslo process has left Israelis divided on the water issue, Ayalon said. 

The political leadership, headed by Ariel Sharon, is inclined toward ''the old concept - that we have to control the water, and we will be the country that decides what others will get.'' 

But ''in the 1970s and 1980s, the world became different,'' Ayalon said. ''We have new technology, ways to create more water, to manage water. Israel will have to decide whether we are going back ... or we will go forward with the idea that we can produce and manage water, and that it is not just a resource that can create war, but one that also can enhance cooperation.'' 

There is evidence that such cooperation is possible, from the US Agency for International Development in Tel Aviv to the new, deep wells that the agency has drilled and is beginning to bring on line in Bethlehem, despite the struggle of the past two years. 

Of water and waste 

Framed and displayed on the agency's Tel Aviv walls is a document signed by Palestinian and Israeli water administrators on Jan. 31, 2001. Representatives of the two sides acknowledged that their water and wastewater systems are intertwined, and pledged to avoid needless damage because ''any damage to such systems will harm both Palestinians and Israelis.'' To a large degree, agency officials say, they have kept their word. 

''Despite the ups and downs between Israelis and Palestinians since 1996, water has been an area in which some level of cooperation has always been maintained,'' said Larry Garber, the US Agency for International Development director for the area. Garber notes that the document was signed ''at a time the Palestinians were avoiding any show of cooperation with Israel. It is quite something. We have tried to nurture this.'' 

A more concrete indication of the parties' ability to cooperate when they want to is that despite the long, steady deterioration in relations, planning and construction of improved waterworks has gone forward around Palestinian cities such as Hebron and Bethlehem. 

In Bethlehem, a $25 million Agency for International Development project to drill new wells and connect them to a network of pipes has been executed for two years despite the conflict, which frequently has been intense in the Bethlehem area. Because the sides largely have been able to keep their enmity out of the water and wastewater projects, Garber said, the agency is now ready to move on other major developments. 

In Hebron, according to Musbah Tahboub, the city's director of water and wastewater management, the number of homes connected to the sewage treatment system has almost doubled, to 75 percent of the homes, over the past decade. International donors have funded new facilities, and Palestinians and Israelis are resolving differences over construction of a huge wastewater treatment facility. 

''Any technical problem can be solved with technical methods,'' Tahboub said, ''if we do not let politics interfere.'' 

Still, Tahboub said, ''the next war in this area will be a water war'' unless Israel allows Palestinians to control their own water sources. 

A highly placed Israeli official, who spoke on condition of anonymity, agreed. Now, the official said, the cooperation is based on the reality of Israeli control, and it cannot be counted upon to last. ''The moment somebody says, `Give me the same amount of water as my Israeli neighbor,' then we shall see what is the cooperation,'' he said. 

In addition, Israelis and Palestinians also are beset by water management problems within their own societies. These issues complicate their dealings with each other. 

With a few exceptions such as Hebron, little progress on water issues was made during the years of Palestinian Authority control over large parts of the West Bank and Gaza. 

The illegal wells 

''Because the water pipe network is very old and leaks, and because of stealing water from our pipes by Palestinians, we lose about 50 percent'' of the water managed by the Palestinian Water Authority in the West Bank, says Fadel Kawash, the authority's West Bank manager. He estimates that at least 200 illegal wells have been drilled in the past two years. 

''The situation in Gaza is catastrophic,'' he said. ''We are over-pumping by 80 million cubic meters a year, and seawater is pouring into the aquifer. Every year, it becomes more salty.'' 

In areas of abundant water, such as Al Fara'a, north of Nablus, the unscrupulous are taking advantage of the preoccupation of authorities on both sides with the armed struggle to dig wells for water to sell or irrigate their lands. 

The illegal wells are damaging the flow to older, legal wells, and some, dug too near refugee camps or septic systems, are polluted, says Kenan Sewadeh, a local hydrologist. 

''Most of the people are not happy,'' Sewadeh said. ''They understand that this is against their interest - that these private individuals are taking the water of others. ... The problem is there is no management here, and management is needed.'' 

A call for enforcement 

Officials like Kawash and Tahboub lay the blame on Israel, charging that the weakening of the Palestinian Authority under Israeli pressure has made enforcement impossible. Some people in Al Fara'a see the issue differently. 

''The Palestinian Authority is not determined to stop the illegal drilling,'' Sewadeh said. ''There was drilling before the intifadah and they kept silent.'' The men sitting around Sewadeh's brother's gas station, listening to the water discussion, unanimously agreed that this was because the illegal drillers had corrupt connections with Palestinian Authority officials before the struggle broke out. 

On the Israeli side, a country that once was renowned for its state-of-the-art water management has fallen behind other developed, water-poor states in cycling wastewater and building desalinization facilities. 

About 30 percent of Israeli agriculture is irrigated with reclaimed wastewater now. This is almost unchanged since the mid-1990s, when Raphael Bar-El, then director of Israel's long-term planning commission, headed a study that recommended rapid development of facilities to recycle urban wastewater into agriculture. That would have provided a major easing of the supply shortage, as agriculture accounts for 64 percent of Israeli water consumption. 

A plea for the long term 

''Because of bureaucracy, politics and lack of long-term awareness,'' Israeli leaders paid no attention to these recommendations or proposals to rapidly increase desalinization efforts, said Bar-El, who now is professor of public administration at Ben Gurion University of the Negev. ''The commission was abolished and I left government. People laugh at you here when you make recommendations for the next two or three, much less 20, years.'' 

That attitude must change quickly, says Arie Issar, one of Israel's foremost authorities on water, who has completed a UNESCO-funded study of the historic effect of climate change on the Middle East. 

Issar found evidence that the collapse of Mesopotamian civilization 4,000 years ago, and the collapse of the Roman-Byzantine civilization in the region in about AD 800 were not the result of human actions, as had been believed, but were caused by climate change - a situation that he says the region now faces again because of global warming. 

Whether political, social, or natural, ''every system evolves, peaks, and fossilizes,'' Issar said. ''If the environment remains static, the system also remains static. Once there is a change in the environment, if the fossilized system cannot change rapidly enough, it collapses.'' 

