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PRIVATE
CIVILISATION FIGHTS BACK


There are acres and acres of dusty, barren land where once there was water, writes Sky News Correspondent Alex Crawford.

These are the marshlands in the ancient area of Mesopotamia - the very cradle of civilisation which Saddam Hussein did so much to destroy.

Out of the sand we see a cluster of houses woven out of dry reeds perched on the banks of the only water for miles around. As we draw nearer, the Marsh Arabs inside peer out. Then as word gets quickly round, they emerge and stream forward to greet us. 

We discover this is an encampment of about forty people. The extended family of brothers, sisters and cousins have only recently moved to this site - one of the very few on a dwindling pool of marshland.

A study by the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) showed Saddam's regime wiped out 90% of the marshlands - making it one of the world's greatest environmental disasters. 
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With every environmental disaster comes the human cost. These hardy people who have lived the same lifestyle for nigh on 5,000 years have somehow survived the systematic hounding by the former Iraqi leader.

He drained the marshes by building a network of canals and dams; he sent his army in to strafe the villages from the air; families were arbitrarily arrested and tortured.

Meza Mezhair is only thirty-one, but somehow she looks a lot older. She has tattoos on her chin and upper lip, a form of make-up.

She is not well and complains of being weak. 'I have a bad stomach,' she says. 
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Bad stomach or not, she still has to make bread in the traditional tanoor (oven) for the camp and breastfeed her youngest child. The heat is nigh on fifty degrees centigrade and there is no shade apart from the kokh - the elaborate woven hut made from the dry reed gathered from the marsh.

The women still wear full costumes with headscarves and even socks. The children's hair is damp from sweat. 

The family moved here for fear of the bombing. They seemed unaware the fighting had stopped. What they are more concerned about is getting fresh water. "Have we any?" We hand over the bottles we have. 

They are worried they may have cholera. 
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Trucks bring much needed water



Some of the children have diarrhoea - an easily-curable disease which can quickly become fatal in this heat with rapid dehydration.

They use the marsh water nearby for drinking, cooking and bathing - but much of the marshland has become stagnant because of the dikes Saddam built to prevent the waters of the Tigris and Euphrates from flowing into the marshlands. 

Calls are now being made to reflood the area - open up the dams and let the waters drain back into the marshlands.

Already the coalition forces based several miles away have begun driving tankloads of fresh water out to more of the Marsh Arabs those who were forced onto higher land away from the original marshes.

We tell the next British soldier we see about the sickness in the tiny camp we have just visited and a doctor will be sent out to try to discover whether it is a cholera outbreak



________________________________________________________________________________________

Cox News Service

May 8, 2003 Thursday

 Iraq's marsh Arabs look to a future in the past

      A cloud of dust swirls above the cracked earth, obscuring for a moment the brittle scrub that grows, if it is

      alive at all, from here to the horizon.

      Sheep circle in search of shade under the unrelenting sun. Water buffalo loll in shallow rainwater pools,

      turned a reddish brown. It is hard _ no, impossible _ to imagine the tall reeds and marshes, the fish and birds and rice patties that not a dozen years ago stretched as far as the eye can see.

      "Before, it was very beautiful," said Abdul Al-Sada Aloqy, a tribal chief who has led his people from the

      ancient Mesopotamian marshlands to the city and back to their ancestral homeland, now barren and virtually

      uninhabitable. 

      "Before, this place was the marshes and our floated village was there," he said. He gestured beyond a

      collection of dried mud and thatch dwellings built on the dry side of a levee, part of an elaborate system of

      dams and drainage canals that funnel the water away from the marshlands.

      Among his cruelest acts, Saddam Hussein drained virtually all of the largest wetlands ecosystem in the

      Middle East and burned and bulldozed 70 villages, part of a counterinsurgency campaign in the country's

      Shiite Muslim south. He also succeeded in destroying _ at least for now _ a way of life of the Marsh Arabs

      that had endured for 5,000 years. The Marsh Arabs lived in latticed reed homes with arched, cathedral

      roofs; and traveled in slender wooden boats, a direct link to the Sumerians, who built the world's first

      civilization near here.

      Now, they scratch out an existence on the dry, salty flats, raising emaciated cattle and sheep and growing

      wheat instead of rice.

      The only thing that hasn't changed from before, Aloqy said, is milking the cows every morning.

      Before 1991, an estimated 250,000 Marsh Arabs, known in Arabic as the Ma'dan people, lived near the

      confluence of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, the biblical Garden of Eden.

      Today, just 40,000 remain. Some were killed in government military campaigns designed to stamp out

      opposition from within the marshes, a longtime hideout for anti-Saddam organizers. Many others fled to

      cities _ Baghdad was declared off-limits for Marsh Arabs, although some defied the law _ or neighboring Iran.

      The wetland known as Hawr Al-Hawizeh spreads over just 7 percent of its original contour, which, after

      seasonal rains, stretched for more than 12,000 square miles.

      Saddam diverted water through a series of canals, dams and dikes, most constructed in the first half of the

      1990s. He replaced marsh water with raw sewage from the nearby city Al-Majarr Al-Kabir, and effluent from a sugar mill, villagers said.

      Already, some species unique to the marshes have been lost: the smooth-coated otter, Indian crested

      porcupine and gray wolf. The marshes were also a vital staging area for waterfowl migrating from Central

      Asia to winter quarters in Africa.

      The United Nations Environmental Program warned in March that if nothing is done, the marshlands will

      be completely gone in three to five years.

      Klaus Topfer, executive director of the U.N. agency, said in a 2001 speech that the draining of southern

      Iraq's marshes represented "a major environmental catastrophe that will be remembered as one of humanity's  worst engineered disasters."

      Saddam's regime kept the marshes off limits to foreigners since 1984. Until recently, the world knew of the

      damage almost exclusively through satellite images.

      Now, the stories come spilling out.

      "The regime chased me because I left the military," said Khalaf Shmail Nasser Al-Shadawy, 43, who like all the men in the village wore a beard, gray dishdasha and black and white rotra, or headdress. "We escaped in 1986 to the depths of the marshes. We didn't see our families for six months. ... And then they bombed the

      village by helicopter and artillery. Some houses were burned and some women injured and killed."

      "The military campaigns continued from that time until the end of the (Iran) war (in 1988)," he said. "After

      that, they set a military campaign against us in 1991. At that time they burned the whole village and also

      blocked the water."

      "People were injured and killed and many cows and hens and other animals killed also. Some of the farms

      burned."

      Others told stories of summary executions of men at the gates of homes, in front of their families. Of ears

      cut off as punishment for deserting the army.

      "After that, our village scattered to many places, to Baghdad, to Basra and other places, (people) just

      running after their living," Al-Shadawy said.

      Those who remained, about 150 families, fled to Al Majarr Al-Kabir, but they returned to the former

      marshlands in 1996 and built a new village.

      "Our main job is farming," said Aloqy, the tribal chief. "In the city center, we cannot do that. We have cows to raise, so we came back to our land."

      Human Rights Watch has called for an international tribunal to investigate "the perpetrators of genocide,

      crimes against humanity and war crimes."

      The Marsh Arabs, who were almost entirely self-sufficient _ setting traps with cooked rice to catch birds,

      fishing with four-pronged spears, raising rice and livestock _ are now almost entirely dependant on

      government food rations.

      They rejoiced at Saddam Hussein's downfall. It was the first good news in 24 years, some said. But now

      they may face a new crisis.

      In the postwar chaos, supplies here are running dangerously low. Several families said they are down to one  week's worth of flour, milk, beans, cooking oil, tea and sugar. Not everyone here has a food ration card _

      withholding rations was one way the regime exercised power over the Marsh Arabs _ so families share the

      government food allotments.

      "We expect this month to be a very critical one," Aloqy said. "Our expectations for a new good life have

      become false and we are afraid of the coming days because they may be worse than the Saddam regime,

      especially people facing starvation if their rations are finished."

      A month after Saddam fell from power, the marsh people say they have yet to see humanitarian aid trucks

      with water, food or medical supplies that have reached much of Iraq. U.S. reconstruction officials have said

      a top priority is restarting food distribution, but as with efforts to restore electricity to the country and

      replenish fuel supplies, progress is slow.

      British forces, which occupy the marsh area, have begun discussions with international aid groups about

      restoring the marshlands.

      "We have to help the marsh people and the other agricultural and fishing sectors ... for the sake of the

      people of Iraq," said Emma Nicholson, a British baroness and longtime activist for the Marsh Arabs. She

      recently spent eight days visiting tribal leaders in the marsh region and plans to return soon.

      "This is not the Everglades," said Nicholson, a member of the European Parliament. "This is a major source of agriculture and fishing industry of Iraq that has been deliberately wiped out."

      Tearing down Saddam's dams and levees and flooding the parched plains might be the easy part.

      The vast, untapped oil reserves that lie beneath this swath of the Fertile Crescent will likely become central

      to the debate about the region's future. Nicholson's group, London-based Assisting Marsh Arabs and

      Refugees, is pushing for UNESCO to declare the marshes a world heritage site, which would protect them

      from oil exploration.

      Syria and Turkey would also have to be persuaded to release water from dams that historically fed Iraq's

      marshes.

      And there is the larger question, as yet unanswered: If given the opportunity, would the Marsh Arabs return

      to their ancient ways?

      Sayeed Matar Sarwat, 61, a Marsh Arab and former independent member of the Iraqi parliament, said he put  the chances at 30 percent.

      "Because of the shortage of reeds," he said.

      His brother, Sayeed Abbas Sarwat, 50, elaborated. "Some people get used to living in the city," he said.

      "The chances of taking jobs will be greater in the city and the nature of services will be greater in the city

      than the marshes."

      Still, the Marsh people say they feel a burden to carry on the traditions of their ancestors. But the advances

      of the past half century - as late as the 1950s, the Marsh economy was based on a barter system - slowly

      changed life in the marshes even before Saddam Hussein rose to power.

      In the past decade, electricity has reached the area, as well as some paved roads. Some of those who still

      live in the marsh area villages, rebuilt since Saddam's reprisals, spend months at a time working in city

      factories and sending money home.

      Many of the marsh people _ some clinging to the old ways by building with reeds purchased in Basra or

      Baghdad _ insist they would return to hunting and fishing and trapping, constructing homes atop islands of

      layered reeds, if the marshes come back.

      "It is imminently doable," Nicholson said of restoring the marshlands. "But the key is they have to lead.

      Outsiders can only humbly assist."

________________________________________________________________________________________

Gulf Daily News

UN calls for strategy to clean up Iraq  

 By SOMAN BABY

HELP to clean up the environmental damage in Iraq will be co-ordinated by the United Nations Environment Programme's (Unep) regional office in Bahrain. 

A report on the environment in Iraq has been prepared by Unep's Post Conflict Assessment Unit (PCAU) in Geneva.

It says that many environmental problems in Iraq are alarming. Also, an immediate assessment and clean-up plan are needed urgently.

"We are co-ordinating with PCAU outlining a strategy for protecting people and the environment in post-war Iraq," said a spokeswoman at Unep's West Asia Regional Office in Bahrain.

A new Unep report stresses the need for urgent measures to address humanitarian issues.

Priorities should include restoring the water supply and sanitation systems, cleaning up possible pollution "hot-spots" and cleaning up waste sites to reduce the risk of disease epidemics from accumulated municipal and medical wastes.

Another priority activity should be conducting a scientific assessment of sites struck with weapons containing depleted uranium (DU).

The report recommends that guidelines be distributed immediately to military and civilian personnel, and to the general public, on how to minimise the risk of accidental exposure to DU.

Recommendations also include conducting environmental impact assessments, using environmentally friendly technologies for major reconstruction projects and maximising the exchange of information between key stakeholders to avoid further risks to human health and the environment.

The report said the recent conflicts had added to the chronic environmental stresses that have accumulated in Iraq over the past two decades.

The country's environment shows severe damage from the Iran-Iraq war of the 1980s, the 1991 Gulf War, environmental mismanagement by the former Iraqi regime and the economic impact of the sanctions. 

A major threat to the Iraqi people is the accumulation of physical damage to the country's environmental infrastructure.

The destruction of military and industrial infrastructure during Iraq's various conflicts has released heavy metals and other hazardous substances into the air, soil and freshwater supplies.

Smoke from the oil-well fires and burning oil-trenches have caused local air pollution and soil contamination.

The lack of investment in oil industry in recent years has reduced maintenance and raised the risk of leaks and spills.

"The Bahrain office will be part of a team which will conduct a full-scale assessment on the environment in post-war Iraq," pointed the spokeswoman.

________________________________________________________________________________________

Xinhua News Service

May 9, 2003, Friday

UN launches vulnerability reduction plan for Kenya

      The United Nations (UN) announced a plan Friday aimed at reducing Kenya's vulnerability to natural disasters including floods.

      The Emergency Assistance and Long Term Strategy for Cutting Risks from Future Natural Disasters will offer concrete advice on measures that might be taken to improve the ability of Kenya's existing dam network to absorb and store flood waters, the Nairobi- based United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) said in a

      statement. 

