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PANA

UNEP seeks recompense for African, Asian traditional knowledge

Nairobi, Kenya (PANA) - The UN Environmental Programme (UNEP) and the World Intellectual Property Organisation (WIPO) have launched a joint project to help indigenous communities in Africa and Asia

benefit from their traditional knowledge now exploited in the multi-billion biotech industry.

A joint study commissioned by WIPO and UNEP featured two examples relating to a 'wonder' medicine derived from an Indian plant with apparent fatigue-busting properties, and a gene from a wild West

African rice being used in the multi-billion dollar biotech industry.

It highlighted the shortcomings of existing voluntary agreements and suggested ways these may be improved to ensure the real custodians of genetic resources and traditional knowledge on which promising agricultural discoveries are based, have a share in the derived benefits.

In Germany, annual retail sales of over-the-counter herbal drugs were estimated at 3.5 billion US dollars, and total annual sales in Germany, Italy, the UK, the Netherlands and Spain at 7 billion dollars.

Establishing effective and fair rules in which companies and local communities share in these profits and other non-monetary benefits that arise from the use of their biological resources will not only help fight poverty in developing countries but will also create sustainable development on a broader base, the study contends.

It noted that the use of indigenous and other traditional knowledge to guide research and to create new products underscores the need for traditional knowledge itself to be protected through appropriate intellectual property rights that respect the collective interests and cultural values of traditional communities.

"The patent system, for example, recognises innovations based on genetic resources and provides a framework for investment in the development of valuable new products and processes," WIPO director general Kamil Idris averred, adding "it therefore offers potential to yield the desired benefits from access to genetic

resources."

The case of a wild rice gene from Mali, resistant to bacterial rice blight was cited to show how voluntary benefit-sharing agreements need improvement to ensure that custodians of traditional knowledge are better rewarded.

The genetic code from the wild rice was sequenced, cloned and patented in 1995 and between the original access to the Malian genetic resource and the patent application, there was a chain of innovation and value-addition that literally spanned the globe.

A rice specimen was originally accessed in Mali and transferred to a rice research programme in India, where its resistance to bacterial rice blight was identified.

The blight resistant specimen was transferred to the International Rice Research Institute (IRRI) in the Philippines, which determined that the resistance was coded by a single locus called Xa21.

The Filipino experts bred the resistance into cultivated rice varieties by conventional plant breeding methods. One such variety was then acquired by the University of California at Davis, where gene Xa21 was mapped, sequenced and cloned.

After a patent application was filed and granted for the cloned gene, a Genetic Resource Recognition Fund (GRRF) was established at UC Davis to share with the stakeholders in Mali and other developing countries the benefits arising from the commercial utilisation of the patented gene.
___________________________________________________________________________________

Borneo Bulletin 

Extinctions continue as nations miss green goals 
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A delegate walks past the nature scenery poster on display during the Seventh Conference of the Parties to the Convention on Biological Diversity in Kuala Lumpur. AP
KUALA LUMPUR (AP) - Tens of thousands of animals and plants are being driven to extinction as countries fail to meet conservation targets set more than a decade ago, UN officials warned at a major conference on biodiversity that opened Monday.

Klaus Toepfer, executive director of the UN Environment Programme, said human activities such as logging and overfishing are briskly sending animal and plant species to oblivion.

Countries have failed to meet expectations set by the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil - resulting in a "high scale" of species loss worldwide, but especially in the developing world, he said.

"We have to do more, not simply pay lip service," Toepfer told a news conference marking the start of the Seventh Conference of the Parties to the Convention on Biological Diversity.

More than 2,000 government officials, scientists and environmentalists are attending the conference, which is an offshoot of the Rio summit that aims to promote environmental protection and help developing countries share in the wealth created by their natural resources.

At least 60,000 species worldwide currently become extinct each year, Toepfer said, mainly because of the "global development agenda" set by wealthy, industrialized nations, which consume most of the globe's natural resources.

Delegates attending the conference, which runs for nearly two weeks, hope to refocus attention on environmental issues at a time when security and trade dominate the international agenda.

Canadian environmentalist David Suzuki said many countries emphasise industrialization and economic progress above environmental conservation, threatening "a major global ecological crisis."

"If China, Brazil, India and Indonesia all destroy their ecosystems and natural habitats like developed nations have done, how can nature keep supplying the resources that human beings need?" Suzuki told reporters.

Reports released at the conference Monday included a UN study on agricultural expansion, mining, logging and other activities threatening mountain forests, which are home to numerous endangered species and a water source for millions of people in Asia, South America and Africa.

Deforestation, climate changes and poaching are hurting populations of plants and animals in mountain regions, including the spectacled bear in the Andes, the great apes of Africa, fruit-eating birds in Colombia and butterflies in northern Vietnam, the UN report said.

Besides seeking measures to improve global conservation, delegates are also exploring the creation of an international framework to help developing nations and indigenous people share in the benefits of commercial use of their natural resources.

ENS

Congolese Rainforest Zoning for Logging Protested 
LONDON, UK, February 12, 2004 (ENS) - More than 100 environment, development, and human rights groups in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) today called on the World Bank to stop plans for economic development of the country that would carve up the world's second largest remaining rainforest into industrial logging concessions. 

Internal World Bank documents obtained by the Rainforest Foundation and shared with the DRC groups reveal that the bank intends to "create a favorable climate for industrial logging" in the Congo, and envisions a 60 fold increase in the country’s timber production. 

In a statement today the groups said plans for the development of DRC’s forests would have “major repercussions for the rights and livelihoods of millions of Congolese citizens, with serious and irreversible impacts” on the forest environment. 
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Twa pygmy people who live in the DRC rainforest. (Photo courtesy Rainforest Foundation)
Covering around 1.3 million square kilometers, the rainforests of the Democratic Republic of Congo are the largest in the world after Amazonia, and have so far largely been spared extensive destruction. An estimated 35 million people live in and around these forests, including Bantu farmers, and Twa and Mbuti hunter-gatherer Pygmies. 

From 1998 the deadliest war in Africa's history has torn the country apart. But successful completion of the inter-Congolese dialogue last year has resulted in the establishment of a transitional government of national unity that is supposed to lead the DRC to elections within 30 months. 

Despite the ceasefire, the eastern DRC remains overrun by numerous armed rebel groups and militias, plundering gold, diamonds and valuable minerals, terrorizing, looting, raping and killing villagers, and destroying social infrastructure, warned the International Medical Corps in a report last month. 

To stabilize the country, the international community is encouraging and monitoring its economic reconstruction, but the Rainforest Foundation warns that a comprehensive new Forest Code adopted in August 2002, supported by the World Bank and the UN Food and Agriculture Organization, will lead to widespread rainforest logging. 

The DRC's entire rainforest would be zoned and parceled out to logging companies, says the Rainforest Foundation, warning, "Congolese environmental and human rights groups, and people living in the forest, have not been consulted about the new laws, which represent a threat to the livelihoods of millions of impoverished Congolese people, who depend on the forest for their survival." 
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The Congo Basin rainforests are second in size only to Amazonia. (Map courtesy UNEP)
The zoning and logging plans are detailed in World Bank Forestry Sector Mission reports on the DRC from 2002 and 2003. The World Bank was involved with the development and adoption of the new Forest Code, which is one of several new codes governing mining, forestry, labor and investment. 

The bank and the FAO now are supporting the development of a series of new laws that will implement the Code. Both agencies are also involved in preparing a national forest zoning plan, which will define areas for logging, conservation and community use. 

The zoning is intended to put an end to illegal timber extraction, a goal the international community supports. 

Members of the UN Security Council on Wednesday heard a briefing by the Special Representative of the Secretary-General for the DRC. After the briefing, Security Council President Wang Guangya of China said that members of the Council "stressed the need for the extension of state authority, security sector reform, strengthening the rule of law and economic reconstruction, an end to illegal exploitation of natural resources and to impunity." 

But the Congolese groups said today that their rainforest is about to be stripped away by law, and without consulting the people who will be most affected. 