''It is now a new situation with regards to water, and this goes for the whole Middle East,'' he said. ''Right now, none of the leaders understand that this is the sort of thing that in the past brought on the collapse of the big civilizations.'' 

Charles A. Radin can be reached at radin@globe.com. Previous articles in the series appeared on April 21, May 26, June 30, and Aug. 25. The series is available at www.boston.com/globe/ under ''Special Reports.'' 

This story ran on page A1 of the Boston Globe on 11/10/2002. 
© Copyright 2002 Globe Newspaper Company. 

WASTE MANAGEMENT
STUDY BY DUBAI MUNICIPALITY ON WASTE MANAGEMENT                                                                                                                    Municipality Awarded King Abdullah bin Al Hussain award for creativity 

A testimony to its pioneering efforts in preserving and improving the environment.

 The daily per capita solid waste increased from 1.01 kilograms per person in 1985 to 1.75 kilograms in 2001, showing a growth of 73 per cent, according to a study by Dubai Municipality.  Preserving the environment has been a priority for Dubai Municipality as the study shows. Accordingly, the municipality initiated a project in 1999 to treat industrial waste, which has increased dramatically with the development of the industrial sector.  In three years, the amount of processed industrial waste increased by 53 per cent to reach 32,000 tonnes in 2001. The municipality installed an environment-friendly medical waste incinerator in 2001. It established a liquid waste treatment plant in 1971 and another plant to treat sewage water in 1985. 

The treatment of sewage water is done in three phases - mechanical and biological treatment followed by filtration and sterilization. These phases have led to quality water with a high degree of purity that has surpassed the standards approved internationally. As a result, about 180,000 cubic meters of treated water was used in the irrigation of 3.9 million square meters of green areas, 2.1 million trees, 25,794 palm trees and 216,868 meters of plants used in fencing. 

The treated water has neither germs that harm plants nor chemicals that pollute the environment. Isolating oil, paints and other industrial waste prior to treating the water has helped in this respect. Moreover, treated water has helped preserve wells and combat deforestation. The plant also produces organic fertilizers, which have helped to improve the soil and increase cultivated areas. This, in turn, has led to reducing the dust in the air, from 180 micrograms per cubic meter in 1996 to 150 micrograms per cubic metre in 2001. 

Dubai has benefited economically from these plants since the methane produced through the processing of the waste has been used as fuel to operate these plants. Also, in 2001, the municipality saved Dh37.7 million, which is the cost of producing treated water. In addition, a staggering Dh1.8 million spent annually on organic fertilisers and Dh1.3 million on methane has been saved through use of these projects, according to the study. 

The municipality has focused on eliminating both air and water pollution. In this respect, the study shows that the municipality has established a network of air control stations that measure the amount of pollution and type of polluting agents so as to preserve the quality of air.  These stations are in five strategic locations - Jebel Ali port, Jebel Ali village, Safa, Deira and Mushrif. The data gathered from these stations is used to improve the quality of air.  According to the data, the rate of clean air increased from 22.13 per cent in 2000 to 36.4 per cent in 2001. The measurements also indicated the degree of air pollution. Thus, there were 34 days when the air was slightly polluted (9.34 per cent), 25 days of moderate pollution (6.86 per cent), and five days of high pollution (1.4 per cent). For 157 days, the composition of dust in the air was 43.1 per cent.

According to the study, the amount of waste dumped in the sea actually increased by 53 per cent in a span of three years to reach 964,318 kilograms in 2000. To combat pollution of the seawater, the municipality cleans Dubai Creek, Hamriya port, Mamzar creek and the territorial waters twice a day. It also analyses water samples continuously to determine quality and conserve it. 

The municipality also has a special boat which helps clear the seawater of waste, be it solid material or spilt oil. In fact, it managed to get rid of 500 tonnes of oil, which was spilt when an oil tanker sank in 2001.                       http://www.gulf-news.com/Articles/news.asp?ArticleID=67998
__________________________________________________________________________________

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

           The following is a near-verbatim transcript of today's noon briefing by Fred Eckhard, Spokesman for the

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

           Briefing by the Spokesman for the Secretary-General

           Good morning.

           Our guest at the briefing today will be Eric Morris, Director of the New York Office of the UN High

     Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), who will be here to talk about global refugee figures.  I believe we have a

     statistical yearbook packet to be handed out in that connection.

           [At the end of the meeting, the Spokesman said that, instead of Eric Morris, Yusuf Hassan was present.  Mr.

     Hassan was also from the New York Office of UNHCR.]

                 **Security Council/Iraq

           On the main news for today, shortly after 10:15 this morning, the Security Council voted unanimously on a

     resolution to return UN weapons inspectors to Iraq.

           The Secretary-General, the first speaker after the 15-0 vote, urged the Iraqi leadership -– “for the sake of its

     own people, and for the sake of world security and world order -- to seize this opportunity, and thereby begin to end the

     isolation and suffering of the Iraqi people.  If Iraq’s defiance continues, however, the Security Council must face its

     responsibilities.”

           He went on to say, "The road ahead will be difficult and dangerous.  But empowered by this resolution, the

     United Nations Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission and the International Atomic Energy Agency stand

     equipped to carry out their vital task."

           He concluded by saying, “This is a time of trial -- for Iraq, for the United Nations and for the world.  The goal is

     to ensure the peaceful disarmament of Iraq in compliance with Security Council resolutions and a better, more secure

     future for its people.  How this crisis is resolved will affect greatly the course of peace and security in the coming years

     in the region, and in the world.”

           The 15 members of the Council also spoke after the vote.

           The Secretary-General, in remarks to reporters after the meeting, said the return of the inspectors is not

     enough.  It is a good beginning, he said, but “what is important is performance”.

           In response to a question about how the new resolution affected a

     1998 Memorandum of Understanding, he said, “I think the Security Council resolution of today is the governing

     document and Iraq has to comply… We have a new ball game now.”