      The strategy will also offer advice on whether the country needs new storage capacity to cope with future's

      weather events, UNEP said.

      Torrential rains, floods and mudslides have been sweeping much of central and western Kenya over the past  weeks, claiming more than 30 people's lives, including a member of parliament, and causing 1 million others displaced.

      The current crisis in Kenya is believed to be at least partially due to massive deforestation in places in the

      country as well as in other parts of the world, according to the statement.

      Restoring the "catchment areas" of major rivers in the country by planting millions of seedlings will be vital for reducing the risks of flooding in future years, UNEP said.

      Meanwhile, UNEP would offers the skills and expertise of the UN body's Dams and Development Project to Kenya.

      This package of short-term, medium-term and long-term measures to Kenya is one of the key outcomes of

      the high level meeting held at the UNEP's headquarters  Thursday on respond to the floods.

      The meeting was also attended by other UN experts from organizations including the United Nations

      Development Program, the United Nations Human Settlements Program and the Office for Humanitarian

      Affairs.

________________________________________________________________________________________

XINHUA GENERAL NEWS SERVICE

May 9, 2003, Friday

Mankind makes itself more vulnerable to disasters: UNEP
      DATELINE: NAIROBI, May 9

      BODY:

      The United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) Executive Director Claus Topfer said here Friday that it  is mankind that makes itself more vulnerable to natural disasters.

      He made the remarks while talking about the current flood ravaging Kenya, where UNEP is situated. 

      "The rains which have caused the current crisis have not been exceptional, but the impact has been," he

      was quoted as saying by a press statement issued by UNEP.

      "Time and time again, across the world, we can see quite ordinary, natural phenomena like heavy rains or

      prolonged dry spells, triggering quite extraordinary and sometimes catastrophic events," he said.

      "It is quite clear that human-kind is making itself more vulnerable to natural disasters such as floods,

      earthquakes, land- slips and droughts as a result of its actions," he said.

      "Wanton destruction of forests means that rains simply sweep off the land swelling rivers, which in turn are more likely to burst their banks. Soils, swept away because there is no well established vegetation to bind

      them to the ground, can silt up drains, river beds and dams making them less able to handle the higher

      volumes of water they are receiving," Topfer added.

      He disclosed that United Nations has launched a vulnerability reduction plan for Kenya in combating floods.

      Torrential rains, flash floods and mudslides have been sweeping much of central and western Kenya over the  past weeks, claiming more than 30 people's lives, including a member of parliament, and causing 1 million

      others displaced.

________________________________________________________________________________________

The Washington Times

May 9, 2003, Friday, Final Edition

 Research center favors DDT use; 

      Malaria toll trumps ecological threat

Kenya's leading research center has come out in favor of using DDT to stem the toll of malaria in the country, reigniting a bitter debate between those who want to protect the environment and those who favor saving African children.

      With the announcement, Kenya is poised to join a handful of other African countries, which are disregarding donor-nation admonitions that the chemical is an environmental disaster.

      "We do not discount the efficacy of DDT spraying, but USAID had determined that the most cost-effective

      measure for stopping the spread of malaria is insecticide-treated nets," a U.S. Agency for International

      Development officer said on the condition of anonymity.

      Nairobi's Kenya Medical Research Institute [KMRI] has proposed reintroducing DDT for indoor residual

      spraying, saying that under strict controls, the environment can be protected and African lives saved. The

      institute's report examines malaria rates in South Africa, Ethiopia, Eritrea and Mauritius, all of which use DDT to protect their populations. 

      "These are some of the countries with the lowest prevalence of malarial deaths in Africa," Dr. John Vulule, a

      senior epidemiologist with KMRI, told the African Eye News Service on Monday.

      In indoor residual spraying, a few ounces of the chemical are sprayed in the inside walls of a house once or

      twice a year. That keeps out the mosquitoes, especially at night, the prime biting time. No one is suggesting

      using DDT for agriculture.

      "DDT is not the only weapon against malaria, but given its success in other parts of Africa, it would be of

      great benefit for malaria control in Kenya," Richard Tren, director of Africa Fighting Malaria, in Johannesburg said yesterday. "Not using DDT, in effect, condemns Africans to die."

      Dr. Davy Koech, director of KMRI, said DDT is one of the most effective pesticides against the anopheles

      mosquito, which transmits malaria. He said malaria in Kenya has reached epidemic proportions.

      According to the World Health Organization an estimated 3,000 people die of malaria every day one every 30

      seconds and the overwhelming majority of them are children younger than 5 and pregnant women in

      sub-Saharan Africa. The WHO says about 9 million people die of the disease each year and that the most

      commonly used drug to treat the disease chloroquine is no longer effective in most parts of Africa.

      Cheap and effective, DDT was once considered a modern miracle for dealing with malaria and insect pests in agriculture. It was used during World War II, when entire cities were sprayed to control lice and typhus. DDT was used to eradicate malaria in the United States, but it was also used by the ton for agriculture, where it

      killed birds. DDT was named the culprit and vilified by Rachel Carson in her 1962 book "Silent Spring," leading  to its ban in the United States in 1972.

      Much of the world followed. The United Nations Environment Program and the WHO are opposed to DDT,  except in limited circumstances.

      South Africa banned the chemical in 1996 after its apartheid government was replaced, but upon seeing its

      malaria rate jump from a few thousand cases a year to 50,000 a year, it reintroduced DDT and brought its

      epidemic under control. South Africa's success has emboldened other African nations to do the same,

      despite protests from Europe and the United States.

      Zambia recently decided to reintroduce the chemical for malaria control, and Uganda announced that it

      would begin using DDT again.

      "In Europe, they used DDT to kill anopheles mosquitoes that cause malaria," Ugandan Health Minister Jim

      Muhewezi told the Monitor newspaper in Kampala. "Why can't we use DDT to kill the enemy in our own

      camp?"

________________________________________________________________________________________

PANA

UNEP supports linking human rights, healthy environment 

Nairobi, Kenya (PANA) -  The Nairobi-based UN Environment Programme on Friday expressed support for a decision by the UN Commission on Human Rights emphasising the strong link between                        human rights and a healthy environment.

Respect for human rights remains essential for achieving sustainable development and the management of the world's flora and fauna, UNEP notes in an information bulletin.

"People can only achieve their full human potential when their natural environment is robust and respected," UNEP Executive   Director Klaus Topfer observes in the bulletin.

"The existence of clean air, clean water, a stable climate,  thriving wildlife and well-managed natural resources determines the extent to which people can enjoy their basic rights to life, health, food, housing, livelihood and culture," he added.

The decision, which was taken on Human Rights last week, states that the "protection of the environment and sustainable development can also contribute to human well-being potentially to the enjoyment of human rights".

"Respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms are essential for achieving sustainable development. Environmental damage can have potentially negative effects on the enjoyment of some human rights," UNEP says.

The decision further stresses the importance for States, when developing their environmental policies, to take into account how  environmental degradation may affect disadvantaged members of society.

UNEP says the Commission's decision "provides a good basis for further cooperation between UNEP and the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights" on promoting the linkages between  human rights and the environment, including efforts to strengthen  the role of the judiciary in supporting the goals of sustainable development.

The 1972 Stockholm Declaration, which also created the UNEP,  marked the international community's first official recognition of the fundamental link between human rights and environmental  protection.

It states that "Man has the fundamental right to freedom, equality and adequate conditions of life, in an environment of a  quality that permits a life of dignity and well-being, and he bears solemn responsibility to protect and improve the environment, for present and future generations."

________________________________________________________________________________________

IRAQ:
IAEA Fears over Damage at Nuclear Plant 
Mehru Jaffer 
VIENNA, May 9 (IPS) - Officials at the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) say they have been reduced to bystanders in the face of reports of widespread damage to Iraq's nuclear facilities. 
”I know as much as you do,” Melissa Fleming, spokeswoman at the Vienna headquarters of the IAEA told IPS. Fleming said the recent television footage of loot at the sprawling Tuwaitha Nuclear Research Centre south of Baghdad had been worrying. 

”We would like to be there to find out for ourselves,” she said. ”At the moment we have deep nuclear, public and environmental concerns, and would like to make sure that the nuclear facility is adequately protected. We hope that the nuclear material is totally safe.” 

Mohammed ElBaradei, head of IAEA wrote to the Bush administration last month to say that the U.S. was responsible for safeguarding all the nuclear material in Iraq which had been sealed by IAEA inspectors before the U.S. army took possession of the nuclear premises. 

ElBaradei also requested the U.S. to allow an IAEA investigative team to visit Iraq immediately to inspect the nuclear storage facilities. Fleming says ElBaradei has received no reply. 

As the world's nuclear watchdog, the IAEA continues to express concern at the possible theft and smuggling of potentially dangerous nuclear components like uranium out of Iraq. 

IAEA reports say that Iraq's Atomic Energy Agency headquarters in Tuwaitha stored 3,896 pounds of partially enriched uranium, more than 94 tonnes of natural uranium and some amount of cesium, cobalt and strontium. If further enriched, the uranium in stock could be used as the core of a nuclear device. 

The greatest fear now is that someone who wants to make 'dirty bombs' from low-grade uranium could buy the material on the international black market if it is smuggled out of Iraq. The IAEA wants to survey the sites as soon as possible to make sure nothing is missing. 

Tuwaitha's sprawling premises spread over 120 acres were said to be under the protection of Iraq's Special Republican Guard. U.S. forces arrived at Tuwaitha April 6 and reportedly found that the place had no guards. 

The site has been under the protection of coalition forces since early April, but the premises were reported to have been abandoned by guards for a few days. Television images show that the premises are damaged but there is no indication of the extent of the damage, particularly to the seals put in place by IAEA inspectors who worked through the nineties to halt Iraq's nuclear activities. 

ElBaradei has said that only the IAEA has the right to safeguard Iraq's nuclear material. Under the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) only the IAEA can reopen the tamper-proof seals it has put on rooms and on more than 400 barrels of radioactive material. 

IAEA inspectors began investigating Iraq's nuclear capabilities in 1991 to eliminate the country's suspected weapons of mass destruction and the means to produce them. 

At that time inspectors reported that Iraq had a comprehensive nuclear weapons development programme and that Iraq had made continued attempts to conceal the true extent of that programme. 

Besides an ambitious uranium enrichment programme, Iraq was found to be separating small quantities of plutonium at the Tuwaitha centre. A programme to produce enriched uranium was halted at two centres in Tarmiya and Ash Sharkat. 

IAEA inspectors brought back samples for analysis at its laboratories in Seibersdorf. Iraq was said to have been on the verge of building a nuclear bomb. 

The U.S. is reported to have reassured the IAEA that it would safeguard the nuclear material. But reports of ripped barbed wires, broken walls and files in disarray have caused great consternation in the IAEA offices. (END/2003)
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ENS

Cholera Outbreak in Iraq Worries UN Insiders 

GENEVA, Switzerland, May 9, 2003 (ENS) – Seven cases of clinically confirmed cholera, mainly among very young children, have been reported by doctors in Basra, Iraq. A team from the World Health Organization, which now has a permanent presence in Basra, visited several hospitals together with local health experts in order to assess the health situation in the southern city.

"Due to the current security situation and difficulties experienced in restoring safe water supplies to the population, a larger cholera epidemic is predicted," the World Health Organization (WHO) said. 

Children in Iraq are at risk of cholera due to damaged water and sewer infrastructure. (Photo courtesy

                      IFRC)

The dominant problem in Basra is security, the WHO team said. "We met surgeons who said they cannot perform                      their duties because they are threatened by the families of their patients." They complained about the lack of                      security, as did the newly elected Director of Health Dr. Yassin Musowi during his meeting in Basra with WHO, the UN Children's Fund (UNICEF) and various nongovernmental organizations in the health field, the UN health team said. 

There are no facilities to conduct tests to confirm the presence of cholera or other infectious agents, the WHO investigators found. Yet, there is no doubt among the doctors and the visiting team that this is cholera. "In the absence of laboratory confirmation, we can only rely on our experience and knowledge of our patients to be able to recognize these diseases. We can clinically confirm four cases of cholera this week," one of the managers said. 

At UN headquarters in New York, the Security Council President for May,  Pakistani Ambassador Munir Akram, yesterday cited cholera as one of the concerns facing UN agencies in Iraq, saying the outbreak "has to be                      contained." 

An Iraqi Red Crescent maternity hospital in the al-Mansour district of Baghdad was damaged April 2 in an attack by American and British forces on a nearby building. (Photo courtesyIFRC)

UNICEF said that in light of the situation in Basra it is providing 200 tons of chlorine gas for the water stations and for hospitals. 

The UN reports that the number of victims of mines and unexploded ordnance in the three northern governorates during March and April  increased by more than 90 percent compared to the same period last year.                                                An important number of victims were children. 

In Baghdad, teams from the UN Development Programme are assessing electricity and water sanitation sites together with technical personnel from the relevant Iraqi ministries. 