Joseph Bobia, spokesperson for the Congolese development organisation, CENADEP, said, “The World Bank and the FAO are supposedly committed to involving the public in major new projects, especially those that affect the laws and policies of poor countries. However, in the Congo, there has been no meaningful consultation with civil society over the proposed new forestry laws, or the re-zoning of land, that will potentially see much of the country turned into a vast logging concession.” 
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African logs awaiting export. The international trade in tropical hardwoods causes much deforestation. (Photo by Simon Counsell courtesy Rainforest Foundation)
Based in Kinshasa, CENADEP is the National Centre for Development and Popular Participation, a group which aims to involve large numbers of people in the reconstruction and development of the country. 

Speaking on behalf of the Rainforest Foundation UK, Simon Counsell said, “The World Bank must strictly apply its own environmental and social safeguards, and fully respect international laws, in order to avoid unleashing a wave of destruction on Congo’s forests." 

In 2001, the DRC was singled out by the UN Environment Programme as one of 15 countries where international efforts at forest conservation should be focused. 

The tropical forests of Africa's Congo Basin are some of the last remaining large areas of primeval forested lands in the world, second only to the Amazon Basin. These forests support rare and endangered species such as the eastern lowland gorilla, mountain gorilla, chimpanzee, white rhino, okapi, and Congo peacock. They provide food, materials and shelter for over 20 million people and play an important role as a sink for the greenhouse gas carbon dioxide. 

In a letter to UK Secretary of State for International Development Hilary Benn earlier this month, the Rainforest Foundation has asked the British government to intervene to halt the World Bank’s plans to zone and parcel out DRC rainforests to logging companies. 

"The rights and needs of people living in, and depending on, the forest should not be sacrificed in pursuit of spurious economic benefits from the logging industry,” said Counsell. 

The Rainforest Foundation was founded in 1989 by the musician Sting and his wife Trudie Styler, in response to the continued violation of the rights of indigenous peoples, and the destruction of the rainforests in which they live.

________________________________________________________________________________________The Guardian

Storms lie ahead over future of Nile 

Jeevan Vasagar, East Africa correspondent
Friday February 13, 2004
The Guardian 

A battle for control over the Nile has broken out between Egypt, which regards the world's longest river as its lifeblood, and the countries of sub-Saharan Africa, which complain that they are denied a fair share of its water. 
In the latest escalation in the dispute, which some observers believe could lead to a new conflict in east Africa, Tanzania has announced plans to build a 105-mile pipeline drawing water from Lake Victoria, which feeds the Nile. The project flouts a treaty giving Egypt a right of veto over any work which might threaten the flow of the river. 
The Nile Water Agreement of 1929, granting Egypt the lion's share of the Nile waters, has been criticised by east African countries as a colonial relic. Under the treaty, Egypt is guaranteed access to 55.5bn cubic metres of water, out of a total of 84bn cubic metres. 
The Egyptian water minister, Mahmoud Abu-Zeid, recently described Kenya's intention to withdraw from the agreement as an "act of war". Boutros Boutros-Ghali, the former secretary-general of the UN, has predicted that the next war in the region will be over water. 
The Nile treaty, which Britain signed on behalf of its east African colonies, forbids any projects that could threaten the volume of water reaching Egypt. The agreement also gives Cairo the right to inspect the entire length of the Nile. 
It has been gravely resented by east African countries since they won their independence. Kenya and Tanzania suffer recurrent droughts caused by inadequate rainfall, deforestation and soil erosion. The proposed Lake Victoria pipeline is expected to benefit more than 400,000 people in towns and villages in the arid north-west of Tanzania. 
"These are people with no water," said the Tanzanian water minister, Edward Lowasa. "How can we do nothing when we have this lake just sitting there?" 
The Nile, which is over 4,000 miles long, is fed by the White Nile, flowing from Lake Victoria, and the Blue Nile, flowing from Ethiopia. 
An estimated 160 million people in 10 countries depend on the river and its tributaries for their livelihoods. Within the next 25 years, the population in the Nile basin is expected to double, and there is a growing demand to harness the river for agricultural and industrial development. 
The Ugandan commentator Charles Onyango-Obbo wrote recently: "Egypt can't enjoy the benefits of having access to the sea, while blocking a landlocked country like Uganda from profiting from the fact that it sits at the source of the Nile." 
While east African countries are eager to make greater use of the river, Egypt fears any threat to its lifeblood. Most of Egypt's population lives in the Nile valley - on 4% of the country's land - and any fall in the water level could be disastrous. 
Diplomacy
The Nile treaty was drawn up at a time when Egypt was a British satellite, regarded as strategically crucial by London because of the Suez canal, which controlled access to India. 
The agreement is now in effect enforced by international donors, who are reluctant to advance funds for major river projects that will upset Egypt, a key Arab ally of the US in the Middle East. 
Sub-Saharan countries cannot match Egypt's diplomatic clout, but they face a dilemma as a major untapped resource rolls through their territories. 
"We have reached a stage where all the Nile basin countries are confronted by domestic development challenges," said Halifa Drammeh, a deputy director of the United Nations environment programme. "How many people have access to safe water? How many have access to sanitation? 
"There is a tremendous pressure on these governments to sustain the needs of their populations, and to raise their standard of living. 
"After all, there is nothing we can do in life without water. Wherever there is sharing, there is potential for conflict." 
Work is due to begin on Tanzania's pipeline project next month, and it is due to be finished late next year. 
The Tanzanian government has said the pipeline is not intended for irrigation, which requires large quantities of water, but for domestic use and livestock. It will initially benefit more than 400,000 people, but this number is expected to rise above 900,000 in the next two decades. 
Kenya plans a conference of the Nile basin countries in March to seek a peaceful solution to the dispute. 
________________________________________________________________________________________

Gulf Daily News

Experts to discuss industrial pollution 
Published: 13 February 2004
ENVIRONMENTAL protection in petroleum-related industries will be the focus of an international seminar to be held in Bahrain.

Experts from all over the world will speak at the event, being held under the patronage of Southern Governor and General Commission for Protection of Marine Resources, Environment and Wildlife president Shaikh Abdulla bin Hamad Al Khalifa.

The Fourth Specialty Conference on Environmental Progress in the Petroleum and Petrochemical Industries will be held from February 23 to 25.

It is being organised by the Saudi Arabian Section of the Air & Waste Management Association, in collaboration with the Bahrain Society of Engineers (BSE) at Gulf International Convention and Exhibition Centre, Gulf Hotel.

During the past seven years, the organisers have conducted three international conferences, held under the same title, said organising committee chairman Abdul Majeed Al Gassab.

The forthcoming conference is being held under the theme Creative Solutions.

The highlight of the event will be keynote speeches to be presented by 10 speakers, including Sir Charles Nicholson from British Petroleum and Air and Waste management Association, US president Joseph Martone.

Karen Smith from Argonne National Laboratory, Basel Al Yousefi from United Nations Environment Programme, Alexandre Rojey from Institut Francais du Petrole, Dieter H Hiller from University of Stuttgart, Germany, Professor Omar Siraj Abu Rizaiza, Dave Watkins from Omnex Management and Engineering Consultants, Dr Jorge Marx Gomez from Technische Fachhochschule and Dr. Randall Gossen Chairman of IPIECA are among the speakers. 

All bring with them years and decades of experience and will be sharing their experiences with the invited guests, government officials and participants, said Mr Al Gassab.

The organisers had originally received more than 106 abstracts of scientific papers from 23 countries covering the Middle East, Europe and North America presenting the latest developments in environmental technology and sciences of which 89 papers will be presented at the forthcoming event. 

The presentations will be covering a number of topics which include Air Quality, Wastewater Management, Waste Management Minimisation, Marine Protection, Global Environmental Issues, Groundwater Quality, Site Remediation, Clean Fuels, Naturally Occurring Radioactive Materials and Environmental Management. 