           On a question about follow-up actions, he said, “What is important is that there are no triggers in this

     resolution, and the Council will be back to review what the inspectors bring them.”

           **Security Council/Central African Republic

           The Security Council has scheduled consultations this afternoon at 3:15 p.m. on the Central African Republic. 

     Assistant Secretary-General for Political Affairs, Tuliameni Kalomoh, will brief on recent developments there.

           **Myanmar

           Mr. Razali Ismail, the Special Envoy of the Secretary-General for Myanmar, will visit Yangon from 12 to 16

     November to help facilitate the national reconciliation process in that country.  This will be his ninth mission as Special

     Envoy.  Mr. Razali has requested meetings with Senior General Than Shwe, the Chairman of the State Peace and

     Development Council (SPDC), General Maung Aye, the Vice Chairman of the SPDC, General Khin Nyunt, Secretary-1

     of the SPDC, and other Government leaders during his stay.  He will also meet with Daw Aung San Suu Kyi and other

     senior members of the National League for Democracy, as well as representatives of ethnic nationality groups.  We

     have a full text of this announcement in my office.

           **Chief Executives Board

           The Secretary-General today convened the second of two meetings held each year of the Chief Executives

     Board, which brings together the executive heads of all UN organizations to further coordination and cooperation on the

     whole range of substantive and management issues facing the UN system.

           After they hold private meetings here at Headquarters today, the heads of the 27 agencies, funds and

     programmes that participate in the Chief Executives Board will head out of New York City and continue their

     discussions on key issues today and tomorrow.  This evening, they plan to discuss a strategy for further

     implementation of the Millennium Development Goals.  That starts over dinner.

           **UNHCR/Colombia

           The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) today expressed its concern that

     fighting between the Colombian Army and irregular armed groups as well as between left-wing and right-wing irregular

     forces in border areas of Colombia could cause further displacement of civilians towards neighbouring countries.  The

     last few months have seen heavy clashes in parts of Colombia that border Ecuador, Panama, and Venezuela. 

     Although UNHCR endorses all efforts to strengthen border security in the region, it is concerned that bona fide asylum

     seekers may be victimized as a result, and that carefully built refugee protection standards may be eroded.  UNHCR

     calls on all governments in the region to guarantee that civilians affected by Colombia's conflict continue to have

     access to their territories and asylum procedures.

           We have more in today's briefing notes from UNHCR, which also mentions a lower rate of returns to

     Afghanistan and concerns about security incidents in and around refugee shelters in Abidjan, Côte d'Ivoire.

           **Zimbabwe

           The UN regional office dealing with southern Africa today warned that Zimbabwe’s economy is continuing to

     shrink, with “all indicators signaling distress” –- including a decline in the gross domestic product, rising inflation and a

     shortage of foreign currency.

           By the end of this year, Zimbabwe’s real gross domestic product is expected to contract by 12 per cent, while

     inflation is expected to spiral by 200 per cent. Meanwhile, the production of most cash crops and subsistence crops is

     expected to decline, affected by, among other things, ongoing land resettlements, fuel shortages and the June

     drought.

           We have more information in a press release.

           **Vaccination Campaign in West Africa

           The United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) and the World Health Organization (WHO) will begin a

     campaign in 16 West African countries tomorrow to vaccinate 60 million children against polio.  As part of this

     campaign, UNICEF and WHO will receive a donation of millions of doses of the vaccine from the drug company Aventis

     Pasteur in a ceremony in the Visitors’ Lobby this afternoon at 2:40 p.m.  You are all welcome to attend.

           **New Biosphere Sites

           The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, better known as UNESCO, announced

     today that 18 new sites in 12 countries were added to the World Network of Biosphere Reserves, and five existing

     sites have been extended.

           Biospheres are land or coastal ecosystems dedicated to finding solutions to reconcile the preservation of

     biodiversity with sustainable development.  The new reserves are varied in size, population density, ecological features

     and land use. There are now a total of 425 sites in 95 countries in the Network.

           We have a press release with more details on the new sites.

           **DRC Rescue

           We also have a press release from the UN mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo regarding a

     rescue operation conducted by a UN vessel on the Congo river.

           **Budget

           In budget news, we have confirmation that the United States has paid more that $208 million to the UN regular

     budget.

           The current US balance on the regular budget is just over $190.3 million, and for the peacekeeping budget, the

     balance owed is about $654.8 million.  For the Tribunals, it's just over $12 million, making a grand total of $857 million.

           **U.S. Briefing on Iraq

           At 1 p.m. in this room, this afternoon, there will be a background briefing by a senior official from the United

     States Mission to the United Nations, on this morning's Security Council vote on Iraq.  It is a background briefing.  It

     will not be aired on UNTV, but interested delegations, though, may see it in Studio 4 in the first basement.

           **Week Ahead

           And we have "The Week Ahead" for you to help you plan your coverage of next week.

           Any questions?

           Question:  The Council has just passed the resolution on Iraq.  Can you explain the Secretary-General's

     involvement?  Was he active?

           Spokesman:  You'd have to see his phone log as one indicator.  He has been consistently involved, typical of

     him, through phone calls to capitals and to ambassadors here in New York.  He was particularly interested in seeing

     15 affirmative votes, and in that connection, he made a flurry of phone calls over the last 24 hours.  I think he was

     probably the most pleased to see that goal realized this morning.  In the end, though, this was the achievement of the

     15 Members of the Council, their constituents among the full membership of the Organization, and their determination

     to come up with full agreement on a text, and I think that can only be good for the United Nations, the rule of law, and

     international harmony.

           Question:  Do we have any list of those companies who are donating medication and vaccines for the

     children?

           Spokesman:  I believe these doses are contributed by a single company, the one I mentioned, that will be

     making the donations symbolically at this event in the public lobby.  You would have to check with UNICEF and the

     WHO to get the list of any other companies that might have contributed on other occasions, but in this case, it's just

     one.

           Question:  Are we going to see if the Secretary-General decided when he's going to give the plan for Cyprus?

           Spokesman:  No.  He did meet with his Special Envoy, Alvaro de Soto, yesterday.  He may talk to him again

     today.  I think he's very close to a decision, but as of this morning, a final decision still had not been made.