Also in Baghdad, a C-130 cargo plane loaded with UNICEF and World Food  Programme (WFP) supplies landed Thursday with oral rehydration kits, black fever medicine and emergency health kits destined for pediatric sites. 

Meanwhile, the UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) announced that its first staffer had arrived in Iraq, in the northern town of Erbil, to work within the office of the Humanitarian Coordinator for Iraq to ensure that issues relating to the protection of civilians were identified and addressed promptly. 

Six more OHCHR international experts are due to travel to Iraq, and an expert should arrive in Baghdad next week, the agency said in Geneva. This is the first time that UN human rights staffers had gone to Iraq to be based there for any length of time, said UN spokesman Jose Luis Diaz. 

AEA Director General Dr. Mohamed  ElBaradei (left) consults with Dr. Jacques Baute, Leader, Iraq Action  Team (Photo by Dean Calma courtesy  IAEA)

Health concerns have been expressed over the exposure of Iraqi citizens to looted radioactive materials. Worried                      over reports of looting at Iraq's nuclear facilities, the top official at the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) has asked the United States to  confirm the situation and allow  an IAEA team to investigate. 

IAEA Director-General Mohamed ElBaradei wrote to the Bush administration on April 11, asking it to ensure the security and safety of all nuclear material in Iraq, which has been under IAEA seal since 1991. He indicated that until  IAEA inspectors returned, the United States is responsible for maintaining security at Iraq's nuclear storage facilities. 

"The IAEA should resume its work in Iraq as soon as possible," said ElBaradei in a statement delivered on his behalf to an informal meeting of the UN Security Council April 22. 

"The IAEA continues to be the sole organization with legal powers - derived from both the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty and successive Security Council resolutions - to verify Iraq's nuclear disarmament," Dr. ElBaradei said. 

Restoration of southern Iraq's damaged Mesopotamian marshlands is technically feasible, an international team of scientists reported April 25. Environmental benefits to Iraq and the region would include flood abatement,  water quality improvement, increased biodiversity and the resettlement of displaced communities. The report was released by Eden Again, a nonprofit group supporting efforts to restore the marshlands. 

  In Washington, DC on Thursday, the top U.S. aid official said any plan for restoration of the Mesopotamian marshlands must take into account the  desires and views of the Iraqi people, especially the people who live in the                      marshes, at every step of the process. 

Andrew Natsios, administrator of the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID), made his remarks as part of a panel of experts  gathered at The Brookings Institution to assess the human and ecological damage that has occurred in the Iraqi marshlands and discuss the possibility of their restoration. 

Natsios said restoring Iraq's marshes will be controversial, requiring the agreement of Turkey, Syria and Iran, whose dams limit river flows into southern Iraq.

__________________________________________________________________________________________

ENS

President's Environment Policy Leaves Kids Behind 

                      By J.R. Pegg

WASHINGTON, DC, May 8, 2003 (ENS) - A wide array of public interest groups say the Bush administration is failing to protect the nation's children  from environmental health hazards. 

These organizations believe the administration is advancing policies that put economic interests before children's health, underfunding key children's environmental health initiatives and abdicating international leadership on                      efforts to limit children's exposures to harmful environmental pollutants. 

Although President George W. Bush and his officials talk a good game, the rhetoric does not match the reality, said Rabbi Daniel Swartz, executive director of Children's Environmental Health Network (CEHN). 

The organization had high hopes for Bush based on his election year statements, Swartz told reporters at a press briefing today, but "these promises remain far from fulfilled." 

CEHN released a new report today on the administration's record along with a letter some 65 organizations cosigned and sent to the President urging him to reverse course on several key policies. 

The report "Are Children Left Behind?: Children's Environmental Health Under the Bush Administration" finds that "all too often when this administration made important decisions affecting children's health, children                      ended up with less protection, not more." 

It says the President has not followed through on his pledges to improve interagency cooperation, provide adequate resources to key programs and to"help instill the philosophy of protecting children throughout our                      government." 

Yet the delay and lack of commitment on these issues described by CEHN is in stark contrast to the public statements of the Bush administration. 

Critics say President Bush is falling short on his commitment to children's environmental health                                                     programs. (Photo by Paul Morse courtesy the White House)

"Children represent 25 percent of our population,  but 100 percent of our future," said the U.S.                                                    Environmental Protection Agency's (EPA) Administrator Christie Whitman in a statement last month announcing the administration's continued   support for the 1997 Executive Order that formed an Interagency Task Force on Environmental  Health and Safety Risks to Children. 

"EPA is committed to working with all of our federal partners," Whitman said, "to ensure that our kids' water is safe to drink, they have clean air to breathe and the land that they play on is free of pollution." 

In her statement, Whitman touted the work of the task force and the EPA's commitment to the National Children's Study, a proposed study to follow a group of 100,000 U.S. children from before birth for at least 18 years. 

But the report finds that the task force has been largely inactive and that the EPA has cut funding for the study. 

Interagency activities have "halted or slowed to an imperceptible pace,"according to the report, even though the task force under the Bush administration narrowed its priorities, removing cancer and neurodevelopmental concerns from their list. 

The administration's disinterest is apparent, CEHN reports, because the task force's Web site still has members listed on it from the Clinton administration, including former Attorney General Janet Reno. 

The study the administration has cut funding for is important because there is still "so much that is unknown about children's environmental health," said Lynn Goldman, chair of CEHN's board and a professor at the Johns Hopkins University Bloomberg School of Public Health. 

What is known about children's environmental health offers ample evidence  for being aggressive about research, rather than delaying it, Goldman said. 

Poor and minority children suffer  disproportionately from air pollution and other environmental health    hazards. (Photo courtesy Louisiana Bucket Brigade (LABB))

Children are known to be more susceptible to health risks from  environmental exposure because their bodies and systems are growing and developing and they ingest more food, liquid and environmental pollutants per pound than adults. 

As children have a longer life expectancy than adults they have more time to develop diseases with long latency periods. In addition, children do not have control over their environment or what pollutants are exposed to. 

"Children are a unique population that deserve special attention," said Dr. Albert Morris, a radiologist and secretary of the National Medical Association  Board of Trustees. "These are not just little adults." 

But the report finds that the administration is further stretching the limited resources of the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency's (EPA) Office of Children's Health Protection. Whitman created and has touted a new initiative on aging, for example, but has put this program under the Office of Children's  Health Protection without any additional funds, according to the report. 

The CEHN report does credit the administration with some actions and says that the picture is "not uniformly negative." But it notes that most of these positive measures are "discrete 'one time decisions' such as banning lead candle wicks, rather than establishing fundamental policies that offer intrinsic protections for children." 

The report criticizes the administration for policies that favor economicinterests over children's health, and has specific criticism for the economic analysis used by the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) that CEHN  believes discounts the lives and health of the young. Bush officials at OMB use a seven percent rate to discount regulatory costs and benefits that could occur in the future, a rate CEHN - and many economists - feel is too high. 

"OMB discounts the future so steeply that, according to their calculations,  children lose half their value a decade," Swartz explained. "For example, saving a three year old who has a life expectancy of 78 years results not in 75 years 'saved' but, using OMB's new methods, only 14.3 years 'saved.'" 

And related to the senior discount OMB used in the EPA's alternative analysis for the administration's Clear Skies initiative, the agency was told to assume that only five years of life would be lost regardless of the age of the individual. This in effect makes the value of a child's death less on a life year  basis than that of an adult. 

In addition, when President Bush renewed the Executive Order on children's environmental health in April, he added an amendment that puts decisions of  the OMB above the order's directives. 

Whitman has called attention to the nation's growing asthma problem, but critics say the administration's air pollution policies will make this problem worse. 

CEHN's report finds that in most aspects of air quality policy "this administration has undertaken either direct or indirect policies hostile toward protecting children and providing healthy air." 

Some six million American children suffer from asthma, and poor and minority children suffer are rates much higher than the general public. 

It is often easy to see how children can be more susceptible to ingesting harmful pollutants. (Photo                                             courtesy J.R. Pegg)

"Even staggering statistics have not moved this administration to action," said John Hill, program director for                                             environmental justice with the United Methodist General Board of Church and Society. 

The administration acknowledges "epidemic rates of asthma among our  children, " Hill said, but pursues polices "under the guise of regulatory relief and streamlining" that would result in more, not less, air pollution. 

"This is unconscionable," Hill told reporters. 

Poor children are much more likely to live near a toxic waste site and clean up  of these sites has slowed under the Bush administration, as has enforcement of pollution laws. 

And the report details that the administration is impeding international agreements to deal with pollutants that present high health risks to children, such as persistent organic pollutants, mercury and lead. 

This is a particular concern because "we can not solve these problems within our own borders," said Goldman. 

By holding up agreements, the administration does a disservice to children across the world, she explained, because "the United States has far more protection than most other countries." 

Senator Hillary Clinton, a New York Democrat, responded to today's report with a statement pledging to introduce legislation to address children's environmental health issues, including lead exposure and asthma. 

"It is time for the federal government to stand up and protect our children from threats that exist in their environment," Clinton said.

__________________________________________________________________________________________

 BBC     

England's otters stage a comeback 

     By Alex Kirby 

     BBC News Online environment correspondent 

     A British mammal redolent of a bygone countryside idyll, the otter, is

     steadily returning to parts of England it had abandoned. 

     A study of English otters has found the area they inhabit grew fivefold in 25

     years. 

     Half a century ago, otters were found only in parts of eastern and south-west

     England. 

     Better water quality has helped their recovery, though road traffic is now a

     growing menace. 

     The study, the National Otter Survey of England, is the work of the Environment

     Agency (EA) and the Wildlife Trusts, with help from English Nature and the

     privatised water companies. 

     The survey, the fourth since the late 1970s, found the areas otters now live in

     has increased by 527% since the first survey. 

     Of 3,327 riverbank and wetland sites surveyed, 1,137 (almost 35%) showed

     evidence of otters, either paw prints or spraints (droppings). The 1977 figure

     was 5.8%. 

     Against the odds 

     Otters declined steeply across Europe in the 1960s, with conservationists

     blaming the widespread use of certain pesticides. Apart from remnant

     populations clinging on in remote parts of England, their British strongholds

     were reduced to Wales and Scotland. 

     But improved water quality and fish stocks, coupled with changes in riverbank

     management, have reversed the English otters' fortunes. 

             OTTERS 

             Otters are related to badgers, weasels and mink 

             Their spraints smell of jasmine tea mixed with fish paste 

             They are not natural swimmers, but learn fast 

     They are an important indicator species, and their return holds out hope for other creatures

     and for the entire aquatic environment. 

     Andrew Crawford of the EA, the study's author, says the otters are "on the road to recovery". 

     He said: "Overall the survey suggests a real and continued increase in otter range, which in

     turn reflects a considerable increase in population." 

     But the animals' spread is patchy, with some areas seeing only very slow increases. 

     Alastair Driver, the agency's national conservation manager, said: "We can't become

     complacent - otters are not increasing as fast as we would like in some areas. 

     "We will need to concentrate on ways to protect the otter from the motor car, which continues

     to be one of the biggest threats." 

     Danger time 

     Allison Crofts, habitats and species manager for the Wildlife Trusts, told BBC News Online:

     "Potentially, road traffic is one of the most serious limiting factors for the future. 

     "This is especially true of south-east England, with its dense transport network. We're going

     to struggle to see the otters make a full recovery there, and they may never return to their

     historic levels. 

     "The danger's worst when the rivers are in flood in winter and early spring. We're pushing for

     mitigation measures on all new road schemes - underpasses or ledges to keep the otters off the

     roads, or else fencing." 

     Researchers predicted in 1996 that there would be signs of otters at 43% of all sites surveyed

     by 1999, and at 56% by 2006. The latest survey acknowledges the results fall far short, but

     says: "The trend is still upwards." 

     Otters used to be hunted, but in 1978 they were given legal protection, which has helped their

     comeback. 

     Threat recedes 

     The survey says: "Illegal killing of otters undoubtedly still occurs, and there are serious

     concerns in a limited number of areas. 

     "But persecution is no longer considered a general threat for otter populations." 

     The Trent river network in the English Midlands has seen the largest growth of evidence of

     otters, from 5% of areas surveyed in 1991-94 to 24.4% now. 

     But parts of north-west and south-east England have seen only small increases. 

     Apart from improving water quality, the companies have helped to build otter dens (holts),

     restore riverbanks and construct road avoidance schemes. 

     Story from BBC NEWS:

     http://news.bbc.co.uk/go/pr/fr/-/2/hi/science/nature/3013477.stm

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

BBC     

National Trust bans GM crops 

     Thousands of National Trust tenant farmers have been banned from allowing genetically modified (GM) crops to be grown on its land. 

     Dozens of controversial GM trials taking place across the UK are due to end this  summer. 

     Public consultation will then follow on whether these cops should be grown commercially. 

     The government is due to launch a £500,000 "public debate" in the coming weeks. 

     The move to ban the GM crops for the Trust's 2,000 tenant farmers has been welcomed by campaigners Friends of the Earth. 

     Cautious 

     Tony Burton, the National Trust's director of policy and strategy, said his organisation were adopting a "precautionary approach". 