Five workshops will be conducted during the two days preceding the conference addressing topics such as Environmental Management Systems and ISO 14001, Air Dispersion Modeling, Integrated Management System for Quality Environment, Health and Safety, Recent Advances in Marine Dispersants and Environmental Impact Assessment. 

These workshops will be addressing some of the environmental issues, their impact and the ways to address the environmental issues in any organisation. An exhibition will be organised parallel to the conference to display the latest technical and industrial products related to environment .

Twenty companies have already booked 32 exhibition booths to display their products and services, said Mr Al Gassab. 

"We wish to thank Saudi Aramco, British Petroleum, Al Khafji Joint Operations, Schlumberger, Sabic, Bapco, Unep, Bechtel and Buchen IRM Abdul Aal for their contribution and support. "

"The conference secretariat has already received 100 registrations and is expecting 500 more environmental specialists from GCC countries, Middle East, Europe, United States and the Far East," he added. 

Interested delegates may contact the conference secretariat at Tel: 17-727100, Fax: 17-729829, Email: bseng@batelco.combh to register their names for the forthcoming event. Details are available on the BSE website: www.mohandis.org or www.engineer-bh.com 

Washington Square News
Remembering Jason Raize
by Meredith Lee
Theater Editor
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Unless you followed New York theater in 1997 when "The Lion King" took Broadway by storm, you might not know the young, talented, actor-singer Jason Raize. Jason received raves for his portrayal of Simba, and left the hit in 2000 to pursue a recording career. He released two CD singles, headlined a Disney Channel concert special with Jessica Simpson, starred in his own wildlife television series, "Keeping It Wild with Jason Raize," and was appointed a Goodwill Ambassador for the United Nations Environment Programme. 

Jason died February 3, in what was confirmed to be a suicide. He was 28. 

His name is in the news again, as anyone who reads Playbill.com or the theater message board "All That Chat" know. Theater fans are remembering his dazzling performance in "The Lion King" and noting that he was an incredibly nice guy, too. Many wish he had done more stage work. 

I had been in touch with Jason for several years after my cousin Kathleen Ludewig and I created the first Jason Raize Web site (http://locket.net/raize) in 1998. Though I can't exactly say we were friends, his death hit me really hard. He was one of the first actors I got to know, and I credit him for inspiring much of my interest in theater. In addition to being incredibly talented, Jason was a wonderful person who always updated us on his projects and thanked us, numerous times, for any updates on the site. We last heard from him in January 2003 while working on the Disney animated film "Brother Bear," for which he provided the voice of Denahi. 

Jason's untimely death is truly a tragedy and a loss to theater, film and the many people he touched through his work in entertainment and through the United Nations. My heart goes out to his family and friends. It's terrible to lose anyone in this way, especially someone so young, promising and kind. 

He did succeed in creating for himself a career in all types of entertainment. Jason Raize may have never become a household name, but he certainly reached those who were familiar with his talent and warmth. I hope that memory lives on and we live our own lives the way he advised in his concert special. 

"Take a stand for yourself and stick up for yourself, and get out there and enjoy it," he said. "Dreams are gonna come true." • 

A memorial service is being held on Sunday at the Unitarian Universalist Society in his hometown of Oneonta, N.Y. In lieu of flowers, contributions are welcome at the Orpheus Theater, P.O. Box 1014, Oneonta, N.Y, 13820.

________________________________________________________________________________

ENS

Patagonian Glaciers Rapidly Melting, Greenpeace Photos Show 

BUENOS AIRES, Argentina, February 12, 2004 (ENS) - Billions of words have been written about global warming in attempts to prove or disprove its existence, its extent, its consequences. But a picture is worth many words, and today Greenpeace released photographs of a Patagonian glacier that is wordless evidence of a warming planet. 

The Greenpeace ship the Arctic Sunrise and her crew are in the Argentine Patagonia at the tip of South America to document the impacts of climate change on the glaciers, which the organization warns are melting more quickly than any other glaciers on Earth. 

Human demand for the combustion of oil, gas and coal for power and transportation is responsible for global warming, as heat trapping greenhouses gases are emitted when these fossil fuels are burned. 

Original photograph taken in 1928 of the Upsala Glacier, Argentina. (Photo ©Archivo Museo Salesiano)
"Rising temperatures are causing glaciers to melt all over the world," said Greenpeace campaigner Joris Thijssen on board the Arctic Sunrise. "Here in Patagonia, they are disappearing at a rate of 42 cubic kilometres every year - faster than anywhere else on Earth. There are many reasons for the speed of the retreat and climate change is the trigger of this process." 

Greenpeace has been touring Patagonia and Chile for four weeks, investigating the extent to which the glaciers and ice-fields there are disappearing. The research team's findings show that a number of large glaciers, such as the San Quintin and Upsala glaciers, part of the Northern and Southern Patagonian ice-fields, have thinned and have retreated several kilometers in recent years. 

From 1995 through 2000 the rate of ice loss from the ice fields more than doubled, Greenpeace has learned. 

Today we visited the San Rafael glacier, one of the highest glaciers of the Northern Patagonian Icefield," wrote an Arctic Sunrise crew member on February 1. "The San Rafael retreats about 70 meters every year. A local company that brings tourists to the glacier have started painting numbers on the mountain wall by the front. These numbers mark the years, and show how much the ice have retreated. They started doing this in the seventies. The glacier is now very far from where it was in 1976." 

The volume of melt water from glaciers is causing the sea levels to rise increasing the risk of flooding in many of the world's coastal areas. It is also starting to cause problems for people who depend on the glaciers for their fresh water supply. 

"Climate change is a global problem - not only do we risk losing the world's glaciers but we are already witnessing an increased frequency and severity of floods, droughts and storms, loss of coral reefs, rises in sea levels and a rapid spread of diseases such as malaria," said Thijssen. 

January 2004, Composite image of the Upsala Glacier showing the same location as in the 1928 photograph. (Photo ©Greenpeace/Daniel Beltra)
On January 20, Arctic Sunrise crew member Irene wrote, "It has been a busy couple of weeks in Patagonia. Yesterday feels like a week ago: so many new impressions! Two days ago we stayed at the Estancia Christina (estancia is a farm or a ranch), close to the Upsala glacier in Argentina. The only way to get there is by boat or horse." 

"Tourists arrive every day to see the glacier, but at large the estancia has not changed much since the first people came here in 1914. Pablo, one of the guides, said, “the estancia has not changed, but the glacier did.” Pablo has only worked here for two years, but he has already noticed how glacial retreat, how the distance from the ranch to the glacier increased." 

With this evidence of glacial melt before them, Arctic Sunrise crew members are urging world leaders to give their political support to renewable energy technologies and industries. 

For the first time world leaders are being invited to attend an international renewable energy conference, to be held in Bonn, Germany from June 1 to 4. Greenpeace calls upon all world leaders to attend this conference and to adopt firm commitments to use clean energy sources to fill 20 percent of power needs by 2020. 
BBC

Pacific sea lion collapse probed 
By Jonathan Amos 
BBC News Online science staff 


Scientists believe they are closer to understanding why the populations of Steller sea lions and other mammals have collapsed in the north Pacific. 
The sea lions have seen their numbers fall by more than 80% since the 1970s. 

The North Pacific Universities Marine Mammal Consortium says the animals appear to have switched to eating fish with a very much lower fat content. 

This means the sea lions cannot build up sufficient blubber to survive and breed in their cold environment. 

"In 1977, there was knife-edge change - it cut right through the ecosystem," the consortium's director Dr Andrew Trites told the BBC. 

"It not only affected the seals and sea lions, it also affected the shrimps, the crabs, the salmon - a whole suite of species flipped overnight in their abundances." 

Steller sea lions are found from Japan through Russia, Alaska, British Columbia and down to California. 

Their core population, which is around the Gulf of Alaska and the Aleutian Islands, has declined to about 30,000 individuals. 

Quite why sea lions should switch from eating nutritionally superior fish, such as herring, to a "junk food" of mainly pollock and flatfish is a mystery. 

Human impact 
Scientists have been using animals at the Vancouver Aquarium to test this "nutritional stress hypothesis". 