           Question:  Can you tell us when Alvaro de Soto is leaving to go back to Cyprus?

           Spokesman:  I'll have to ask him.  I don’t know.

           Question:  Does the Secretary-General have any similar contacts as he had with Iraq?  Calling here and there

     in order to make up his mind on Cyprus?

           Spokesman:  Yes.

           Question:  Can you elaborate a little more?

           Spokesman:  I don't want to give you details.  He has made phone calls on Cyprus yesterday and this

     morning.  Iraq isn't the only thing on his agenda either.

           Okay, thank you. Richard?

           Briefing by Spokesman for General Assembly President

           Good afternoon.

           While much attention was focused elsewhere on the second floor this morning, the General Assembly plenary

     was in session considering the agenda item "Culture of Peace", with a draft resolution entitled “Religious and cultural

     understanding, harmony and cooperation” introduced by Pakistan.  Action on this draft resolution was postponed to a

     later date.  The plenary then resumed consideration of the item “Information and communication technologies for

     development" and heard from seven speakers.

           The General Assembly plenary then took up agenda item 42, "Follow-up to the outcome of the twenty-sixth

     special session:  implementation of the Declaration of Commitment on HIV/AIDS, report of the Secretary-General". 

     Some 42 Member States and Observers were inscribed to speak, with this debate continuing this afternoon.  In

     connection with this item, President Kavan has appointed Enrique Manalo, Deputy Permanent Representative of the

     Philippines, as facilitator to negotiate a draft resolution.

           The Second Committee today has a general discussion on high-level international intergovernmental

     consideration of financing for development.  This afternoon at 5 p.m. the Second Committee will hear a keynote

     address by James Wolfensohn, President of the World Bank, on the theme “Making it Happen:  The New

     Multilateralism and its Implications for Development.”

           The Third Committee continues general discussion on human rights questions and reports of Special

     Rapporteurs and the High Commissioner for Human Rights.

           The Fifth Committee discusses the UN common system, UN pension system and the annual report of the

     Office of Internal Oversight Services.

           Coming up on Monday, the General Assembly plenary takes up the report of the International Atomic Energy

     Agency (IAEA), the question of the Falkland Islands (Malvinas), the situation in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the situation

     in Central America, and the South American Zone of Peace and Cooperation.

           Any questions?  Thank you.

__________________________________________________________________________________________
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‘This is a time of trial,’ Annan says, urging Iraq to implement new Council resolution

*
Security Council members say new Iraq text contains no automatic triggers for force
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* * * *

Iraq

8 November – The Security Council today voted unanimously to return United Nations weapons inspectors to Iraq, offering Baghdad a last chance to comply with its disarmament obligations and recalling previous warnings of “serious consequences” in case of non-compliance.

Secretary-General Kofi Annan, speaking in the Council’s chamber immediately after the vote, hailed the resolution for setting out in clear terms Iraq’s obligation to cooperate with the United Nations. He urged Baghdad “to seize this opportunity,” and warned that if its defiance continued, “the Security Council must face its responsibilities.”

The measure adopted this morning by the 15-member Council demands that within a week of being notified by the Secretary-General of the resolution Iraq confirm its intention to comply with the text. The resolution also obliges Baghdad to cooperate “immediately, unconditionally, and actively” with the UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC) and the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA).

Finding that Iraq “has been and remains” in material breach of its obligations, as spelled out in previous Council resolutions, the resolution calls on Baghdad to provide the UN’s two inspection bodies a full accounting of its weapons programmes within 30 days.

According to the resolution, false statements or omissions in the declarations submitted by Iraq, as well as its failure to comply at any time with the implementation of the measure, would constitute a “further material breach” of its obligations. The heads of UNMOVIC and IAEA are directed to report immediately such violations to the Council for further assessment.

The Council agreed to convene immediately upon receipt of any such report in order to consider the need for full compliance with all of its resolutions “in order to secure international peace and security.”

To help UNMOVIC and the IAEA conduct their work, the resolution decides that Iraq shall provide them with “immediate, unimpeded, unconditional, and unrestricted” access to any and all areas they wish to inspect, including Presidential Sites, as well as to all officials they want to interview.

The resolution also spells out “revised or additional authorities” binding on Iraq to facilitate the two bodies’ work, including unrestricted rights of entry into and out of the country and the right to “free, unrestricted, and immediate” movement to and from inspection sites.

UNMOVIC and the IAEA will also have the right to declare, for the purposes of freezing a site to be inspected, exclusion zones in which Iraq will have to suspend ground and air movement so that nothing is changed in or taken out of a potential site. In addition, inspectors are empowered to “remove, destroy, or render harmless all prohibited weapons, subsystems, components, records, materials, and other related items, and the right to impound or close any facilities or equipment for the production thereof.”

Member States were called on to give full support to the two inspection bodies, including by providing any information related to prohibited programmes and by recommending sites to be inspected.

Reacting to the Council’s action this morning, UNMOVIC Executive Chairman Hans Blix told reporters that both he and IAEA Director General Mohamed ElBaradei were very pleased that the resolution was adopted unanimously. “That strengthens our mandate very much,” he said.

It was now up to Iraq to cooperate, he added, stressing that Baghdad would have to submit its declaration on the country’s weapons programme within 30 days.

A UN spokesman subsequently announced that, in accordance with standard practice, the text of the resolution had been faxed the parties concerned – Iraq and Kuwait – following its adoption. The fax transmission to Iraq began at 10:52 a.m. and was completed three minutes later. 

* * *

Iraq: Secretary-General


8 November – Hailing the unanimous adoption of a new Security Council resolution aimed at returning United Nations weapons inspectors to Iraq, Secretary-General Kofi Annan today called on Baghdad to comply with the text’s demands.

“I urge the Iraqi leadership – for the sake of its own people, and for the sake of world security and world order – to seize this opportunity, and thereby begin to end the isolation and suffering of the Iraqi people,” Mr. Annan said following the adoption of the text. “If Iraq’s defiance continues, however, the Security Council must face its responsibilities,” he warned.