     "We have not used our land for the purposes of those experiments and we are encouraging our members, and others, to contribute to the public debate." 

     He added: "We had the question raised and we have given our view and it's not gone any further that that." 

     But he indicated it was possible the Trust's stance could change in the light of more scientific evidence. 

     The Prince of Wales, the Trust's president, has previously been vocal in his opposition to GM crops. 

     Last year he said: "To me it's absolutely essential that we operate husbandry and stewardship of this piece of Earth." 

     GM crops are designed to be naturally resistant to pests. 

     'Potential risks' 

     But environmentalists fear the make-up of species could cause long-lasting damage to the environment. 

     Friends of the Earth director Tony Juniper said the government "must listen to this growing opposition to GM crops and refuse to allow the crops to be commercially grown". 

     The results of the GM crop trials will be published in the summer followed by a government-funded independently-run public debate in June. 

     There will also be a scientific review of GM and a study by the prime minister's Strategy Unit into the overall costs and benefits of commercial GM cropping. 

     The Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs website says the government is "neither pro nor anti GM crops... it recognises that they have both potential risks and benefits". 

     Story from BBC NEWS:

     http://news.bbc.co.uk/go/pr/fr/-/2/hi/science/nature/3018825.stm

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Reuters

Brazil's rules for modified food alarms Argentina

  BUENOS AIRES, Argentina - Brazil's decision to postpone the application of new rules requiring that labels identify genetically modified goods failed to calm nervous exporters in Argentina, where use of the products is extensive. 

  Brazil's new rules mandate the labeling of foods or ingredients of foods with more than 1 percent genetically modified material. 

  The regulations sounded an alarm in Argentina's food industry, which has pointed to what it calls the enormous cost and logistical challenge of complying with the rules by separating genetically modified crops from traditional ones. 

  Brazil is Argentina's main trading partner and some 13 percent of the $11.4 billion of food Argentina exported last year went to Brazil,according to the Organization of American States' agricultural institute. 

  Major food exporter Argentina is second only to the United States in the use of genetically modified products, but while proponents say they increase efficiency, opponents say they could contain hidden health and environmental risks. 

  Apart from applying to soy oil and corn oil, the new rules also affect dairy products and meat of animals that may have been fed with  genetically modified grains. 

  Argentine producers say the rules are stricter than in Europe, where resistance to genetically modified products is particularly high. 

  "They've gone too far in including animal products ... Argentine dairy products would have to carry a label saying this product comes from animals fed on GMOs," said Roberto Domenech, undersecretary of food at the agriculture department. "This hasn't been seen  anywhere in the world." 

  Argentina does not require labeling of genetically modified products. 

  "We respect each country's decision on whether to introduce a labeling system based on scientific criteria, but we think it is going to be difficult to implement for both countries," said Federico Ovejero, a spokesman for the Argentine unit of U.S. biotechnology giant Monsanto (MON.N). 

  Brazil forecast record grain crops this year and said it will overtake the United States as the world's No.1 soy exporter. 

  CONFUSION 

  The new rules sparked surprise and confusion, prompting Argentina's Foreign Minister Carlos Ruckauf to begin negotiations with his Brazilian counterpart Celso Amorim that ended with an agreement to postpone the measure. 

  "A time period has been opened up to study how the rules will be applied to Mercosur (trade bloc) countries," Argentine Deputy Foreign  Minister Martin Redrado said, without specifying how long the period would last. 

  Mercosur comprises Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay and Uruguay. 

  Argentine industry sources viewed the negotiations with skepticism. "I don't see them having much success; they are just delaying things  by a little," said a food company official who asked not to be identified. 

  Brazil has also authorized the sale of genetically modified soy to try to end a large black market in illegal genetically modified soy planting. 

  "First we have to see how Brazil deals with this domestically and then how it deals with Argentina, because in Brazil there is also a high  percentage of GM soy," said Victor Castro of the Argentine Association of Seed Producers. (Additional reporting by Nicolas Misculin). 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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UNEP/UN in the news

UNEP supports linking human rights, healthy environment 

Nairobi, Kenya (PANA) - The Nairobi-based UN Environment Programme on Friday expressed support for a decision by the UN Commission on Human Rights emphasizing the strong link between human rights and a healthy environment. Respect for human rights remains essential for achieving sustainable development and the management of the world's flora and fauna, UNEP notes in an information bulletin. "People can only achieve their full human potential when their natural environment is robust and respected," UNEP Executive Director Klaus Toepfer observes in the bulletin. "The existence of clean air, clean water, a stable climate, thriving wildlife and well-managed natural resources determines the extent to which people can enjoy their basic rights to life, health, food, housing, livelihood and culture," he added. The decision, which was taken on Human Rights last week, states that the "protection of the environment and sustainable development can also contribute to human well-being and potentially to the enjoyment of human rights". "Respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms are essential for achieving sustainable development. Environmental damage can have potentially negative effects on the enjoyment of some human rights," UNEP says. The decision further stresses the importance for States, when developing their environmental policies, to take into account how environmental degradation may affect disadvantaged members of society. UNEP says the Commission's decision "provides a good basis for further cooperation between UNEP and the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights" on promoting the linkages between human rights and the environment, including efforts to strengthen the role of the judiciary in supporting the goals of sustainable development.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng052777&dte=09/05/2003
General environmental news

S. Africa has new laws to reduce plastic bag pollution 

Cape Town, South Africa (PANA) - Legislation aimed at reducing pollution caused by plastic bags in South Africa went into effect on Friday. Plastic shopping bags used in the country must be both thicker and more recyclable; a move officials hope would stop people from simply tossing them away. South Africa has a major problem with plastic pollution. Under the new rules, the bags must be now 24-microns thick, compared with 15-17 micron bags that have previously been used by supermarkets. Consumers will have to pay as much as six US cents for the thicker bags, but this is expected to be offset by price reductions promised by supermarket chains. In an unprecedented show of demand, an initial order of 300,000 new bags for the Pick and Pay supermarket chain was sold out in just over two days this week. http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng052743&dte=09/05/2003
Torrential rains render hundreds homeless in Somalia 

Mogadishu, Somalia (PANA) - About 800 people in southern Somalia have been left homeless after heavy rains destroyed houses across Buale district in the Middle Jubba region, humanitarian sources indicated Friday. The most affected villages in Buale include Jabiweyn, Jabiyar, Banta, Danlaheley and Awjelow. The floods have also cut off road links to the capital Mogadishu and the port town of Kismayo.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng052699&dte=09/05/2003
22 Villages Submerged By Flooding

The Namibian (Windhoek): RED Cross officials have described the situation in eastern Caprivi as "very serious" after floods from the raging Zambezi River submerged settlements and schools. Villagers "have also experienced extensive losses of livestock through drowning or falling prey to crocodiles". In all, 8 600 villagers and their livestock are trapped and exposed to crocodile attacks on small islands with limited grazing, the society reported.  They are unable to drive their livestock to higher ground because the flooding blocks escape routes. The Emergency Management Unit (EMU) today dispatched a team to assess the floods. Humanitarian agents from the Namibia Red Cross Society, assisted by the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies from Botswana, are also in the area assessing the situation.  "The impact of the floods has been exacerbated by the rising levels of the Zambezi River that stands at 6,60 m compared to normal readings of 6,0.  An outbreak of water-borne diseases is feared because of the pools of stagnant water that have accumulated in certain areas.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200305090717.html
SADC Advocates Joint Management of Faunal Resources
Angola Press Agency (Luanda): The SADC Wildlife Committee's technical meeting Friday in Luanda decided that transbordering faunistic resources should be jointly managed by the countries of the region. The representative of SADC member countries took the decision at the end of the 28th technical meeting, in which they discussed the ratification of the Protocol on the Conservation of Faunastic Resources. The 12 states represented, agreed to implement the conventions on the Monitoring of Control and Illegal Killing of Elephants (MIKE) and the understanding on Wildlife Management (SACWM) in the region. The 24-hour meeting was preceded by a 2-day workshop, which gathered community experts who outlined the strategies to implement the Protocol on Wildlife Management.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200305120068.html
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General environment news

China bans felling of virgin forest 
China Daily, May 11,2003 - With the launching of a campaign to protect its natural forest resources, China has revoked its plan to fell trees and has instead posed a ban on cutting timber in the last piece of virgin forest in its northeast. 
Covering 946,000 hectares, this virgin forest is located in the northern part of the Greater Hinggan Mountains (Da Hinggan Ling Mountain), with a vegetation coverage rate of more than 95 percent. 
China had planned to establish three forestry bureaus to fell trees in this virgin land. But later, a forestry management bureau was set up instead to protect the land. 
Running north to south through the Inner Mongolia Autonomous Region and Heilongjiang Province, the Greater Hinggan Mountains area is the largest virgin forest-covered region in China. Of the region's total 290,000 sq km area, 237,000 sq km is covered with forest. 
To meet the need for economic construction, more than 100 forestry enterprises were established in the area following the founding of New China in 1949. However, excessive timber cutting over the past five decades reduced forest resources and caused serious deterioration in the ecological environment in the area. 
The Chinese government launched a project to protect natural forest in the area in 2000, and also reduced annual timber cutting from 14.5 million to 8.76 million cubic meters currently, according to statistics from forestry bureaus in the Greater Hinggan Mountains area.

Illegal Timber Trading Alleged

Times Staff Writer – (By Richard C. Paddock) May 9, 2003 - JAKARTA, Indonesia — Two environmental groups charged Thursday that brokers in Singapore and Malaysia are illegally buying the logs of a threatened Indonesian tree species and selling the wood as legal timber around the world, including in the United States.

In an undercover investigation using hidden cameras, the London-based Environmental Investigative Agency and Jakarta-based Telapak said they found that illegal trading in rare ramin wood is making tens of millions of dollars for middlemen who use deceit and false documents to export the timber.
http://www.latimes.com/news/science/la-fg-timber9may09,1,2204106.story?coll=la%2Dnews%2Dscience 

http://www.latimes.com/news/science/la-fg-timber9may09,1,2204106.story?coll=la%2Dnews%2Dscience 

The two groups called for a worldwide boycott of ramin, a hardwood that is popular for use in picture frames, furniture, window blinds, pool cues and tool handles.

"Our evidence shows that Malaysia and Singapore are cynically dealing in ramin stolen from Indonesia and laundering it onto the international market," said Hapsoro, the director of Telapak, who, like many Indonesians, goes by only one name. "We urge all timber firms and consumers not to touch ramin, as there is a high chance the timber is dirty."

Representatives of the Malaysian and Singaporean governments said they could not comment until they could examine the charges.

Illegal logging is rampant in Indonesia, even in national parks. By some estimates, 80% of the lumber harvested in Indonesia comes from illegal sources. Officials acknowledge that within five to seven years the rainforests that once covered the country will be gone.

The government's attempts to halt logging have been weak and halfhearted in part because many corrupt government officials profit from the illegal trade. In 2001, Indonesia banned the export of raw logs, but the rule is widely ignored.

The same year, Indonesia listed ramin as a threatened species at the urging of environmental groups, giving the tree international protection under the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species.

A blond hardwood that grows only in Indonesia and Malaysia, ramin is highly valued for its clear, straight grain. Illegal loggers in Indonesian Borneo are paid as little as $2.20 for a cubic meter of ramin that can fetch a price of $1,000 on the international market, said Faith Doherty, a senior investigator with the Environmental Investigative Agency.

Numerous ships have been caught in Indonesian waters with ramin logs headed for Singapore. During a 16-month period after ramin was listed as a protected species, Singapore reported that it had exported 19,000 cubic meters of the wood — but reported that it had imported only 6,000, the environmentalists said.

Ramin timber worth $3 million that was shipped from Singapore without proper permits was intercepted in the United States from September 2001 to July 2002.

Under pressure from environmentalists, Malaysia banned importing logs from Indonesia nearly a year ago but the investigators said they found that large quantities of logs still arrive daily at Malaysian ports. The environmentalists said they observed 32 Indonesian ships loaded with illegal logs reaching the Malaysian port of Muar in a one-hour period last month. To unload the timber, including ramin, the vessels had to pass police and customs officials.

The investigators also said they secretly videotaped illegally harvested ramin logs from Indonesia being unloaded at the Malaysian port of Batu Pahat. Posing as timber buyers, the environmental investigators said they met last month with a factory owner in Singapore. 

The factory owner told them that he made "illegal payments" to obtain permits describing the wood as legal, they said. The owner also said he imports five times the amount of ramin shown on the documents and then exports it to China under a false species name. 

The investigators said the owner introduced them to a business friend he identified as a timber smuggler. "Drug smuggling is no good," the man said, "but timber smuggling is OK."

_________________________________________________________________________________________

ROE MEDIA UPDATE

UN or UNEP in the news

FT, May 9: Rich countries' greenhouse gas emissions likely to rise 10%

Industrialised countries are likely to increase greenhouse gas emissions by 10 per cent by the end of the decade, according to figures from the United Nations yesterday.