Some of the sea lions have been fed different diets to get an insight into their food needs, growth and metabolism. Some animals are even being trained for open ocean trials to understand how wild sea lions expend energy when they forage for fish. 

"What we will be doing is measuring the amount of oxygen they breathe in before a dive; getting them to go down to certain depths for particular durations and then measuring the amount of oxygen they breathe afterwards," said Dr Gordon Hastie, from the University of British Columbia. 

"From this we will get an idea of how much it would cost sea lions in the wild to dive to depths to catch fish." 

A number of factors may have caused the switch in diet. Overexploitation could have impacted fish stocks; global warming may have played a role, too. But entirely natural phenomena that affect the ocean climate could also be responsible for changing the quantities of available fish. 

"So many changes that have occurred in the world to the abundances of animals are related to human activities," said Dr Trites. 

"This is a case where humans may not be involved - but we need absolute proof. 

"We need to approach this in many different ways. One is to work with captive animals, another is to do our studies and observations in the wild. We can also work in the labs using models to reconstruct the ecosystems." 

REGIONAL OFFICE FOR AFRICA  (ROA)- NEWS UPDATE

13 February 2004
General environment news

World environmental health experts to meet in Durban 

Johannesburg, South Africa (PANA) - A number of environmental health experts are slated to join some 600 delegates in the South African port city of Durban for the Eighth World Congress on Environmental Health from 22-27 February, organisers said Thursday. South African President Thabo Mbeki will address the opening ceremony, while former President Nelson Mandela will deliver the keynote address, according to a statement from the organizers. It said the conference would promote awareness of and facilitate networking opportunities on African environmental problems and solutions, as well as focus on sustainable development and environmental health goals to be met internationally. Draft resolutions, endorsed by all delegates, will be formulated for onward transmission to governments around the world.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng030755&dte=12/02/2004
Liberia: Environmentalists Report Illegal Logging

UN Integrated Regional Information Networks –Monrovia: A Liberian environmental group has reported illegal timber exports from in the rebel-controlled southeastof the country in contravention of the UN sanctions. The Save My Future Foundation (SAMFU) issued a four-page report this week accusing the locally owned Tobga Timber Company (TTCO) of felling, sawing and exporting timber illegally from Maryland county on the border with Cote d'Ivoire in complicity with the MODEL rebel movement. SAMFU said TTCO had been seen shipping wood out of the port of Harper days before a peace agreement last August ended 14 years of civil war. The company's sawmills and plywood factory in Maryland County were continuing to operate, it added. "Our monitors in Maryland County reported that on August 12, 2003, the Togba Timber Company (TTCO) in collaboration with MODEL, exported 771 pieces of assorted round logs amounting to 2616.86 cubic meters and 190 bundles of sawn timbers amounting to 279.294 cubic meters to Dakar, Senegal on the vessel 'Angelina Fighters'", SAMFU said. "The TTCO is also still felling and sawing logs in its plywood factory in Pubaken, Maryland County", it stated. James Makor, programme director of SAMFU, told IRIN on Thursday that his group's monitors had found processed sawn timber stored in TTCO's warehouses in Harper awaiting shipment. "Our fear is that if UNMIL [UN peacekeepers] are not deployed in Maryland as soon as possible, those processed logs our monitors saw in the port warehouses would be exported against the UN sanctions on timber", Makor said. The entire region is controlled by MODEL (Movement for Democracy in Liberia).

http://allafrica.com/stories/200402120731.html
Ouagadougou University gets environmental lab

Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso (PANA) - Ouagadougou University now has an environmental laboratory thanks to funding from the Vienna General Council in France, council chairman Rene Monory affirmed here after a meeting Wednesday with President Blaise Compaore. The laboratory with a sub-regional outlook "would focus on development by seeking solutions to problems encountered in waste processing, management and reclamation," said Monory, who is a former president of the French Senate. Also commenting on the development, vice chancellor Jean Kouldiaty said the lab, which cost 235,000 US dollars will boost expertise on management of the environment and sustainable development. Kouldiaty hinted of plans to set up a Competence and Sustainable Development Centre equipped with a huge computer server with outreach to French-speaking West African countries. Furthermore, an environment and sustainable development institute would be set up for students from the sub-region. 

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng030787&dte=12/02/2004
WWF to resume activities in DR Congo 

Kinshasa, DR Congo (PANA) - The World Wildlife Fund (WWF) is set to resume its activities in the DR Congo this Friday through its regional programme for Central Africa, the WWF regional representative Laurent Magloire Some has said here. The Fund, which suspended its activities in the DRC during the civil war, intends to work in partnership with the Kinshasa government as well as the people living in the protected areas. It has also pledged to establish an active partnership with the forestry workers and other actors, with a view to mobilising the material and financial resources necessary for its activities. Mr. Some expressed his institution's commitment to supporting the DRC in the rehabilitation of the national parks of Kahuzi Biega, praising the courage and self-sacrifice of the workers in the said sites.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng030721&dte=12/02/2004
Clean Up Or Else, Masebo Tells Traders, Marketeers

The Times of Zambia (Ndola): THE Government has given all traders and market operators country-wide a two-week ultimatum to clean up the markets or face closure. Local Government and Housing Minister Sylvia Masebo said the move was aimed at avoiding the spread of cholera, which has claimed more than 50 lives in the last several weeks. Ms Masebo who was speaking at the Press briefing in Lusaka yesterday further announced that after cleaning the markets country wide, the inspectors from the council would be sent to ascertain their state and determine whether or not they should be closed for rehabilitation and cleaning up works. Ms Masebo said the move was important to facilitate the sale of foodstuffs in clean and tidy environment and also to avoid further outbreaks of cholera. She said the rehabilitation and other cleaning exercises would extend to the demolition of all or any structures in market places used for overnight sleeping accommodation and providing beer sales.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200402120338.html
Austria Funds Water Project

New Vision (Kampala): The Government has received 13.4m euros from the Austrian Government for the installation of gravity water in southwestern Uganda, reports Caleb Bahikaho. The project coordinator, Herbert Nuwamanya said, "The project will last for four years and is multi-dimensional targetting to supply clean water and improve on sanitation standards". The districts are expected to contribute 1.5% of the total project costs as commitment fee, he said. Nuwanya said 35 small towns would benefit from the project.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200402120017.html
ROWA MEDIA UPDATE

_ Bahrain

Dry Dock area gets a green facelift

A TOTAL of 170 saplings are to be planted today in the Dry Dock area in Hidd.

The event is organised by Public Commission for the Protection of Marine Resources, Environment and Wildlife in co-ordination with the Muharraq Governorate, Asry, Muharraq Municipality, Bahrain Airport Services and other governorate organisations and volunteers.

The planting of saplings is a part of celebrations being held to commemorate the National Environment Day, which fell on February 4.

A host of colourful events have been organised by the commission to mark the day being held under the theme Through Plantation ... We Will Return Bahrain's Greenery.

http://www.gulf-daily-news.com/arc_Articles.asp?Article=73903&Sn=BNEW&IssueID=26329
Qatar

80,000 students ‘involved in environmental projects’
QATAR’s efforts to create a whole new generation who care for the environment have made a remarkable beginning. 
According to Darwish Ahmed, director of media affairs at the Supreme Council for Environment and Natural Reserves, some 80,000 children in 70% of the government schools are involved in activities and programmes aimed at spreading environmental awareness. 
The council adopted the ‘catch ‘em young’ policy as part of its overall strategy and the Ministry of Education has been more than co-operative in its efforts, the official told Gulf Times. 
The council had devised a number of activities and programmes for children with the help of school authorities. These were mostly concentrated during what is called the School Environment Season, which started in December and runs until the end of this month
http://www.gulf-times.com/
Yemen

Environment and water related strategies, policies and laws reviewed

Through its units around the country, the Ministry of Water & Environment is currently studying the internal patterns of its authorities and projects in order to standardize them, especially in the areas of finance, implementation, management and training.