The Secretary-General cast the passage of the measure in the broad context of global stability, with the UN playing a central role. “The Security Council resolution adopted today has strengthened the cause of peace, and given renewed impetus to the search for security in an increasingly dangerous world,” he said.

“This is a time of trial – for Iraq, for the United Nations and for the world,” he emphasized. “How this crisis is resolved will affect greatly the course of peace and security in the coming years in the region, and the world.”


Noting that the text clearly sets out Iraq’s obligation to cooperate with the UN in ensuring full and final disarmament, the Secretary-General said, “Iraq now has a new opportunity to comply with all the relevant resolutions of the Security Council.”


This resolution, which is “based on law, collective effort, and the unique legitimacy of the United Nations,” represents an example of multilateral diplomacy serving the cause of peace and security, Mr. Annan said. 

“Whenever the Council is united, it sends a very powerful signal,” he noted, sounding a theme he has been repeating throughout the course of the deliberations on the issue. “I hope that Iraq will heed that signal.”


While the road ahead remains “difficult and dangerous,” Mr. Annan said that, empowered by this resolution, UN weapons inspectors are equipped to carry out their work. “To succeed, they will require full and unconditional cooperation on the part of Iraq, and the continued determination of the international community to pursue its common aim in a united and effective manner.”

* * * 

Iraq: Security Council debate


8 November – Following the adoption of a landmark resolution aimed at returning United Nations weapons inspectors to Iraq, members of the Security Council today stressed that the text, which was cosponsored by the United States and the United Kingdom, contains no provisions for the automatic use of force.


Speaking after the Council unanimously adopted the resolution, US Ambassador John D. Negroponte said the text contains no “hidden triggers;” it was designed to test Iraq’s intentions. “Every act of Iraqi non-compliance will be a serious matter, because it would tell us that Iraq has no intention of disarming,” he said, warning that “one way or another, Iraq will be disarmed.”  If the Security Council failed to act decisively in the event of a further Iraqi violation, “this resolution does not constrain any Member State from acting to defend itself against the threat posed by Iraq, or to enforce relevant UN resolutions and protect world peace and security.” Council Members, he added, “can rely on the United States to live up to its responsibilities if the Iraqi regime persists with its refusal to disarm.”


The Ambassador of the United Kingdom, Jeremy Greenstock, agreed that the resolution has no “automaticity,” noting that in the event of a further Iraqi breach, the matter would return to the Council. While voicing hope that Baghdad would comply, he joined the US in issuing a stern warning against non-compliance. “The disarmament of Iraq of weapons of mass destruction by peaceful means remains the UK’s firm preference, but if Iraq chooses defiance and concealment, rejecting the final opportunity it has been given by the Council…the UK – together, we trust, with other members of the Security Council – will ensure that the task of disarmament required by the resolution is completed,” he said.


French Ambassador Jean-David Levitte hailed the fact that the resolution ensures that the Security Council maintains control over the future course of action, requiring a Council meeting in the event of Iraqi non-compliance. “France welcomes the elimination from the resolution of all ambiguity on this point and the elimination of all automaticity,” he said. All efforts in recent weeks had been aimed at giving peace a chance; war could be only a last resort. The resolution’s demands, he stressed were clear and rigorous. “They require full cooperation on the part of Iraq’s leaders,” he noted. “If Iraq wishes to avoid confrontation, it must understand that the opportunity it has been given is the last.” 


Mexico’s Ambassador, Adolfo Aguilar Zinser, said in the case of Iraq’s failure to comply, the Council itself would determine the existence of a threat to international peace and security. “The decision of the Security Council confers the legitimacy, the effectiveness and the relevance of this body,” he said. “It strengthens the Security Council, the United Nations, multilateralism and the construction of an international system of norms and principles.” Iraq was now required to fully comply with its obligations. Security Council decisions on the matter must comply with international law on the basis of objectively verifiable facts. The possibility of the use of force is only valid as a last resort, “with the prior, explicit authorization of the Security Council,” he stressed.


Ambassador Richard Ryan of Ireland agreed that the unanimously adopted resolution sent a strong message to Iraq. He welcomed assurances by the sponsors that the text aims to achieve disarmament through inspections, and not to establish a basis for the use of force, which must remain a last resort. “This is a resolution about disarmament, not war,” he stressed. “It is about removing all threat of war.” Iraq had been offered a rigorous and fair way forward to meet its disarmament obligations, but Baghdad should have “no doubt that it must now cooperate fully with arms inspectors and reassure the world, finally, that it has divested itself of weapons of mass destruction and the means of delivering them – or face serious consequences.” Ireland called on Iraq to choose the path of peace, “for the sake of its own people, that of its neighbours, and in the interests of international peace and security.”


Russian Ambassador Sergey Lavrov said that as a result of intensive talks, the resolution “does not contain any provisions about automatic use of force.” The sponsors had confirmed that this was their understanding, and had given assurances that the goal was to achieve disarmament through inspections. The resolution also underscored the need to respect Iraq’s sovereignty and territorial integrity. “The wording in the resolution is not the ideal, and the sponsors themselves acknowledge this, but this just reflects the very complicated nature of the compromise that was arrived at,” he said. The key point was that the text “deflects the direct threat of war, and opens up the road to further work in the interests of a political, diplomatic settlement.” In the event of any dispute, the Council would consider the situation as it develops. Clarifying specific points in the text, he said that Iraq would probably need more than 30 days to submit information on non-military chemical and biological programmes, but such a delay would not constitute a violation. All involved must not yield to the temptation of unilateral interpretation of the resolution’s provisions.

Christine Lee, Singapore’s representative, said there was an international consensus that Iraq must comply with its obligations under UN resolutions. The unanimous adoption of the new text aimed to bring to completion the disarmament process. The resolution “makes clear that Iraq will be given a full and final opportunity to comply with its disarmament obligations.” Noting that the difference between successful and unsuccessful inspections could mean the difference between peace and war, she voiced hope that “Iraq will make its decision carefully.”