The forecasts underline the huge challenge facing countries that remain committed to the Kyoto Protocol on climate change. Under the agreement, Japan has pledged to reduce emissions by 6 per cent between 1990 and 2010, while the EU aims to reduce them by 8 per cent.

http://search.ft.com/search/article.html?id=030509000678&query=Rich+countries%27+greenhouse+gas+emissions&vsc_appId=totalSearch&state=Form
FT, May 9: Malaysia and Singapore 'laundering' illegal logs

A leading environmental group yesterday accused Malaysia and Singapore of "laundering" logs exported illegally from Indonesia to markets in the US and Europe.

The Environmental Investigation Agency (EIA), a group respected for its undercover investigations, said it had evidence of large amounts of contraband logs passing through both countries within sight of authorities in spite of claims by both they were cracking down on timber smuggling.

The European Union is next month expected to announce a plan to address ways of tracking timber felled illegally and used by European companies to make wood products.

http://search.ft.com/search/article.html?id=030509000787&query=laundering+illegal+logs&vsc_appId=totalSearch&state=Form
Political news

Le Figaro, 9 May: Ben Laden serait mort en décembre 2001
Une chercheuse du CNRS prétend que le chef islamiste serait décédé. Mais le patron de l'antiterrorisme au département d'état américain réfute la thèse du déclin d'al-Qaida
http://www.lefigaro.fr/international/20030509.FIG0045.html
_________________________________________________________________________________________

ROWA MEDIA UPDATE

Saudi Arabia
Jeddah’s Eco-Tourism Projects Facing Critical Threats
The reefs up to 40 km south of Jeddah are in rapid decline or dead. Since the turn of the year, the decline has been steady and noticeable, month-by-month. Swathes of dead white coral, devoid of the polyps that color them and produce the fantastical formations and environment for the legendary profusion of wildlife in the Red Sea will soon be the stuff of legend.

Since last autumn, two huge sewage outfall pipes have been seen pumping black clouds of raw sewage into the sea just south of Jeddah. The prevailing current carries the pollution southward along the coast. The littoral is now knee-deep in a brown stinking slime, home to flamingoes feeding off the algae and minute marine life it contains.

“The Kingdom abounds with the basic requirements for tourism, especially safety and security, moderate prices and varied natural scenery,” Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques King Fahd said in June 2001 when highlighting the Kingdom’s tourist potential. A month later Prince Sultan ibn Salman, secretary-general of the Supreme Commission for Tourism, underscored the partnership between the state and private sector to promote tourism in the Kingdom.

http://www.arabnews.com/Article.asp?ID=26077 

Bahrain
Key talks held at governorate

WAYS of creating environmental awareness among citizens in the Capital Governorate were discussed in a meeting chaired by Capital deputy governor Mubarak Al Fadhel.

The meeting, held at the governorate premises in Umm Al Hassam, discussed a number of proposals to create environmental awareness among people.It also discussed ways of changing their consumption manners. 

The meeting was held following the directives of Capital Governor Shaikh Humood Al Khalifa in line with Southern Governor and Public Commission for the Protection of Marine Resources, Environment and Wildlife chairman Shaikh Abdulla bin Hamad Al Khalifa to instill environmental awareness among citizens and residents.

Officials at the meeting suggested organising a seminar on environmental awareness soon.

Further details about the seminar will be announced at a later date.

Present were United Nations Environment Programme representative Dr Abdulelah Al Wadee, Arabian Gulf University arid land and desert science programme director Dr Asma Aba Hussain and Public Commission for the Protection of Wildlife representatives Zakariya Khunji and Dina Al Saffar and other officials.

http://www.gulf-daily-news.com/arc_Articles.asp?Article=51397&Sn=BNEW&IssueID=26052

Key board officials received
Prime Minister Shaikh Khalifa bin Salman Al Khalifa yesterday received board members of the newly-formed Telecommunications Regulatory Authority (TRA), headed by chairman of the board of trustees of the Bahrain Studies and Research Centre Dr Mohammed Al Ghatam.

The Premier underlined the positive effect the new authority would have on strengthening the kingdom's role as a regional communications hub

He said the government's plan to liberate the market would stimulate competition in a transparent environment.

The board members are BMA Governor Shaikh Ahmed bin Mohammed Al Khalifa, Mohammed Hussain Yateem, Rashid Al Meeraj and Dr Rashid Ashoor

http://www.gulf-daily-news.com/arc_Articles.asp?Article=51401&Sn=BNEW&IssueID=26052
IRAQ
UN calls for strategy to clean up Iraq

HELP to clean up the environmental damage in Iraq will be co-ordinated by the United Nations Environment Programme's (Unep) regional office in Bahrain. 

A report on the environment in Iraq has been prepared by Unep's Post Conflict Assessment Unit (PCAU) in Geneva.

It says that many environmental problems in Iraq are alarming. Also, an immediate assessment and clean-up plan are needed urgently.

"We are co-ordinating with PCAU outlining a strategy for protecting people and the environment in post-war Iraq," said a spokeswoman at Unep's West Asia Regional Office in Bahrain.

A new Unep report stresses the need for urgent measures to address humanitarian issues.

Priorities should include restoring the water supply and sanitation systems, cleaning up possible pollution "hot-spots" and cleaning up waste sites to reduce the risk of disease epidemics from accumulated municipal and medical wastes.

Another priority activity should be conducting a scientific assessment of sites struck with weapons containing depleted uranium (DU).

http://www.gulf-daily-news.com/arc_Articles.asp?Article=51407&Sn=BNEW&IssueID=26052
Unclean drinking water in Iraq poses significant threat to children — UNICEF 

The lack of clean drinking water poses a very real threat in southern Iraq to the country's most vulnerable — its children, UNICEF said in a statement Saturday. 

Years of meagre investment combined with more than 12 years of sanctions and two wars left the water system in a bad state. But following the recent conflict, many pumping stations and water treatment plants became the target of looters that carried off vital equipment, said the UN agency. 

Along the road from Basra to Safwan, rural communities desperate for water illegally tap water pipes. “They shoot bullets or knock holes through the joints in the pipe to reach the water,” said UNICEF's Kathryn Irwin in Basra. This causes water pressure to drop, preventing water from reaching people in Safwan. 

In Basra itself, the sewage treatment plant is not functioning properly; letting untreated waste travel into the desert. “Along the way, it seeps into irrigation canals that families use for drinking and bathing,” Irwin pointed out. 

She added that rapidly dwindling supplies of chlorine gas used to disinfect water further exacerbates health risks to children. A chlorine warehouse in Basra has less than two weeks' supply left, according to UNICEF. 

http://www.jordantimes.com/sun/homenews/homenews12.htm
UAE
CAT IN THE FAST LANE

Mercifully we might be spared the upsetting sight of dead cats on the roads, smashed by speeding cars. The Dubai Municipality announced this week a programme for controlling stray cats. 

"The cats shall be caged and sterilised in order to maintain environmental equilibrium," municipality officials said this week while requesting the public to cooperate with its team. Officials have also warned that stray cats could transmit diseases and parasites to people, such as altoxoplasma. Residents are advised to tie the garbage bags tightly, to avoid playing with the municipality cat cages or shifting their places or setting the cats free.
http://www.khaleejtimes.com/Displayarticle.asp?section=citytimes&xfile=data/citytimes/2003/may/citytimes_may29.xml
Violators of environment rules fined
Inspectors of the Environment Protection and Safety Section (EPSS) of the Environment Department of Dubai Municipality carried out some 275 inspections in different industrial establishments in March to ensure that environment protection rules are observed. Fines were imposed in 24 cases for violation of rules. 

The inspections covered construction sites, swimming pools, hotels, toy shops and amusement centres. 

The section continued to monitor the quality of water in the creek and the sea and removed polluting substances. Checks are being undertaken on ships cruising the creek. Patrolling is carried out using boats of the Marine Environment Safety Unit to prevent any negative practices the marine environment.

http://www.khaleejtimes.com/Displayarticle.asp?section=theuae&xfile=data/theuae/2003/may/theuae_may188.xml
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F R I D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
*
Security Council receives resolution on Iraq, to hold more discussions next week

*
UN agencies concerned at potential cholera epidemic, Palestinian evictions in Iraq

*
DR of Congo: mob attacks UN mission, injures sector chief with machete

*
Secretary-General, Security Council to hold weekend retreat

*
West Africa: top envoy meets with regional UN officials to deal with crisis   

*
UN refugee agency head on five-nation visit to West Africa

*
Deputy Secretary-General set to begin weeklong official visit to Europe 

*
UN agency helping Ecuador deal with upsurge in Colombian refugees

*
Over 100 States review international treaty on Nuclear Weapons control, UN says

*
UN forum approves work programme on sustainable development through 2017 

*
Top UN health official discusses SARS with Chinese authorities

*
WHO and food industry seek joint strategy for healthier diets to cut death rate   

*
UN settlements agency to establish special programme in Palestinian territories

*
Registrar appeals to African community to support Rwanda tribunal’s mission

*
UN forum to bring together 500 indigenous groups from around the world

*
Information committee reaffirms in draft, UN must have ‘clear, effective voice’ 

*
UN Economic Commission for Africa to host meeting on information development

*
Nane Annan addresses model UN conference

*
UN Population Fund marks Mother’s Day with appeal to curb pregnancy deaths

* * * *

Iraq

9 May – The United States, United Kingdom and Spain presented the United Nations Security Council today with a draft resolution for interim arrangements in Iraq and the UN role there, and the Council President said experts would consider technical aspects on Monday before a full-fledged ambassadorial session on Wednesday.

“On Monday we will have a meeting in the afternoon of delegation experts who will go through the resolution and look at various issues from our technical point of view and clarify some of the issues,” Pakistani Ambassador Munir Akram, Council President for May said after closed-door consultations of the 15-member body. “On Wednesday there will be consultations on the draft resolution at the ambassadorial level.” 

The draft calls for Secretary-General Kofi Annan to appoint a special coordinator who would, among other things, coordinate humanitarian aid and work with the occupying authority and the people of Iraq to restore national and local institutions.

Describing the resolution’s main points, British Ambassador Sir Jeremy Greenstock told reporters it was designed to be “a significant next step” in four areas: restoring Iraq back to the Iraqi people for their own purposes and benefits as quickly as possible; establishing what “a vital role” for the UN will be; lifting sanctions; and economic, humanitarian and funding arrangements.

He said there was “no great need to overreach for the United Nations or the international community in this stage when the authority on the ground has a definite obligation to fulfil.”  He added that so far there has been a “decidedly constructive” atmosphere in the Council with legal questions about what the language means.

US Ambassador John Negroponte said the resolution would lift sanctions, encourage the international community to help the Iraqi people build a better future, establish a UN coordinator for UN involvement, and wind down the Oil-for-Food programme while providing for continued delivery of food, medicine and other essential goods.

“Obviously, there’s a great deal of interest in the definition of the United Nations role,” he told reporters after the session. He said the atmosphere of the meeting was “very constructive and was very much in the nature of ‘well, how can we better understand this resolution and how can we look forward instead of looking back at some of the acrimonious exchanges of the past’.”

Ambassador Jean-Marc de la Sablière of France, which had strongly opposed military action in Iraq, told reporters he felt the UN role should be strengthened. “We also think that the role of the UN coordinator or special representative, whatever you call it, should be enhanced in particular in the political field,” he said.

Calling the meeting “very constructive and promising,” he added: “There are positive elements in this draft resolution in the humanitarian and economic field, there are also some difficulties and question marks. We are approaching this discussion with a very constructive approach and with a very pragmatic approach.” He hoped it would be possible to reach a consensus in the coming days and weeks.

Ambassador Gunter Pleuger of Germany, which also opposed military action, said there were questions over what the responsibility of the UN special representative in Iraq would be in real terms. “I think some clarifications in that respect are necessary,” he told reporters, adding that members would discuss it with Secretary-General Kofi Annan during their retreat this weekend “because it is his representative and we would like to hear the view of the Secretary General himself.”

He said the general trend of the discussion was that “this draft does not fight the fights of the past but is looking to the future and trying to deal with the problems that are at hand now, and there is a general feeling that we should go and try to find (a way) back to the unity of purpose of the Security Council.”

* * *

Iraq: humanitarian

9 May – United Nations relief agencies expressed concern today over a potential cholera epidemic in Iraq’s second largest city, Basra, and a growing eviction of Palestinian refugees that could eventually leave up to 90,000 people homeless. 

The UN World Health Organization (WHO) said 17 cases of acute watery diarrhoeal syndrome had been noted in two Basra hospitals since 28 April, and initial laboratory analysis showed cholera was highly probable.

“Due to the current security situation and difficulties experienced in restoring safe water supplies to the population, a larger cholera epidemic is predicted,” WHO said.

It added that agency staff had already set up a surveillance system, were conducting a survey of diarrhoeal cases in other hospitals and had established an outbreak committee to implement control measures using pre-positioned supplies. WHO said there were also about 160 cases of watery diarrhoea in Baghdad and it was monitoring that situation too and testing the cases.

The UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) said that in light of the situation in Basra it was providing 200 tons of chlorine gas for the water stations and for hospitals. 