Dr. Mohammed Lutf Al-Eryani, Minister of Water & Environment, said his ministry has reviewed the policies, strategies and laws relating to the water and environment sector, including the Water and Environment Protection Act and its executive regulations. He added that his ministry has relegated legislative projects to Parliament, the Cabinet, and the concerned authorities, and some amendments were approved, while others are being studied by higher committees in preparation for approval.

The Ministry of Water & Environment has submitted to the Cabinet more than 30 decision drafts regarding restructuring the water sector so as to operate systematically and ensure the integration of its different components.

http://www.yobserver.com/search/results2.php?id=3119&issue=106
Convenient materials deadly for the environment:Looking for an alternative to plastics

The industrial revolution arrived late in Yemen, and yet despite all the conveniences of the modern era, our technologically gifted lifestyle has resulted in numerous environmental drawbacks. The widespread utilization and manufacture of plastics is one of the greatest threats facing Yemen’s natural and human environment.

The nature of plastics
Plastics are chemical compounds formed as byproducts of oil. Their manufacture takes up 4% of global crude oil production. They were first discovered in 1845, and by 1870 were commercially successful in the developed nations of the time. The most significant development of plastics occurred in 1933 when nylon was first manufactured. It was made into fibers in 1937, and wrapping sheets in the 1950s and 1960s. With the passage of time, new types of plastics came into existence, used most abundantly in wrapping foods, which has subsequently led to excessive waste and pollution.

http://www.yobserver.com/search/results2.php?id=3123&issue=106
News

Effects of Using Kerosene as a Heating Fuel on Human Health
The WHO Regional Centre for Environmental Health Activities (CEHA) is reviewing available information on the effects of using kerosene as a heating fuel on human health. Initial readings indicate that properly operated kerosene heaters are very efficient in the burning of fuel to produce heat. However, they produce low levels of certain pollutants such as carbon monoxide and nitrogen dioxide which could be harmful even at low levels of exposure. In the absence of good ventilation, exposure to kerosene heaters fumes may be fatal. On the other hand, kerosene heaters are a cause of injuries resulting from fires and burns. Kerosene heaters are widely used in many EMR countries. There is a growing concern about their effect on the people's health but no evidence is already established regarding that matter. A preliminary search for studies and literature on kerosene and its effects on health was conducted at CEHA. The results of the search indicate that the accessible literature is limited with a poor geographic distribution and therefore insufficient to produce evidence. 

We believe that additional information could be available at other sources. We would highly appreciate it if you could share with us any relevant information (published or unpublished).  Also kindly share this request with other people who might have relevant information. Such information may include:

- Ongoing or complete research studies and investigations.

- Reports on accidents and injuries (Ministry of Health, Civil Defense, …etc.)

- Statistics on accidents and injuries.

__________________________________________________________________________________________
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T H U R S D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
*
Greek and Turkish Cypriot leaders meet for third round of talks with Annan

*
Head of UN team continues talks with cross-section of Iraqi groups

*
Annan again stresses need for security to enable UN return to Iraq

*
Secretary-General deplores loss of life during Israeli military incursions

*
UN military observer killed in DR of Congo ambush

*
Sudan: UN envoy arrives for talks on humanitarian worker access to Darfur

*
UN nuclear watchdog calls for tougher non-proliferation regime

*
UN Cameroon-Nigeria commission to make fresh visit to disputed land border

*
Sierra Leone: assessment team maps out reduction of UN mission

*
UN rice conference opens, aims to boost production, efficiency and sustainability
*
Senior UN official appointed to executive post at UNICEF

* * * *
Cyprus

12 February – The Greek Cypriot and Turkish Cypriot leaders met today at United Nations Headquarters in New York for a third round of talks hosted by Secretary-General Kofi Annan in a bid to resolve the Cyprus problem before the deadline for entry into the European Union.

The discussions began on Tuesday after the Secretary-General last week invited the Greek Cypriot leader, Tassos Papadopoulos, and the Turkish Cypriot leader, Rauf Denktash – along with the guarantor nations of Greece, Turkey and the United Kingdom – to resume negotiations on the basis of his settlement plan.

The objective is to submit a completed text to separate referenda in April, in time for a reunited Cyprus to accede to the European Union on 1 May, along with nine other countries.

Asked today to describe Wednesday’s meeting, a UN spokesman said, “It went better yesterday than the day before.”

He added that if the Secretary-General was convinced the two sides were serious about reaching agreement, talks could shift to Cyprus for a “nuts-and-bolts” phase under the guidance of Mr. Annan’s adviser for Cyprus, Alvaro de Soto.

“Once that is established, then he will send them off to work with Mr. de Soto to try to sort out their remaining differences,” spokesman Fred Eckhard said.

* * *

Iraq

12 February – The head of the United Nations team in Iraq studying early elections continued his consultations today with a cross-section of Iraqi groups, including a meeting with a leading Shiite cleric.

Lakhdar Brahimi, Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Special Adviser for Iraq, met for over two hours with Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, a UN spokesman said, and told the press afterward in Arabic that they discussed “the deep suffering of the Iraqi people and the need to help this nation out of this ordeal and out of this long, dark tunnel, to a new Iraq, united, and independent and rebuilding itself.”

In a brief interview later with CNN, Mr. Brahimi said of his talks with the Iraqis, “What is encouraging is that I think they want to go towards the rule of law, they want to go towards a government that is representative and they all agree that this can best be done through elections. The question is, when are these elections possible?”

This afternoon, Mr. Brahimi met with a traditional leader, or sheikh, and the representative of a woman’s group. He also chatted with members of the Society of Students and Youth of Iraq before meeting with a group of Sunni Muslim clerics.
In New York, spokesman Fred Eckhard said the Secretary-General understood there was a consensus emerging from the team’s contacts “that direct national elections are the best way to establish a parliament and government in Iraq that are fully representative and legitimate.”

“At the same time, there is wide agreement that elections must be carefully prepared, and that they must be organized in technical, security and political conditions that give the best chance of producing a result that reflects the wishes of the Iraqi electorate and thus contributes to long-term peace and stability in Iraq,” he said at a press briefing.

The spokesman noted that Mr. Brahimi has been briefing the Secretary-General regularly on his talks in Iraq and on the progress of the UN fact-finding team. “The team has had contact with a wide range of Iraqi opinion, and has been listening to the views expressed by Iraqis on the best means of effecting a peaceful and stable transition,” he added.

Mr. Annan will be briefed fully next week when Mr. Brahimi returns to New York after participating in the meeting in Kuwait this weekend of the Foreign Ministers of Egypt and countries bordering Iraq, the spokesman added.

* * *

Iraq

12 February – In the face of two major deadly car bomb explosions in Iraq in the last two days, Secretary-General Kofi Annan has again stressed the need for security to enable the United Nations to return to the country even as a UN team is on the ground there now assessing the feasibility of holding direct elections by 30 June.

“We need to have a secure environment to be able to go back and I’m not sure we have it yet,” Mr. Annan said when asked about the recent bombings. He was attending the opening of the Trygve Lie Gallery, named after the UN’s first Secretary-General, in New York last night.

“Obviously we’re going to remain alert, we’re going to keep our eyes open and analyze the situation vis-à-vis security before we take any decision. But this is not encouraging, I mean what happened today,” he added. “I have always maintained that security was important for my staff to return. Our activities are today constrained by the security environment.”

Mr. Annan withdrew most international staff from Iraq after the 19 August bombing of UN headquarters in Baghdad that killed his Special Representative, Sergio Vieira de Mello, and 21 other people.

He sent a team headed by Special Adviser Lakhdar Brahimi back to Iraq at the end of last week to consult with a wide spectrum of Iraqis and the United States-led Coalition Provision Authority (CPA) on the feasibility of holding elections before the return of sovereignty at the end of June, as well as on other alternatives.

On Monday Mr. Annan said he hoped to reach a decision on the issue before the end of the month, adding that the work of the team, which is expected to stay in the country for about a week, “is going extremely well.”

* * *

Middle East

15 February – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today deplored the deaths of at least 15 Palestinians, including civilians, during Israeli military incursions in Gaza on Wednesday.