Colombian Ambassador Alfonso Valdivieso stressed the importance of sending a clear message that the international community does not intend to wait any longer for compliance with the Security Council’s demands. Colombia had insisted on preserving the Security Council’s core role in dealing with the matter. “This resolution is not, nor could [it] be, a resolution authorizing the use of force,” he said. “The resolution provides a final opportunity to Iraq.” Iraq must show its will to rejoin the society of nations and fully cooperate, including with the 30-day timeframe set out in the resolution. 

Ambassador Martin Belinga-Eboutou of Cameroon said the resolution is a “positive and constructive compromise text” which does not constitute victory for any particular fight but rather for international peace and security. “Now the ball is in Iraq’s camp,” he said, appealing to Baghdad to cooperate fully with the weapons inspectors who would shortly deploy in the country. “Thereby Iraq can be true to itself once again – a land of water and life.” He welcomed the fact that the sponsors had affirmed that the resolution contains no hidden triggers or automaticity, and that they would work to preserve the Council’s central role in maintaining international peace and security.

Mamady Traore, Guinea’s Ambassador, agreed with others that the unanimous adoption of the text sends a clear message to Iraq. “This important phase now makes it possible to achieve the peaceful resolution of the Iraqi crisis and reaffirms the unity and core role of the Security Council as the guarantor of international peace and security.” He voiced hope that Iraq would fully cooperate with the inspectors in accordance with the terms of the resolution. “I would like to appeal to the Iraqi authorities to respect their commitments and comply with their international obligations, as this would be in the interests of the Iraqi people.”


Bijayeduth Gokool of Mauritius said the resolution was the fruit of intensive and constructive negotiations that took on board the concerns of all Council members. “We are pleased to see the clear and unambiguous role of the Security Council in the maintenance and promotion of international peace and security through peaceful means.” The unanimous vote strengthened the Council’s unanimity, which was a prerequisite for its effectiveness. Voicing hope Iraq would comply with the resolution’s demands, he called on all Council members to support that end.

Ambassador Zhang Yishan of China stressed the need for a peaceful solution to the question of Iraq within the framework of the UN. In seeking a comprehensive solution to the question of Iraq, the country’s sovereignty and territorial integrity as well as its legitimate concerns should be respected. Further, the Council should consider suspending and eventually lifting the sanctions against Iraq if the country meets its obligations. The purpose of the resolution is to achieve disarmament through inspections; the text has no provisions for the automatic use of force. He voiced hope that the text would serve to preserve the Council’s authority, facilitate a political settlement of the question of Iraq, and enable an early return of UN inspectors. Iraq should implement the resolution in good faith, he said, appealing to all concerned to strive for a political solution.

* * *

Iraq: weapons inspections


8 November – Following the adoption of a milestone resolution aimed at garnering Iraq’s compliance with Security Council requirements, including the dismantling of all weapons of mass destruction, the head of the United Nations arms inspectors today said they would arrive in the country in 10 days.

“We are planning to go to Baghdad on Monday the 18th of this month,” Hans Blix, the Executive Chairman of the UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC), told reporters following the Council’s meeting,

Mr. Blix said he was “very pleased” with the fact that the Security Council had acted unanimously, adding, “that strengthens our mandate very much.”

The Council President, Ambassador Zhang Yishan of China, said that by unanimously adopting its resolution today, the Council had sent a “very clear” message to Iraq. “I think it’s a message of peace, a message of goodwill, a message of hope,” he said. “Now the ball is in the hands of the Iraqi Government, and we hope that Iraq will comply fully and unconditionally with the relevant United Nations Security Council resolutions.”

In his remarks to the press, UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan also voiced hope that Iraq would “seize this opportunity” to meet the Council’s demands. He added that he has appealed to all governments with influence to remain engaged and urge Iraq to comply. “I am particularly looking to the contribution of the Arab League States who were very instrumental in helping Iraq to change its position [on the return of weapons inspectors], and I hope they will remain engaged to get the message across that it not enough to let the inspectors come in – it is a good beginning – but what is important is performance.” 

The Secretary-General said he was “very, very pleased” with the end result of intensive Council deliberations. “I think the Security Council took its time, acted patiently, and in the end we have an optimal decision and result,” he said.


Ambassador John D. Negroponte of the United States, which cosponsored the resolution along with the United Kingdom, also welcomed the text’s unanimous adoption, saying this “sends a very strong and important message to the Government of Iraq that the Council and the international community are united in their demand that they comply with their disarmament obligation, and that if they do not do so they will face serious consequences.”

The next steps, he added, related to the implementation of the “enhanced inspection regime” with regard to weapons of mass destruction.

British Ambassador Jeremy Greenstock said the resolution’s three crucial characteristics are “clarity, force and unanimity,” sending an “immensely powerful” message to Baghdad. Implementation would now begin, he agreed, noting that the inspectors had the Council’s full support.

The resolution, in sum, represented a last chance, Ambassador Greenstock said. “The opportunity is there, and the opportunity is final, and we now look to the implementation by Iraq of what we are asking them – in binding terms – to do.”

“Today, the Security Council’s role has been strengthened,” said Ambassador Jean-David Levitte of France. “The UN role has been strengthened.” 

“All in all, it is a great success – and a success for everybody,” he said. “Now comes the time for implementing this resolution,” he added, voicing hope for full compliance with the Council’s demands.

Ambassador Adolfo Aguilar Zinser of Mexico welcomed the fact that the resolution contained a “two-step” process for Council action on Iraq. Voicing satisfaction with the text, he said, “we hope it really provides a crucial, peaceful opportunity to achieve the disarmament of Iraq.”

* * *

Central African Republic


8 November – Condemning the recent attempt to seize power by force in the Central African Republic (CAR), members of the United Nations Security Council today called for the quick deployment of an international force to the country.


In a statement to the press following closed-door consultations, Ambassador Zhang Yishan of China, which currently holds the Council’s rotating presidency, stressed the need to “implement without delay” steps aimed at bringing stability to the CAR which were outlined by the region’s leaders at a summit meeting held in October.