The Security Council President for May, Pakistani Ambassador Munir Akram, yesterday cited cholera as one of the concerns facing UN agencies in Iraq, saying the outbreak “has to be contained.” 

Meanwhile, the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) said a growing number of Palestinian refugees had been evicted from their homes in Baghdad, and an agency convoy with basic relief supplies left Jordan for the Iraqi capital today.

Reports suggested that about 1,000 Palestinians had already been forced to leave their homes since the end of the war and were camping in disused buildings and various open areas around Baghdad.

“UNHCR fears that more of the 60,000 to 90,000 Palestinian refugees believed to be living in Iraq may lose their homes, as other landlords reclaim property they were forced to rent out for minuscule sums to the (previous) Ba’ath government on behalf of the refugees,” spokesman Ron Redmond told reporters in Geneva.

He said a UNHCR team in southern Iraq had also discovered that local communities had ejected dozens of Iranian refugees from their homes.

Today’s convoy from Jordan was carrying materials for up to 2,000 people, including 400 tents, 1,200 mattresses and 2,000 blankets as well as stoves, jerry cans and soap.

The UN reported that the number of victims of mines and unexploded ordinance in the three northern governorates during March and April increased by more than 90 per cent compared to the same period last year. A significant number of the victims were children.

In Baghdad, teams from the UN Development Programme (UNDP) are assessing electricity and water sanitation sites together with technical personnel from the relevant Iraqi ministries.

Also in Baghdad, a C-130 cargo plane loaded with UNICEF and World Food Programme (WFP) supplies landed yesterday with oral re-hydration kits, black fever medicine and emergency health kits destined for paediatric sites.

Meanwhile, the UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) announced that its first staffer had arrived in Iraq, in the northern town of Erbil, to work within the office of the Humanitarian Coordinator for Iraq to ensure that issues relating to the protection of civilians were identified and addressed promptly.

Six more OHCHR international experts were due to travel to Iraq, and an expert should arrive in Baghdad next week, the agency said in Geneva.  This was significant because it was the first time that UN human rights staffers had gone to Iraq to be based there for any length of time, spokesman Jose Luis Diaz added. 

* * *

DR of Congo 

9 May – Thousands of students and militia stormed a United Nations mission headquarters in eastern Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) today, slightly injuring the UN sector commander in a machete attack, destroying UN property and causing grave concern at UN headquarters in New York.

The mob, in the already volatile town of Bunia, was dispersed by UN troops, who fired warning shots in the air, but it returned to lay siege to the mission soon after, a UN spokesman said in New York. Machine guns and light arms were discharged at the headquarters and at least one explosion from either a grenade or rocket was heard. 

The UN Security Council strongly condemned the attacks and called on all parties to immediately cease aggression. The Council was briefed by Under-Secretary-General for Peacekeeping Operations Jean Marie Guéhenno who told members Bunia “is on the verge of a humanitarian catastrophe,” spokesman Fred Eckhard said.

He said Secretary-General Kofi Anan was “extremely concerned” and had phoned regional heads of state. The Security Council is to take up the issue again on Monday “to decide on effective measures to halt the attacks and the violence,” the Council President for May, Pakistani Ambassador Munir Akram, said in a statement.

The Ituri region, of which Bunia is the chief town, has been the scene of deadly violence between two rival groups vying for control, with five people killed and countless others wounded last weekend alone, despite efforts by the UN Organization Mission in the DRC (MONUC) to enforce a ceasefire.

“As we’ve been reporting, several thousand civilians have sought refuge at the airport - where a small UN force is stationed,” Mr. Eckhard said. “These people have no food, water or sanitation facilitates.”

He said that in the first attack the UN sector commander was slightly injured when attacked by a machete, and UN vehicles and other property were destroyed. There was no information on any UN casualties in the second attack, but several UN armoured personnel carriers and a bulldozer were called in from the small contingent of Uruguayan UN troops at the airport and they managed to clear the street in front of the headquarters.

Although the area was still under siege, and sporadic gunfire continued to be heard in the vicinity, the situation became quieter as night fell but it remained extremely tense.

Asked whether the situation could be a prelude to the sort of ethnic tensions and slaughter of Hutus and Tutsis that occurred in Rwanda in the 90s, Mr. Eckhard replied: “With reference to Rwanda I would have to tell you that, yes, that has been in the minds of some of the peacekeeping department people and political department people who advise the Secretary-General on the Congo.

“There is concern that the situation could turn very badly and I believe that the Secretary-General has expressed his concerns to the Council,” he added.

Fighting in the region between Hema and Lendu militias started after the Ugandan army’s withdrawal on 6 May and has continued daily, mostly near the airport, affecting the civilians gathered there. The Lendu are currently in control of the town while the Hema are three kilometres outside. The more than 700 Congolese national police sent to Bunia have been unable to provide any real security and have reportedly dispersed.

MONUC has some 625 Uruguayan troops in Bunia and is today sending an additional 50, constituting its total reserve force.

Asked whether these troops were enough to guarantee peace, Mr. Eckhard said: “We’d have to get a military assessment on that, but I think it’s probably safe to say in light of the things that are happening most recently, including today, that it does not look like a sufficient number of soldiers to guarantee security for that region.”

He said that among the leaders Mr. Annan had phoned was President Yoweri Museveni of Uganda, “asking for coordination between Uganda and the UN troops there as Uganda pulls out and the UN tries to add additional military resources to the region to replace them.”

* * *

Security Council

9 May – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan and the 15-member Security Council are set to hold a weekend retreat beginning this evening on the topic of “New Challenges to International Peace and Security.”

The retreat, the fifth of its kind, follows closed-door consultations today at which members received a draft resolution dealing with the UN role and sanctions in Iraq and also heard a briefing on the situation in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC).

* * *

West Africa

9 May – Amid spiralling violence and widespread insecurity throughout much of West Africa, the top United Nations envoy in the region was set to meet with the heads of area UN offices today to discuss new ways to tackle the grave, “life and death” issues of the complex crisis. 

Ahmedou Ould Abdallah, Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Special Representative for West Africa was meeting with the heads of UN regional offices in Dakar, Senegal, today to deal with the crises in West Africa. 

“In addition to trying to come up with a new approach to address these issues of life and death for the sub-region,” Mr. Abdallah said ahead of the meeting, “it is also essential that the international community, notwithstanding its current focus on Iraq, North Korea and elsewhere, should continue to keep in mind the grave situation in West Africa.” 

He plans to share the outcome of this meeting with members of the Security Council who will be visiting the region next week.

British Ambassador Jeremy Greenstock will lead that 15-member, seven-nation mission to Nigeria, Ghana, Côte d’Ivoire, Guinea, Liberia, Guinea-Bissau and Sierra Leone starting next Thursday. Keen to explore new opportunities for progress towards peace and stability in West Africa, Council members will examine country-specific issues and developments at each stop.

* * *

West Africa

9 May – The top United Nations refugee official leaves tomorrow on a mission to five West African countries to get a first-hand look at the conditions in the region, home to more than half a million refugees.

Beset with continuing instability and conflict, West Africa has been one of the major priorities for UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) Ruud Lubbers, since his first mission to the region as Commissioner in early 2001. 

“There are enormous needs in the region, needs that we fear have been completely overshadowed by recent events in Iraq and elsewhere,” UNHCR spokesman Ron Redmond said today in Geneva.

Mr. Lubbers will visit Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, Liberia, Sierra Leone and Guinea where he will meet with senior government officials, UNHCR staff and field partners, Mr. Redmond said. He will also visit some refugee camps in these five countries, which account for about 400,000 of the more than 520,000 refugees in West Africa.

While there have been marked improvements in some areas since the Commissioner’s last mission, UNHCR remains very concerned over continuing instability in Liberia and the fragile situation in Côte d’Ivoire, the spokesman stated.

* * *

Deputy Secretary-General

9 May – United Nations Deputy Secretary-General Louise Fréchette will embark next Monday on a weeklong visit to Europe where she is scheduled to meet with various national and regional officials to discuss issues of mutual concern.

Ms. Fréchette’s first stop will be in Poland for 3 days. She will meet Government officials, including President Aleksander Kwasniewski, and also deliver an address at the Diplomatic Academy of the country’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

On Wednesday, Ms. Fréchette will travel to Strasburg, France, where she will meet with a number of European parliamentarians. 

The Deputy Secretary-General will Thursday hold her annual meeting with European Union (EU) officials, at which she will discuss crisis management and specific country and regional issues of concern to both the UN and the EU.

She will concluded her trip Friday with an address to the ministerial meeting of the African, Caribbean and Pacific Group of States and the EU.

* * *

Ecuador/Colombia

9 May – The United Nations refugee agency said today it is assisting the government of Ecuador deal with an upsurge of Colombians seeking asylum since fighting intensified in their home country, particularly in the border areas.

Over 5,100 Colombians asked for shelter in Ecuador during the first four months of this year, more than four times the number of new asylum seekers for the same period last year, the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) said.

These increasing numbers of asylum seekers have led to a significant backlog in processing immigration requests, UNHCR stated, adding that it is providing training and equipment to Ecuadorian officials and helping to fund additional staff to cope with the applications. The UN agency’s workers are also monitoring border crossings, identifying new arrivals and assessing their needs. 

“The upsurge coincides with a deterioration of the conflict in Colombia, particularly in the border areas,” UNHCR spokesman Ron Redmond said. “The Colombian department of Nariño, which borders on Ecuador, has seen a marked increase in fighting since January with intensified clashes both among the various irregular armed groups in Colombia as well as between these groups and government forces.” 

The fighting has also caused an increase in internal displacement in Nariño itself, with people fleeing from rural areas to urban centres, according to spokesman. The situation is reportedly worsening as well in Putumayo, also bordering on Ecuador, and in Caqueta, the department next to Putumayo further inland in Colombia, Mr. Redmond added.

Since the beginning of 2000, over 16,000 Colombians have sought asylum in Ecuador. During the same period, 4,225 asylum seekers have been granted refugee status by the Ecuadorian government. 

* * *

NPT

9 May – The United Nations today said more than 100 States participated in a meeting to review and strengthen the international Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT), which concluded today in Geneva.

The second session of The Preparatory Committee for the 2005 Review Conference of the Parties to the NPT brought together representatives from countries around the world to discuss issues focussed on international security through disarmament and nuclear-free zones, according to a UN press release.

Discussions also considered the peaceful use of nuclear energy. In addition, time was allocated to regional issues including the resolution on the Middle East adopted by the 1995 Review Conference and reaffirmed in the final Document adopted at the 2002 Review Conference.

International organizations and representatives of 37 non-governmental organizations (NGOs) also attended the open meetings of the session. One meeting was devoted to 11 presentations by NGOs.

The UN serves as the Secretariat for the NPT.

* * * 

Sustainable development

9 May – The United Nations Commission on Sustainable Development ended its current session today with a forward looking work plan – built around two-year “implementation cycles” on related issues – to focus efforts on ensuring the broadest possible support for achieving global development goals.

As the key UN forum bringing countries together to consider ways to integrate the three dimensions of sustainable development – economic growth, social development and environmental protection – the Commission approved a multi-year programme of work featuring different thematic clusters of issues for each cycle. The first, to be addressed in 2004 and 2005, would include water, sanitation, and human settlements. 

The text says that following that, the second cycle would focus on energy, industrial development, air pollution, and climate change. The third would be devoted to agriculture, rural development, droughts, and desertification. The fourth cluster would be devoted to waste management, the fifth involved forests, biodiversity, biotechnology, tourism, and mountains, and the sixth, to be discussed in 2014 and 2015, comprised oceans and small island developing States (SIDS). 

The years 2016 to 2017 would be devoted to an overall appraisal of implementation of goals laid down in “Agenda 21” - a blueprint for sustainable development agreed upon at the 1992 UN Conference for Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil -- and the Plan of Implementation adopted at the 2002 World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) in Johannesburg, South Africa. 

Closing out its eleventh session at UN Headquarters in New York this afternoon, the Commission approved that draft resolution on its future work programme, which must later be approved by the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC), aimed at better implementation of goals laid down in global conferences as well as assisting in the achievement of the Millennium Development Goals adopted by the UN General Assembly in 2000. 

At a press conference earlier, Nitin Desai, UN Under-Secretary-General for Economic and Social Affairs, summed up the session, calling it an overall success. He supported the text approving the thematic clustering of development issues, saying that now, progress would “not be limited to shallow discussion of a range of issues that was too wide.” Because the thematic clusters were coherent and focused, he felt that the participation of officials other than environmental ministers would be facilitated, and that broader governmental participation would be good for the implementation of sustainable development agreements.

* * *

SARS

9 May – A top United Nations health official arrived in China today to discuss severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) with senior authorities of the country where the newly emergent disease first struck and by the far the largest number of cases and fatalities have so far been reported.

During his one-day visit to Beijing World health Organization (WHO) Director-General nominee, Jong-Wook Lee, was meeting with Vice Premier Wu Yi and other officials in the ministries of health and foreign affairs to discuss SARS and other health issues in China.