He urged Israel to abide by its obligations under international law, including stopping the use of disproportionate force in densely populated areas and taking greater care to avoid injuring innocent civilians, his spokesman Fred Eckhard said.

More than 50 Palestinians were reported injured, including several critically wounded children, he said.

* * *

DR of Congo

12 February – A United Nations military observer was killed today in eastern Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) during the ambush of a UN convoy as it returned from investigating allegations of extortion by local militia members.

The UN Organization Mission in the DRC (MONUC) said the military and civilian convoy was on its way back to its headquarters in Bunia from its probe of claims that armed members of the Union of Congolese Patriots (UPC) had been shaking down civilians in Katoto. It was ambushed and attacked.

Reinforcements helped retrieve the body of the observer, who was from Kenya.

In New York, Secretary-General Kofi Annan reaffirmed “MONUC’s determination in cooperating with the Government of the DRC to pursue the culprits and bring to justice all those who are responsible for this reprehensible and criminal act.”

Last month the Secretary-General’s Special Representative for the DRC, William Lacy Swing, summoned UPC leader Thomas Lubanga to denounce the numerous UPC attacks on MONUC troops, especially the Ituri Brigade.

* * *
Sudan

12 February – The United Nations envoy to Sudan has arrived in the capital Khartoum for talks following the pledge by the President to grant aid workers access for the first time to millions of suffering civilians in the country’s strife-torn Darfur region.

Tom Eric Vraalsen, UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Special Envoy for Humanitarian Affairs for Sudan, will also discuss with the Government how to impose a ceasefire in Darfur so that humanitarian workers can reach all of those in need.

Mr. Vraalsen’s mission is at the request of UN Emergency Relief Coordinator Jan Egeland after President Omer Hassan Ahmed Al Bashir made his promise on Monday.

The UN estimates that half of Darfur’s population of 6 million needs humanitarian assistance since the conflict between rebel groups, the Sudanese Government and militias began nearly a year ago. There have been numerous reports of murders, abductions, looting and burning during attacks on villages in the region.

More than 700,000 Sudanese are thought to be internally displaced by the conflict, while at least another 110,000 others have fled across the border to neighbouring Chad.

* * *

IAEA

12 February – The head of the United Nations nuclear watchdog agency today called for the urgent strengthening of the world’s non-proliferation regime to ensure that nuclear materials and even weapons are not acquired by terrorists.

Mohamed ElBaradei, Director-General of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), said the existing rules and safeguards are not tough enough to deal with modern realities and the world risks “self-destruction” unless it updates them.

Speaking at the IAEA’s headquarters in Vienna, Mr. ElBaradei said he welcomed proposals unveiled yesterday by President George W. Bush of the United States to introduce such measures as tighter controls over the export of nuclear materials and protocols allowing broader inspection rights.

“I have the same concern and sense of urgency expressed by President Bush to shore up the non-proliferation regime and international security system,” he said.

Urging the international community to get together to quickly lay out appropriate reforms, Mr. ElBaradei said the IAEA needs more authority to conduct inspections, nuclear exports must be controlled more strictly and there must be accelerated moves towards nuclear disarmament.

Mr. ElBaradei elaborated on his proposals for improving and strengthening the non-proliferation regime in an opinion article published in The New York Times today.

“If the world does not change course, we risk self-destruction,” he warned in the article.

Mr. ElBaradei said there is currently not enough of a penalty for countries that withdraw from the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons. He suggested an automatic review of the country’s move by the UN Security Council as a minimum.

Mr. ElBaradei also suggested that the five States recognized under the treaty as nuclear powers – China, France, the Russian Federation, the United Kingdom and the US – must make verifiable and irreversible moves towards disarmament. This would include bringing into force the Comprehensive Nuclear Test Ban Treaty.

* * *

Cameroon-Nigeria

12 February – The Cameroon-Nigeria Mixed Commission, set up by the United Nations to peacefully resolve their border dispute, has decided to make extra field visits to the contested land boundary between the countries.

The Commission’s decision, reached during its latest summit in Abuja, Nigeria, means it will have to delay its scheduled field visit to the oil-rich Bakassi Peninsula.

In a communiqué issued after the summit, Cameroon and Nigeria agreed that additional field visits to the land boundary by two Commission sub-committees and then the Commission itself was necessary. These visits will take place later this month and in March.

This week’s meeting also agreed to set up an observer group in the Lake Chad area for a one-year period to monitor the region following the withdrawal of troops and transfer of authority.

UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan set up the Commission in 2002, at the request of Presidents Olusegun Obasanjo of Nigeria and Paul Biya of Cameroon, to try to resolve the countries’ long-running border dispute and implement an International Court of Justice (ICJ) ruling on the case.

Cameroon and Nigeria dispute sovereignty over their land boundary, stretching from Lake Chad to the sea, their maritime boundary, and the Bakassi Peninsula in the Gulf of Guinea.

The Mixed Commission’s next meeting will be from 6 to 7 April in Yaoundé, Cameroon.

* * *

Sierra Leone

12 February – An assessment team is in Sierra Leone evaluating the benchmarks for the reduction of the United Nations mission (UNAMSIL) in the country by the end of the year given the increasingly stable security situation there after a decade of conflict.

The team will make a comprehensive assessment of the security sector and identify major gaps that the mission may have no time to fill by 31 December. It may suggest a post-mission team to complete those tasks.

UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan will make similar recommendations on the country in his March report to the Security Council.

According to Mr. Annan’s earlier recommendations, starting in November 2003, troop strength would be reduced to 11,500 from 12,311 in August 2003 and 16,900 in November 2002. By October 2004 troop strength is expected to stand at 5,000.

* * *

Rice

12 February – With more than 2 billion people in developing nations depending on the rice-based system for their economic livelihood, the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) today opened a two-day international conference aimed at increasing production through greater efficiency and sustainability.

“Intensification of rice production in an economically and environmentally sustainable manner is essential for food security, particularly in Asia and Africa,” FAO said in a news release at the start of the meeting at its Rome headquarters.

The Conference is a part of the UN General Assembly’s International Year of Rice 2004 (IYR) awareness and action campaign, which FAO sees as a vehicle for achieving the first of the eight Millennium Development Goals calling for a 50 per cent reduction of hunger and poverty by 2015.

Rice is the staple food for more than half of the world’s population. FAO projections show that by 2030, total demand will be 38 per cent higher than the annual amounts produced between 1997 and 1999. In order to meet this, new methodologies and production technologies are necessary because land and water resources are under threat.

Of the 840 million people still suffering from chronic hunger, more than half live in areas dependent on rice production for food, income and employment. Because rice does not contain all the elements necessary for a balanced diet, a key aspect of the IYR is to encourage rice producers to intensify production systems and fully exploit their capacity to raise fish and livestock.

Rice-based systems provide “a prism through which the interconnected relationships between agriculture, food security, poverty alleviation, and sustainable development issues can be clearly understood,” said the Assistant Director General to the FAO Agriculture Department, Louise Fresco.

“This is an action campaign – a chance for us to make good on our promise to the billions of people for whom ‘rice is life,’” Ms. Fresco said of IYR.

The conference will highlight efforts being made at the national and international levels to overcome major production constraints and will discuss opportunities for increased efficiency and sustainability. It will also assess the potential of science and new technologies, such as biotechnology, to improve production and focus on the need to preserve and protect the wide range of genetic resources within rice-based systems.

* * *

UNICEF

12 February – The head of the United Nations plan to refurbish its New York headquarters has been appointed the Deputy Executive Director of the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF), effective from 1 March.

Toshiyuki Niwa of Japan, who was the head of the UN’s Capital Master Plan Project, will have responsibility for several key areas of UNICEF, including finance and management, human resources and information technology. He will also be responsible for UNICEF’s relations with the rest of the UN and its inter-governmental work.

Mr. Niwa was previously the Assistant Secretary-General for Central Support Services, and held senior posts at the UN Development Programme (UNDP).