Council members “appealed for the prompt deployment to the Central African Republic of an effective and well-equipped International Observation Force (FIO), as decided at the summit and accepted by the authorities of the Central African Republic,” the President said, urging all countries to fully support States contributing troops to that effort.


CAR and neighbouring Chad were encouraged “to continue their efforts to improve relations between them,” Ambassador Zhang added.


Council members expressed their willingness to strengthen the UN Peace-building Support Office in the Central African Republic (BONUCA), particularly in such areas as human rights monitoring, restructuring of the Central African armed forces and the implementation of an effective arms-collection programme.

“Members of the Security Council note that the fundamental problems in the Central African Republic remain grounded in economic deprivation,” the President said. “They urge the international community, development partners and relevant financial institutions to continue to work with the Government of the Central African Republic to alleviate these problems.”

* * *

Myanmar

8 November – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Special Envoy for Myanmar is scheduled to travel next week to the country in his latest bid to help facilitate the national reconciliation process, a UN spokesman announced today.

Razali Ismail is scheduled to visit Yangon from 12 to 16 November for his ninth mission as Special Envoy. Mr. Razali has requested meetings with Senior General Than Shwe, Chairman of the State Peace and Development Council (SPDC), General Maung Aye, Vice Chairman of SPDC, General Khin Nyunt, Secretary-1 of the SPDC, and other government leaders during his stay in the capital.

The Special Envoy is slated to also meet with Daw Aung San Suu Kyi and other senior members of the National League for Democracy (NLD), as well as representatives of ethnic nationality groups.

In a recent report to the General Assembly, the Secretary-General voiced concern that the positive momentum generated for the on-going national reconciliation process in Myanmar since the restoration of Ms. Suu Kyi’s freedom of movement on 6 May could dissipate unless some tangible progress is made in the near future.

“In this context, the Secretary-General attaches importance to Mr. Razali’s upcoming mission, and in particular his discussion with Senior General Than Shwe,” the spokesman said.

* * *

Colombia

8 November – As fighting between various groups continues in Colombia, the United Nations refugee agency today voiced concern that more civilians would forced to flee to neighbouring countries.

A spokesman for the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) told journalists in Geneva there has been heavy fighting in recent months in some provinces bordering Ecuador, Panama and Venezuela.

“Although displacement in border areas remains mostly internal, the intensification of the armed conflict in the bordering departments of Colombia has provoked an increase in cross-border movements, particularly towards Ecuador,” Kris Janowski said.

Last month some 1,200 persons requested asylum in Ecuador, the highest monthly figure registered since UNHCR opened its office in the country in January 2000, the spokesman said. Most asylum seekers in Ecuador told the agency they had been forced to flee Colombia due to fighting between regular forces and guerrillas, as well as between paramilitaries and guerrillas, or after receiving threats from one or more of the irregular armed groups. Some also expressed fear of being forcibly recruited by these groups.

Meanwhile border areas in Venezuela have become increasingly affected by the worsening of the armed conflict in the Colombian provinces of Arauca, Cesar and Norte de Santander, according to Mr. Janowski. Attacks and selective killings attributed to irregular armed groups from Colombia are on the increase in Venezuelan cities such as San Antonio de Tachira, Santa Ana, Ureña and other border locations. The Venezuelan Government has responded to this situation by reinforcing security safeguards to prevent irregular groups from gaining admission to its territory.

“Although UNHCR endorses all efforts to strengthen border security in the region, [the agency] is concerned that bona fide asylum seekers may be victimized as a result and that carefully built refugee protection standards may be eroded,” Mr. Janowski said. “Any discussion of security safeguards should start from the assumption that most asylum seekers are themselves escaping persecution and violence, and are not themselves the perpetrators of such acts.”

* * *

Côte d’Ivoire

8 November – The United Nations refugee agency today voiced concern about visits by security forces to makeshift sites sheltering asylum seekers in Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire, saying the random identity checks being carried out were making the refugees “nervous” and insecure.

To make the refugees feel safer, the agency says it has rented a big villa with an adjacent plot of land that can house more than 350 people in tents in Atoba district. The agency is presently housing 1,050 displaced refugees in seven centres around Abidjan.

The agency said it has repeatedly asked the Government to provide an alternative site for the refugees displaced in Abidjan to ease their plight and to cut the high rental cost but the authorities have not responded.

Twenty-six Sierra Leoneans from Abidjan, part of a group of about 50 who were rendered homeless by the razing of shantytowns following the attempted coup on 19 September, were scheduled to be flown to Freetown by commercial flight later today, UNHCR said, while another 500 Sierra Leoneans still live in the refugee hosting area, near the border with Liberia.

Meanwhile, the UNHCR office in Liberia reported that the number of Liberians returning from Côte d’Ivoire had increased since the beginning of the instability in that country. Quoting Liberian immigration authorities, UNHCR said close to 7,000 Liberians returning from Côte d’Ivoire had recently crossed the border into Nimba, Grand Gedeh and Maryland counties in the eastern part of the country.

* * * 

Chief Executive Board


8 November – Reaching international targets to cut poverty and combat other global ills will top the agenda of a meeting of senior United Nations officials convened by Secretary-General Kofi Annan which opened today.


The gathering is the second of the two meetings held each year of the Chief Executives Board, which brings the executive heads of all UN organizations to advance coordination and cooperation on the whole range of substantive and management issues facing the world body.

Following today’s private meetings at UN Headquarters, the heads of the 27 agencies, funds and programmes that participate in the Chief Executives Board will head out of New York City, where they will continue their discussions on key issues tomorrow.

This evening, they plan to discuss a strategy to further the implementation of the Millennium Development Goals set by world leaders in 2000. Those targets, to be met over the next 15 years, include halving the number of poor and hungry people, achieving educational parity for boys and girls and fighting the HIV/AIDS epidemic.

* * *

Refugees

8 November – While developing countries have produced 86 per cent of the world’s refugees over the past decade, they also proved to be a safe haven for seven out of ten of those seeking asylum, according to a new statistical yearbook released today by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR).