As of today, China and its regions had reported 6,622 cases out of a global total of 7,183, with 453 deaths out of 514 worldwide.

Yesterday, a WHO team travelled to Hebei Province bordering Beijing municipality to assess the situation in collaboration with the Ministry of Health, marking the first time that a joint WHO-Ministry of Health team has been sent to a province.

WHO has expressed concern that Hebei could be particularly vulnerable to the spread of SARS, as the province has a large population of migrant workers – part of Beijing’s “floating population”.

The investigation there has two objectives: to review surveillance and case reporting systems, and to visit hospitals to assess procedures for patient management and infection control. In several outbreaks elsewhere, lapses in infection control have resulted in the infection of large numbers of hospital staff.

Dr. Lee, who was nominated in January for the post of Director-General, currently directs the WHO’s Stop TB initiative. If confirmed by the World Health Assembly later this month, he will succeed current Director-General Gro Harlem Brundtland for a five-year term in July.

* * *

WHO


9 May – The United Nations World Health Organization (WHO) today launched its first high-level consultations with the food industry to forge a global strategy aimed at encouraging healthier diets and increased physical activity in the battle against diseases that account for nearly 60 per cent of annual deaths worldwide.


“To effect changes in diet and physical activity poses an enormous challenge,” WHO Director-General Gro Harlem Brundtland told the first formal Roundtable meeting in Geneva between the agency and senior executives from the food and associated industries. “In an increasingly globalized and interdependent world, we believe WHO’s goals can only be met through broader involvement with diverse stakeholders.”


Unhealthy diet, physical inactivity and tobacco use are among the leading causes of cardiovascular disease, cancers, diabetes, respiratory disease, obesity and other non-communicable conditions that now account for 59 per cent of the 56.5 million global deaths annually, and almost half, or 45.9 per cent, of the global burden of disease. The majority of chronic disease problems now occur in developing countries. 


Describing the meeting as “a positive beginning,” Ms. Brundtland said it formally launched what WHO hoped would be an ongoing and constructive high-level dialogue with private sector companies.

The Roundtable was attended by about a dozen senior executives from companies 

including Nestle, Unilever, The Coca-Cola Company, The Kellogg Company, PepsiCo Inc., Cadbury Schweppes plc, Compass Group, McDonald’s, Yum! Brands Inc., Mizuno Corp, Pentland Group Plc and Royal Ahold N.V. 


WHO, together with the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), last month launched an experts’ report on a healthy diet low in saturated fats, sugars and salt and high in vegetables and fruits, coupled with regular exercise, and called for decisive action on a global in order to combat rapidly growing death rates from diseases such as cancer, obesity and diabetes.   

* * *
UN-HABITAT

9 May – The governing body of the United Nations agency dealing with human settlements and the problems of rapid urbanization ended its current session today with an unprecedented move – adopting a resolution which would establish a special Human Settlements Programme in the Occupied Palestinian Territories. 

The text on the Occupied Palestinian Territories will create a programme that would address the difficult housing situation there. It was one of a record number of resolutions adopted today as the Governing Council of the UN Human Settlement Programme (UN-HABITAT) closed out its 19th session in Nairobi.

Overall, the resolution indicates recognition by all parties of the urgent need to resolve the long-term deterioration in human settlements conditions in the occupied territories. It requests UN-HABITAT to establish the programme to improve shelter and basic urban services and urges the donor community to provide $5 million to fund the project’s first two years. 

Unlike previous resolutions tabled on the territories, this text was adopted by consensus, an important precedent for the agency. “The passing of this resolution signals a sense of optimism especially as shelter and human settlements are key elements in reaching long term sustainable peace in the Middle East,” said Mrs. Anna Tibaijuka, Executive Director of UN-HABITAT.

Chief amongst the other texts was a resolution approving a budget of $44.4 million dollars for the UN Habitat and Human Settlements Foundation – an increase of 40 per cent over its last budget and nearly double the budget approved by the 17th session. The Executive Director has also been authorized to commit up to $50.5 million subject to availability of resources. It also approved the Work Programme for 2004-2005, which included the creation of a fourth division to work on human settlements financing.

The resolutions tabled at the Governing Council were designed to improve the UN-HABITAT’s capacity to meet the challenges of urbanization. The recommendations were aimed at strengthening the agency’s ability to help governments implement the Habitat Agenda and to meet the 2000 Millennium Development Goals, especially those concerned with improving the conditions of slum dwellers and the urban poor in developing countries. Special emphasis also was placed on least developed countries and on handling the specific problems of countries with economies in transition.

In a major step forward, a resolution was passed requesting that gender perspectives be integrated into all UN-HABITAT’s activities. Governments were urged to promote the effective participation of women in human settlements planning and development with an emphasis on poor women’s right to housing, land and need for secure tenure. This includes access to credit and protection from forced evictions, particularly for women with HIV/AIDS.

* * *

Rwanda Tribunal

9 May – The Registrar of the United Nations International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) has appealed to African human rights ministers gathered in Kigali to support the court’s efforts to pursue those responsible for genocide and crimes against humanity.

In an address to the Second Ministerial Conference on Human and People’s Rights in Africa – held from 6 to 8 May – Adama Dieng, the Tribunal’s Registrar, yesterday urged the international community to establish a special fund for victims of the genocide. He also appealed for psychological and financial assistance to these victims who, sadly, are not accommodated by the ad hoc international legal system, which delivers retributive justice.

“In light of the vital importance of the ICTR’s mission…I appeal in the strongest terms to Africa to be more mindful of the existence and work of the Tribunal,” he said. The Registrar also recognized the efforts of the Rwandan Government that, despite the difficulties it faces, devotes at least 5 per cent of its national budget each year to support genocide victims. 

The Ministerial Conference – held under the auspices of the African Union – went on to adopt the Kigali Declaration yesterday, which in paragraph 6 reiterates the rejection of impunity by reaffirming a commitment to pursue those responsible for the genocide, war crimes and crimes against humanity. 

Further, the Conference appealed to all members of the African community to cooperate fully with the ICTR, and to give it political and financial support, in particular in the areas of arrest of suspects/accused, protection of witnesses/victims, enforcement of sentences, and compensation for victims and civil litigants.

During his time in Kigali, the Registrar also met with several Rwandan officials and also, took the opportunity to seek the assistance of the international community, in particular that of the Egyptian Government, in garnering the political and financial support needed to fulfil the Tribunal’s mandate. 

* * *

Indigenous Forum

9 May – The United Nations will bring together next Monday some 500 groups in a forum that will focus attention on indigenous children as key to the preservation of their peoples’ unique culture in this age of globalisation.

More than 1,500 people are expected to attend the two-week Second Session of the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, where indigenous voices nominated by indigenous peoples can be heard. The Forum advises and makes recommendations to the Economic and Social Council on social development, economic, cultural, human rights, environmental, education and health issues.

This year’s meeting to be held at the UN Headquarters will focus on the theme “indigenous children and youth”. Unless children are educated in indigenous languages, cultures and values, indigenous peoples and their unique and precious cultures will not survive, a Forum document stresses.

“I expect this session will establish the Forum as an integral part of the United Nations system, both as a symbol of hope and an instrument of fulfilment for the dreams of indigenous people around the world.” Committee Chairman Ole Henrik Magga said at a pre-session meeting two days ago.  

In what members have called a “rolling up your sleeves” series of meetings, the Forum will draw up concrete recommendations for the UN system to improve the quality of life of the world’s indigenous peoples.  

* * *

Committee on Information

9 May – The United Nations Committee on Information approved a draft resolution today which would ensure that the voice of the UN – the indispensable foundation of a peaceful and just world – is heard in a clear and effective manner on issues ranging from poverty eradication to combating terrorism and fighting HIV/AIDS.   

Emphasizing the essential role of the Department of Public Information (DPI) in achieving those and other goals, the comprehensive draft, which will be forwarded to the General Assembly for action, calls on the Department to pay attention to all major issues addressed at the 2000 Millennium Declaration and the Millennium Development Goals in carrying out its activities. 

Speaking at the conclusion of 2003 session of the Committee on Information – which makes recommendations to the Assembly on the policy and activities of DPI – Shashi Tharoor, the Under-Secretary-General for Communication and Public Information, said the Committee’s endorsement of DPI’s structural changes and its guidance at a time of renewal and transformation meant a great deal to him and his colleagues.  

Under a key provision of the two-part draft, the General Assembly would welcome the steps taken towards restructuring DPI, and encourage Secretary-General Kofi Annan to continue the reorientation exercise and efforts in improving its efficiency and productivity, including through wide-ranging, and innovative proposals.

In that connection, the Assembly would welcome the progress achieved since the commencement of the reorientation exercise in enhancing DPI’s performance and effectiveness.  It would also welcome the decision to implement an annual programme impact review making self-evaluation a party of the daily work of all programme managers, with a view to institutionalizing performance management.  

In the section of the text on new priorities for Department, the Assembly would welcome the new structure that include strategic communications services, news services, library services, and outreach services.

Regarding the UN’s messages, the Assembly would request the Department to pay particular attention to such major issues as the eradication of poverty, conflict prevention, sustainable development, human rights, the HIV/AIDS epidemic, combating terrorism, and the needs of the African continent.  

Also by the text, the Assembly would welcome the ongoing efforts of DPI, to enhance multilingualism and emphasize the importance of ensuring the full, equitable treatment of all the official languages in all activities of DPI.

Towards bridging the digital divide, the Assembly would welcome DPI’s contribution to publicize the Secretary-General’s efforts to close the digital divide as a means of spurring economic growth and as a response to the continuing gulf between developed and developing countries, and, in that context, would request it to further enhance its role in that regard.  

Emphasizing that the United Nations information centres, or regional hubs, as applicable, were the “field voice” of DPI, the Assembly would welcome ongoing efforts to review the allocation of both staff and financial resources to the centres, with a view to possibly transferring resources from the centres in developed countries to those in developing countries. 

Concerning traditional means of communication, the text noted with satisfaction the success of the pilot project on the development of an international radio broadcasting capacity for the United Nations and endorsed the Secretary-General’s proposal that the pilot project be made an integral part of the Department’s activities.

* * *

Economic Commission for Africa 

9 May – The United Nations Economic Commission for Africa (ECA) will host a week-long gathering of regional information experts beginning tomorrow to look at how cultivating the links between information development and good governance can help Africa make tangible progress towards equitable growth and ensure poverty reduction. 

Development Information experts from 53 African countries will gather at the ECA’s Headquarters in Addis Ababa from 10 to 16 May 2003, for the third meeting of the Committee on Development Information (CODI III), to discuss the link between development information and good governance. 

The Committee is one of the ECA’s key forums – the regional body has six other technical working groups – working to ensure implementation of the African Information Society Initiative (AISI) and to foster the growth of an information society on the Continent. The Committee also provides advice on measures to improve all aspects of statistical development of ECA member States, and on the building, maintenance and dissemination of regional development databases.

This year’s theme, “Information and Governance,” addresses the regional consensus that Africa’s development challenges cannot be achieved in the absence of good governance. The meeting will highlight the link between development information and the on-going discourse on governance in Africa, and recommend strategies for providing information for good governance to Member States, ECA and its partner organizations. 

Participants at the meeting are drawn from national statistics offices and population agencies, as well as university libraries, archives and documentation centres, and information and communication institutions, telecommunications agencies and national mapping agencies.

“Since good governance requires transparency and community participation in the decision process,” says Karima Bounemra Ben Soltane, Director of ECA’s Development Information Services Division, “it is important that appropriate data be collected, maintained, processed into information and made easily accessible to the general citizenry.”

* * *

Model UN conference 

9 May – Mrs. Nane Annan, wife of the United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan, today addressed 1,300 high school students at the opening of the 4th Annual Model UN conference in New York.

In her address, Ms. Anna talked about meeting children and visiting UN projects in many countries when travelling with the Secretary-General.  She also thanked the children for their participation in the Model UN and encouraged them to learn more about the world and to reach out to those in need.

The Conference was organized by the UN Association of the United States, and was held at New York’s Jacob Javits Center. 

* * *

Mother’s Day

9 May – On the eve of Mother’s Day, the head of the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) called on world leaders today to ensure safe motherhood for all women, noting that pregnancy-related complications now claim the lives of 60 women every hour – or more than half a million a year.

“Whether in New York, Nashville or Nairobi, every woman should enjoy a healthy pregnancy and safe childbirth”, UNFPA Executive Director Thoraya Obaid said. “Yet today, one woman dies every minute from pregnancy-related complications, and this is unacceptable.

“As mothers are honoured in the United States with cards and presents to symbolize their importance, let us also remember women in other countries, for whom pregnancy and childbirth is often life-threatening”, Ms. Obaid added in a statement.  “There is an urgent need to make the health of women a top priority and to devote the necessary resources to save women’s lives.”

She emphasized that although many health indicators had improved in recent years, maternal mortality and morbidity remained alarmingly high, with the disparity in maternal health between rich and poor countries the widest of all health indicators.