A new head of the Capital Master Plan Project will be announced shortly, a UN spokesman said today.

* *** *

_________________________________________________________________________________________

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.

**Cyprus
The Secretary-General expects to meet this afternoon at 3 with the Greek Cypriot and Turkish Cypriot leaders, once again.  This will be for a third day of discussions on the basis of his plan for Cyprus.
Asked whether he believed progress could be made in the Cyprus talks, he said yesterday, “As long as we are talking, we are making progress”.  He added that we are going to do whatever we can to make that progress.
**Iraq
The following statement is attributable to the Spokesman for the Secretary-General on the subject of Iraq:
“The Secretary-General has been briefed regularly by his Special Adviser, Mr. Lakhdar Brahimi on his talks in Iraq, including today’s meeting in Najaf with Grand Ayatollah Sistani and on the progress of the UN Fact-Finding Team.  The Team has had contact with a wide range of Iraqi opinion, and has been listening to the views expressed by Iraqis on the best means of effecting a peaceful and stable transition.
“The Secretary-General understands that there is a consensus emerging from the Team’s contacts that direct national elections are the best way to establish a parliament and government in Iraq that are fully representative and legitimate.  At the same time, there is wide agreement that elections must be carefully prepared, and that they must be organized in technical, security and political conditions that give the best chance of producing a result that reflects the wishes of the Iraqi electorate and thus contributes to long-term peace and stability in Iraq.
“The Secretary-General will be briefed fully next week when Mr. Brahimi returns to New York, after participating in the meeting in Kuwait this weekend of Foreign Ministers of States bordering Iraq, and of Egypt.”
Brahimi met for two hours and 20 minutes today with Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani.  Afterward, he told the press in Arabic that they discussed “the deep suffering of the Iraqi people and the need to help this nation out of this ordeal and out of this long, dark tunnel, to a new Iraq, united, and independent and rebuilding itself”.
In a brief interview with CNN later, he said of his talks with the Iraqis, “What is encouraging is that I think they want to go towards the rule of law, they want to go towards a government that is representative and they all agree that this can best be done through elections.  The question is, when are these elections possible?”
This afternoon, he met with a traditional leader, or sheikh, and the representative of a woman’s group.  He also chatted with members of the Society of Students and Youth of Iraq before meeting with a group of Sunni Muslim clerics.
The Secretary-General was asked last night about the two recent suicide bombings in Iraq, and he sent his deepest sympathy to the families of those who lost loved ones and stressed once more the need for a secure environment.
Speaking to reporters at the opening of the Trygve Lie Gallery yesterday, he said, “We’re going through a very difficult phase in Iraq at the moment”, and added that the United Nations intended to remain alert and analyse the security situation before taking any decision on the return of UN international staff to Iraq.  We have a transcript of that press encounter upstairs.
**Middle East
This statement, attributable to the Spokesman, is on the subject of the Middle-East:

“The Secretary-General deplores the loss of life during Israeli military incursions in Gaza yesterday, which led to clashes in which at least 15 Palestinians, including civilians, were killed.  More than 50 Palestinians have been reported injured so far, among them several critically-wounded children.
“The Secretary-General urges Israel to abide by its obligations under international law.  This includes ceasing to use disproportionate force in densely populated areas and taking greater care to avoid harm to innocent civilians.”
**Democratic Republic of Congo
Another statement, involving an incident in the Democratic Republic of the Congo:
“The Secretary-General is deeply saddened to hear the news of the tragic killing of a United Nations Organization Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (MONUC) military observer early this morning (New York time) in Ituri province in the north-eastern part of the Democratic Republic of the Congo.  The incident took place after an ambush of a MONUC military and civilian convoy travelling from Katoto to Bunia, the main town in Ituri.
“The Secretary-General reaffirms MONUC’s determination in cooperating with the Government of the DRC to pursue the culprits and bring to justice all those who are responsible for this reprehensible and criminal act.”
Regarding the background to the ambush in Ituri, the UN Mission in the DRC reports that a mixed military-human rights team was dispatched this morning from Bunia to the nearby town of Katoto, following reports of serious harassment by the UPC militia (Union des Patriotes Congolais) against the civilian population.  The team investigated the situation, reported that all was calm in the area, and had started back on the road to Bunia when the convoy came under fire.  One of the military observers in the convoy, a national of Kenya, was shot and subsequently died of his wounds.  We have a press release from the mission upstairs.
**Sudan
Tom Eric Vraalsen, the Secretary-General’s Special Envoy for Humanitarian Affairs for the Sudan, arrived in Sudan today.  As we mentioned earlier this week, his mission follows up on the promise made by the Sudanese President to provide access for aid workers so that they can reach millions of suffering civilians in Darfur region.  Vraalsen is expected to discuss with the authorities putting in place an all-inclusive humanitarian ceasefire for Darfur so that aid agencies can have access to those in need.  We have a press release on that.
**Afghanistan
The UN Mission in Afghanistan reports that a total of 210 men have been demobilized in the northern town of Mazar-e-Sharif, while in the capital, nearly 600 former soldiers have passed through the reintegration process.  UN demobilization projects in four cities have now dealt with more than 3,500 former combatants, while more than 2,000 of them have gone through the reintegration process.
We have more details in today’s briefing notes from Kabul, which also mention the opening yesterday of the first women’s-only site for voter registration in the southern city of Kandahar.
**International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA)
The head of the International Atomic Energy Agency, Mohamed ElBaradei, today said he shared the concern and the sense of urgency expressed by President Bush to shore up the non-proliferation regime and global security system.
He noted that he has laid out some ideas and proposals to that end, outlined in a piece he wrote for today's New York Times.  Those ideas, he said, include the need for additional authority for the IAEA, a much more stringent export control system and accelerated efforts towards nuclear disarmament.
ElBaradei said, “I call on the international community to engage in an urgent dialogue that can move us towards an agreed package of measures to strengthen the non-proliferation regime and international security system.”
**Security Council
No meetings, nor consultations scheduled for today.
**Cameroon-Nigeria
We just received and have available upstairs a communiqué issued at the end of the eighth meeting of the Cameroon-Nigeria Mixed Commission in Abuja, Nigeria.
The Mixed Commission is a mechanism established by the Secretary-General in November 2002 at the request of President Olusegun Obasanjo of Nigeria and President Paul Biya of Cameroon in order to facilitate peaceful implementation of the International Court of Justice judgment on the border dispute between those two countries.
**Sierra Leone
Regarding the United Nations Assessment Mission to Sierra Leone:
The assessment team has begun to evaluate the benchmarks guiding the drawdown of the mission [UNAMSIL], conduct a comprehensive assessment of the security situation, and identify major tasks that might remain unfinished when the mission completes its mandate in December this year.  The team will also develop recommendations for any possible post-mission arrangements to complete those tasks.  The Secretary-General intends to present his recommendations on this matter in his March 2004 report to the Security Council.
**United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF)
And finally:  Toshiyuki Niwa, the head of the UN’s Capital Master Plan Project, has been named Deputy Executive Director of the UN Children’s Fund.
Niwa, who is from Japan, will take responsibility for the overall direction of several key areas in UNICEF, including finance and management, human resources, information technology, and the Fund’s inter-governmental work and relations with the UN.  He previously had been Assistant UN Secretary-General for Central Support Services.  He will assume his new duties at UNICEF as of 1 March.  And we hope to announce his successor as head of the Capital Master Plan Project shortly.
**Questions and Answers
Question:  Was Mr. Brahimi speaking for himself, when he said today that he agreed with Mr. Sistani that there should be elections?  Had he spoken to the Secretary-General before he made that statement?
Spokesman:  I am not quite sure what prompts your question.  There was a bit of misunderstanding of what he said immediately after his meeting with the Ayatollah, saying that they all agreed that elections were the best way to go.  In a subsequent comment that he made today, that I also read from, he said that same thing.  The question, however, is when.  I think that element was not quite clear from his first statement.  He was surrounded by journalists, he was pressed in at all sides, security was trying to shove him back into his vehicle, and I don’t think he was able to complete his thought clearly.  We also issued a statement for that reason.