The first annual “UNHCR Statistical Yearbook” notes that while rich countries have been voicing increasing concern over the numbers of asylum seekers arriving on their borders, it is mainly poor nations that have been providing asylum to nearly three-quarters of the world’s refugees over the past 10 years.

High Commissioner Ruud Lubbers said the Yearbook would be a valuable tool for those researching the evolution of global forced displacement, the nexus between asylum and migration, and the sharing of burdens and responsibilities. “Above all,” Mr. Lubbers writes in the Yearbook, “I hope it will provide a more solid underpinning for the current refugee and asylum debate, and that it will contribute to informed policy and decision-making.”

According to UNHCR, the number of refugees between 1997 and 2001 has hovered around 12 million after dropping by nearly a quarter compared to the previous five-year period. While the total number of refugees has remained relatively stable recently, their geographic distribution has shifted.

The Yearbook shows that Asia has produced and hosted a larger share of the world’s refugees since the mid-1990s, while the number of refugees originating from and hosted by African countries has fallen. In 2001, Afghans made up one-third of the world refugee population and were also the major nationality of origin of asylum seekers in industrialized countries, although over 1.7 million Afghan refugees have recently returned home and asylum applications from Afghans have dropped sharply.

Last year, asylum applications in industrialized countries rose by 8 per cent. While Canada, the United States, Australia, New Zealand, Republic of Korea and Japan received 31 per cent more applications and Central Europe recorded a 33 per cent increase, the 15 European Union member countries together saw a one percent decrease in applications.

The Yearbook also says the number of new refugee outflows since the early 1990s has declined by 38 per cent and that fewer refugees are crossing international borders, but warned that the plight of internally displaced people may well have become worse.

* * *
Zimbabwe

8 November – A troubled economy threatens to cause the humanitarian crisis in Zimbabwe to deepen, the United Nations Regional Inter-Agency Coordination Support Office for southern Africa warned today.

By the end of the year, Zimbabwe’s real gross domestic product (GDP) is expected to contract another 12 per cent, while inflation is likely to spiral to 200 by December. In this environment, the Office said, speculation and consumption thrive, and few investments are made in the productive sectors. “The lack of investment, coupled with a savings rate that has fallen to 27 per cent, are hampering recovery and pushing the country further into poverty,” it said.

The Office also warned that Zimbabwe is experiencing a severe foreign currency shortage, making it difficult for the Government to import basic foods such as wheat and maize meal, while raising the cost of humanitarian relief efforts and agricultural inputs such as fertilizer.

Meanwhile, tobacco production, which accounted for about a third of Zimbabwe’s foreign currency earnings last year, is expected to reach only about 25 per cent of the normal level while crop production already reduced by a drought in June will drop by another 10 per cent to 40 per cent due to natural disasters.

The Office said the farming sector is also subject to ongoing land resettlements and recurring fuel shortages. “Farmers are struggling with high input prices, a shrinking domestic market and controlled producer prices that are too low to make production profitable,” it said.

The UN Development Programme (UNDP) in Zimbabwe is working with the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund to assist the Government of Zimbabwe in addressing these problems, according to the Office.

In July, the UN launched a $611 million appeal for 14.4 million people in six southern African countries placed at risk by a combination of prolonged drought, erratic rainfall, and the HIV/AIDS pandemic. The appeal, which in addition to Zimbabwe also covers Lesotho, Malawi, Mozambique, Swaziland, and Zambia, has so far received only 44 per cent of the funding needed.

* * *
Polio

8 November – United Nations officials today hailed a major private-sector donation to the global drive to eradicate polio, but cautioned that more remains to be done to protect children from the debilitating disease.

Speaking at an event in New York marking the donation of 30 million doses of polio vaccine by the manufacturer Aventis Pasteur, the Director-General of the UN World Health Organization (WHO), Dr. Gro Harlem Brundtland, pointed out that in 1988 1,000 children were paralyzed daily due to polio, but now fewer than 1,000 cases were recorded annually. 

“The number is fewer, but too many children, who are some of the most disadvantaged, living in the most difficult conditions, in the poorest areas on earth still become paralyzed due to lack of adequate immunization,” she said.

The Executive Director of the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF), Carol Bellamy, said that while the coalition built around polio eradication had been astounding, the challenge of reaching every child remains. She lauded Aventis Pasteur for its generosity, saying such contributions would make it possible to save lives and eradicate polio.

The Chief Executive Officer of Aventis Pasteur, David Williams, said his company was committed to the total eradication of polio, and would not stop until every child is immunized.

The vaccines donated by the company are expected to be used in a joint WHO/UNICEF campaign to immunize 60 million children against polio in 16 West African countries. Three million doses of the vaccine are already on their way to war-torn Liberia.

* * *

Biosphere reserves

8 November – The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) today announced the addition of 18 new sites to a global network of land or coastal ecosystems dedicated to finding solutions to reconcile the preservation of biodiversity with sustainable development.

The new sites, located in 12 countries, have been added to the World Network of Biosphere Reserves, while another five existing sites have been extended. The new Reserves are varied in size, population density, ecological features and land use.

The Reserves are internationally recognized, nominated by national governments and remain under sovereign jurisdiction of the countries where they are located. “Biosphere reserves serve in some ways as ‘living laboratories’ for testing out and demonstrating integrated management of land, water and biodiversity,” UNESCO said.

The Network now contains a total of 425 sites in 95 countries.

* * *

DR of Congo

8 November – A Kisangani-bound vessel belonging to the United Nations Organization Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (MONUC) has rescued a convoy of two barges and a tug belonging to a Congolese company, which had drifted on the Congo River with 150 passengers on board.

The rescue operation occurred between Kinshasa and Mbandaka, according to a statement issued by MONUC today.

MONUC crew assisted the 150 passengers, taking them to Kwamouth, a village located 2 kilometres from the shipwreck before resuming their journey.

The statement said this was the second time that a MONUC vessel had rescued a convoy in distress on the Congo River. In August, a tug carrying 100 passengers was stranded in a sandbank and later rescued by the Mission.

* *** *
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