“While the average obstetrician in the United States is unlikely to see a single maternal death in his or her entire career, complications of pregnancy and childbirth remain the leading cause of death and disability for women aged 15 to 49 in many poor countries”, Ms. Obaid said.  “The lifetime risk of dying during pregnancy and childbirth is one in 16 in the world’s poorest nations compared to less than one in 3,700 in the United States.”

UNFPA supports safe motherhood interventions in more than 140 countries -- through reproductive health programmes executed with local and international partners.  The three-pronged strategy focuses on voluntary family planning, skilled attendance at birth, and emergency obstetric care. Most of the deaths are caused by haemorrhage, obstructed labour, infection, unsafe abortion, and eclampsia, which is pregnancy-related hypertension.

“Maternal mortality claims over half a million women’s lives each year. Nearly all these lives could be saved if affordable, good-quality obstetric care were available 24 hours a day, seven days a week”, Ms. Obaid said.  “When women experience complications during pregnancy and childbirth, and 15 per cent of all pregnant women do, access to emergency obstetric care means the difference between life and death.”

Ms. Obaid commended the United States Administration for its leadership in recently committing $15 billion to HIV/AIDS initiatives in Africa but she challenged the Administration to further demonstrate its commitment to saving women’s lives by resuming its funding for the UNFPA. 

The US Government decided last July to withdraw $34 million in Congress-approved funds due to allegations that the UNFPA supports forced abortions in China.  But three fact-finding missions, including one handpicked by the US State Department, found no evidence of such claims and recommended that the funding be released.

* *** *

__________________________________________________________________________________________

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

           Following is a near-verbatim transcript of today’s noon briefing by Fred Eckhard, Spokesman for the

     Secretary-General.

           Good Afternoon everyone.

           **Noon Guests

           Our guest at the briefing today will be Valli Moosa, the Chair of the Commission on Sustainable Development  and also South Africa’s Minister for Environmental Affairs and Tourism.  And he will be joined by Nitin Desai, the  Under-Secretary-General for Economic and Social Affairs, and they will be briefing you on the work of the 11th Session of the Commission on Sustainable Development, that ends today.

           **DR-Congo

           From the Democratic Republic of the Congo, this morning, the already volatile situation in Bunia, in the north east part of that country, has degenerated.  Hundreds of civilians, mixed with students, and militia, stormed the UN mission headquarters in the town, demanding a more robust response for the protection of civilians and the delivery of  humanitarian assistance.

           The mob destroyed UN vehicles and other property. The UN sector commander was slightly injured when

     attacked with a machete.  The mob was dispersed by UN troops who fired warning shots in the air.  We understand the crowd has returned and is outside the UN compound now.

           As we’ve been reporting, several thousand civilians have sought refuge at the airport –- where a small UN force is stationed.  These people have no food, water or sanitation facilities. 

           Today, the Under-Secretary-General for Peacekeeping Operations Jean-Marie Guehenno is expected to brief the Security Council and to advise Council members that Bunia is on the verge of a humanitarian catastrophe.

           The fighting between Hema and Lendu militias started in the wake of the Ugandan army’s withdrawal on 6

     May.  Fighting between the two militias has continued daily, mostly near the airport, affecting the civilians gathered  there.  The Lendu are currently in control of the town, while the Hema are three kilometers outside.  The more than 700 Congolese national police who were sent to Bunia have been unable to provide any real security and have reportedly dispersed.

           The mission has some 625 Uruguayan troops in Bunia and is today sending an additional 50.  This constitutes the total reserve force of MONUC.

           **Security Council

           The Security Council is holding consultations on Iraq today.  Council members are now in possession of a

     draft resolution dealing with the UN role and sanctions in Iraq.  They are also expected to hear a briefing on the Democratic Republic of the Congo.

           Then, starting this evening, the Security Council will take part in a weekend retreat with the

     Secretary-General.  The topic of the fifth retreat of its kind is:  “New Challenges to International Peace and Security”.

           **Iraq

           From northern Iraq, the UN says the number of victims of mines and unexploded ordinance in the three

     northern governorates during March and April increased by more than 90 per cent compared to the same period last year; an important number of those victims were children.

           Today, the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees sent a three-truck convoy from Jordan into Iraq with emergency supplies for up to 2,000 people, including 400 tents, 1,200 mattresses and 2,000 blankets as well asstoves, jerry cans and soap.  These supplies will be distributed to some of the reported 1,000 Palestinian refugees who have been evicted from their homes in the Iraqi capital since the end of the war.  Some of them are camping in unused schools and other abandoned buildings, as well as on plots of open land in Baghdad.  UNHCR fears that more of the estimated 60,000 to 90,000 Palestinian refugees living in Iraq could lose their homes.  The agency says that  Palestinians are being targeted because they are perceived as having benefited from the previous regime -– especially with free housing.

           Also in Baghdad, teams from the UN Development Programme are undertaking an assessment of electricity and water sanitation sites.  That work is being done with technical personnel from the relevant Iraqi ministries.

           Yesterday, a C-130 cargo plane loaded with UNICEF and WFP supplies landed in Baghdad.  The UNICEF

     supplies included oral rehydration kits, black fever medicine and emergency health kits.  All are destined for Baghdad pediatric sites.

           **West Africa

           I have a number of announcements today concerning West Africa.

           The Secretary-General’s Special Representative for West Africa, Ahmedou Ould Abdallah, is meeting with the  heads of UN regional offices in Dakar, Senegal, today to deal with the crises in West Africa.

           According to the Special Representative, “in addition to trying to come up with a new approach to address

     these issues of life and death for the subregion, it is also essential that the international community, notwithstanding its current focus on Iraq, North Korea and elsewhere, should continue to keep in mind the grave situation in West Africa”.

           He said he would share the outcome of this meeting with members of the Security Council who will be visiting  the region next week.

           British Ambassador Jeremy Greenstock, who is leading the 15-member, seven-nation mission to Nigeria,

     Ghana, Côte d’Ivoire, Guinea, Liberia, Guinea-Bissau and Sierra Leone starting next Thursday, is scheduled to brief you on Monday here in room 226 at 12:30 p.m.

           Meanwhile, High Commissioner Ruud Lubbers will leave tomorrow on a mission to five West African nations –- Côte d'Ivoire, Ghana, Liberia, Sierra Leone and Guinea.  The West Africa region is home to more than half a million refugees.

           **DSG Travels

           The Deputy Secretary-General Louise Fréchette will be traveling all of next week, starting with an official visit to Poland from 11 to 13 May.

           During that visit, she will have meetings with government officials, including President Aleksander

     Kwasniewski, and on Monday, she will deliver an address to the Diplomatic Academy of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

           On Wednesday, the Deputy will travel to Strasbourg, where she will have meetings with a number of European parliamentarians, as well as the President of the European Parliament, Patrick Cox.  In the evening, she will attend an informal meeting of the ministers of Foreign Affairs of the members of the Council of Europe, hosted by the Secretary-General of the Council.

           Then, on Thursday, she will go to Brussels for her yearly meeting with officials of the European Union, at

     which she will discuss with them crisis management and specific country and regional issues of concern to both the  UN and the EU.  On Friday, she will address the ministerial meeting of the African, Caribbean and Pacific Group of  States and the EU.

           **Colombian asylum seekers

           The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees said the number of Colombians seeking asylum in Ecuador has surged in the first four months of this year.  A record 5,100 have entered Ecuador asking for protection, more than four times the number for the same period last year.  UNHCR says the upsurge coincides with the deterioration of the conflict in Colombia, especially the department of Nariño, which borders Ecuador and which has seen a marked increase in fighting since January.  UNHCR is supporting the Government of Ecuador in dealing with the increase in new arrivals by providing training and equipment for government officials.

           We have more details in the briefing notes from UNHCR.

           **WHO begins dialogue with food industry

           Director-General Gro Harlem Brundtland of the World Health Organization today in Geneva hosted the first  formal round-table meeting between WHO and senior executives from the food industry on diet and chronic diseases.

           Following the recently-released WHO and FAO report on diet and nutrition and today’s high-level dialogue in Geneva, WHO is planning a series of consultations with civil society groups, UN agencies and industry trade associations.  The outcome of these discussions will be used for the drafting of a Global Strategy on Diet, Physical Activity and Health, which will be presented to the World Health Assembly in May 2004.

           **HABITAT

           The 19th session of the Governing Council of the United Nations Human Settlements Programme,

     UN-HABITAT, ended today with the adoption of a record number of resolutions.  In an unprecedented move, delegates adopted a resolution asking UN-HABITAT to establish a special Human Settlements Programme in the occupied Palestinian territories to address the difficult housing situation there.  The new programme will improve shelter and basic urban services and the resolution asks the donor community for $5 million to fund the first two years of the project.  We have a press release on that.

           **Indigenous issues

           Starting on Monday, the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues will meet for two weeks, holding its second session.  More than 1,500 people are registered to attend, in a meeting that will be opened by

     Under-Secretary-General for Economic and Social Affairs Nitin Desai, who is here on my right.

           The theme of this year’s session is indigenous children and youth, and an honor guard of children from the

     Onondaga Nation will participate in the opening ceremonies.  We have a program of the opening events available upstairs; and on Monday, we will also put out a message from the Secretary-General to mark the occasion.

           **Mrs. Annan

           Nane Annan, wife of the Secretary-General, today addressed 1,300 high school students at the opening of the 4th Annual Model UN conference, organized by the United Nations Association of the United States, taking place at the Jacob Javits Center.  She talked about meeting children and visiting United Nations projects in many countries when traveling with the Secretary-General.  She also thanked the children for their participation in the Model UN and encouraged them to learn more about the world and to reach out to those in need.

           **World Chronicle television programme

           World Chronicle programme no. 899 with Poul Nielson, European Commissioner for Development and

     Humanitarian Aid, can be seen today at 3:30 p.m. on in-house television channel 3 or 31.

           **Guest on Monday

           Our guest at the briefing on Monday will be Lee Swepston, the Chief of the Equality and Employment Branch of the International Labour Organization.  And he will be here to launch the ILO’s global report on discrimination entitled “Time for Equality at Work”.

           There will be simultaneous releases of that report in different areas of the world, so I suggest you check with ILO if that’s a matter of concern for you.  Copies of the report in six languages will be available as well as media briefing kits.  You can get them in the room here on Monday.

           **The Week Ahead at the United Nations

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

           Any questions before we go to Mr. Desai?  Yes sir?

           Questions and Answers

           Question:   Would the Security Council characterize what’s happening in Bunia as a crisis, and is there fear

     among Security Council members that what’s taking place there now may be a prelude to a repeat of what happened in the 1990s in Rwanda regarding the ethnic tensions and slaughter of Hutus and Tutsis?

           Spokesman:  I can’t speak for the Security Council, so you’ll have to put that question to the President of the Council, or some of the members.  I can say from the Secretary-General’s point of view, he’s extremely concerned about the eastern Congo.  You’ll recall that’s one of the reasons we gave for his cutting short his last visit to Europe.  He’s been on the phone with heads of State in the area, particularly President [Yoweri] Museveni of Uganda, asking for coordination between Uganda and the UN troops there as Uganda pulls out and the UN tries to add additional military resources to the region to replace them.  As for your reference to Rwanda, I’d have to tell you that, yes, that has been in the mind of some of the Peacekeeping Department people and Political Department people who advise the Secretary-General on the Congo.  There is concern that the situation could turn very badly and I believe that the Secretary-General has expressed his concerns to the Council.

           Question:   If I may ask a follow up question Fred?  The 650-some odd UN soldiers that are on the ground, or peacekeepers that are on the ground there in Bunia, is that number enough to at least quell what really could be, I mean, is that enough numbers to stem the tide of a possible crisis in human slaughter, at least in the view of the Secretary-General?

           Spokesman:  I would have to get a military assessment on that.  But, I think it’s probably safe to say in light of the things that are happening most recently, including today, that it does not look like a sufficient number of soldiers to guarantee security for that region.  Bill?

           Question:   What is the UN response to the extent of the role given to the UN and its agencies by the draft resolution introduced today?

           Spokesman:  That has just been presented to Security Council members.  The Secretary-General will want those members to consult with their capitals, formulate their own views.  He does not want to get out in front of them in debating this resolution.

           Nitin, welcome.  Why don’t you take this seat?  Nitin Desai on the Commission on Sustainable Development.
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� HYPERLINK  \l "Civilisation" ��Skynews - �PRIVATE��Civilisation fights back�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Arabs" ��Cox News Service-  Iraq's marsh Arabs look to a future in the past�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Iraq" ��Gulf Daily News - UN calls for strategy to clean up Iraq � 


� HYPERLINK  \l "Kenya" ��Xinhua News Service- UN launches vulnerability reduction plan for Kenya�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Disasters" ��Xinhua News Service - Mankind makes itself more vulnerable to disasters: UNEP�


� HYPERLINK  \l "DDT" ��The Washington Times -  Research center favors DDT use; Malaria toll trumps ecological threat�


� HYPERLINK  \l "UNEP" ��PANA - UNEP supports linking human rights, healthy environment�
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