I don’t know if he had spoken to the Secretary-General before that meeting.  He did speak to the Secretary-General this morning; I believe it was after the meeting, just before the Secretary-General came to the office this morning.

Question:  So it is no longer a question of if, but when there will be elections?

Spokesman:  Yes, elections are the right way to go.  When can they be organized?  That is the issue.

Question:  Has the Secretary-General communicated with Washington on this point?

Spokesman:  To my knowledge he has had no telephone calls to Washington today.  I would have to double-check the log to confirm that for you after the briefing.  [He later confirmed there had been no calls to or from Washington.]

Question:  Is there any consensus emerging on the kind of arrangements that might be put in place in the meantime, before the conditions are met for holding elections?

Spokesman:  That issue has been discussed, but it would be premature for me to comment on that now.  We want to see what conclusions Mr. Brahimi draws from all these meetings he has been holding; what ideas he presents to the Secretary-General; and what ideas the Secretary-General then puts forward.

Question:  President Bush yesterday outlined his proposals and read out a statement from ElBaradei.  Has the Secretary-General got any views on the best way forward on this?  Was there some sort of consensus on the need for change to the NPT (Non-Proliferation Treaty)?  Would that have to be addressed by a UN treaty-making body level or by the Security Council?

Spokesman:  I don’t think this is the time for the Secretary-General to weigh in on this debate.  I think he would expect Member States, working initially within the IAEA, to discuss what kind of modifications are needed to strengthen the anti-proliferation regime.  And whether those would then take the form of a treaty or of a Security Council resolution, I am not quite sure.  You would probably have to talk to the IAEA experts or legal experts, but I don’t know the answer to that question.

Question:  Is there any relation between the increase in terrorist attacks in Iraq and the talks of Mr. Brahimi?

Spokesman:  We have no way of knowing.

Question:  If there is an agreement today on Cyprus, in what manner would it be announced?

Spokesman:  That is a very hypothetical question.  We have been trying to solve this issue for 40 years.  It is nice to speculate that there could be agreement today, but let’s wait and see what happens.

Question:  Not the Cyprus problem, for sure, it is the methods.

Spokesman:  Let’s see what happens today.  They’ll talk amongst themselves.  Depending on the outcome of today’s talks, a decision will be made whether Mr. de Soto will come down and speak; whether he will come down with the representatives of the two parties; whether the Secretary-General would join that party... let’s wait and see.  There is still a negotiating session left, at least one.

Question:  Is there a chance for the talks to continue tomorrow, or is this going to be the last for this week?

Spokesman:  I can’t tell you.  I thought it was going to end on Tuesday; we are now on Thursday.  We have got the weekend.  I would hope it could wrap up today, but remember I said that on Tuesday.

Question:  Hypothetically, if there ever were to be an agreement, would you expect the announcement to take place in Washington?

Spokesman:  Why?

Question:  To take credit.  I have heard...

Spokesman:  The talks are happening here.  If there is an agreement in the talks here, the announcement would be made from here.

Question:  As elections in Iraq are the right way to go, and the Secretary-General has said that credible elections before 30 June are difficult, the remaining question is how much the election date is going to be moved back.

Spokesman:  No, no.  Let’s wait and see what Mr. Brahimi’s recommendations are.  The question is how to best organize this transition.  The idea of caucuses was in the 15 November agreement.  The idea of elections was then put forward.  Questions were then raised about the viability of elections before 30 June.  Mr. Brahimi has gone there to talk to the broadest possible spectrum of Iraqi opinion to see if consensus can be reached on the way to go.  Let’s hear what Mr. Brahimi’s report to the Secretary-General will say and what recommendations, therefore, will be put forward, representing -- if there is one –- a consensus of Iraqi opinion.

Question:  A consensus is emerging that elections are the right way to go, you have said that.

Spokesman:  Yes, everyone expects elections in 2005.  The question is, what can be done before 30 June.  If it can’t be elections, what other way can you find to establish a legitimate provisional government.

Question:  To clarify:  Mr. Brahimi was speaking of elections in a broad, general sense, not between now and 30 June?

Spokesman:  Yes.

Question:  Is the UN talking to anybody who is considered to be close to the insurgents?

Spokesman:  I can’t answer that question.  I mean, who knows who is close to the insurgents?

Question:  When you say that the UN is talking to a broad spectrum, are the insurgents part of that spectrum?

Spokesman:  I can’t answer that either.  You’d have to ask Mr. Brahimi’s spokesman.

Question:  Regarding talks with neighbouring States in Kuwait, are they neighbouring States, plus Egypt, plus Mr. Brahimi representing the UN?  Is that correct?

Spokesman:  It is their meeting and he is going to meet with them.

Question:  When is it and what precisely is the agenda?

Spokesman:  Saturday in Kuwait.  His agenda would be to discuss his talks in Iraq.  The Secretary-General has been saying all along that the cooperation of the neighbouring States is crucial to any scenario that is agreed upon, so you can see this meeting as an extension of his consultations inside Iraq.

Question:  Is Mr. Brahimi going to brief the Security Council when he comes back to New York?  Do we get the opportunity to talk to him?

Spokesman:  I don’t know yet about the Council.  We will be glad to ask him to speak to you.  I expect he will be happy to do that.

Question:  Other than Kuwait, will he visit some other neighbouring countries?

Spokesman:  I have nothing to announce today about that. I can’t tell you whether that is in the works or not.

Question:  When is Mr. Brahimi expected back?

Spokesman:  I don’t have a date.

Question:  There are now many attacks going on against the civilian population in Iraq, during the visit of the UN.  Does the Secretary-General have any kind of statement on that?

Spokesman:  Just what I read that he said off the cuff to some journalists at this Norwegian art event last night, where he extended his condolences and stressed the importance of a secure environment.  We have no formal statement regarding these most recent terror attacks.

Question:  The combination of Mr. Brahimi’s comments and the Secretary-General’s statement, can we conclude from that that the UN’s position now is that caucuses for selecting a provisional government would not be a practical way to go?

Spokesman:  I would wait to get the final report. You don’t hear many people talking about caucuses these days, but it is not for me to say from this podium that the idea is dead.  Certainly, that is one of the things Mr. Brahimi went there to discuss, and the results of those discussions will only be known when he reports to the Secretary-General.

Question:  Saying elections are the right way to go means caucuses are the wrong way.

Spokesman:  You just have got to wait for his report.  You can’t pull it out of me.  I have nothing to do with it.  I am just reporting whom he is seeing.  He is saying some things about his general impressions of what Iraqis want.  But the nuts and bolts are going to be in his report.

Question:  Is the Secretary-General concerned that UN inspectors in Iran have discovered undeclared designs for an advance centrifuge used to enrich uranium?

Spokesman:  He reads the newspapers, so he saw that report. I think we called IAEA today to see if they had anything to say on it. I don’t think they had anything in the way of a press release today.  The Secretary-General, I think, would let the IAEA take the lead.  The press report that I think you are referring to seems to have advance information on an official IAEA report that is yet to come out.  That is probably why IAEA is not commenting, and the Secretary-General will not comment either.

Question:  What is the Secretary-General’s feeling about the proposal made by Mr. Denktash that an extra step be added to the plan proposed by the Secretary-General, so that any remaining issues that could not be resolved would be handed over to see if Greece and Turkey could handle them, and then, if they can’t, the Secretary-General would become the final arbiter?

Spokesman:  Well, thank you for that briefing on the confidential talks taking place in Headquarters here.  I am not going to comment on any of the specifics that are under discussion.  Let’s see what happens today, and let’s see what, if anything, emerges in the way of a public blueprint for where they go from here, should they agree today.  But you are not going to draw me on that one.

Question:  Was a new proposal by Mr. Denktash the principal reason why talks were extended to today?

Spokesman:  I am not authorized to go into any details on what happened at yesterday’s talks.  You should get a full story if and when agreement is reached.  Then it would come from Mr. de Soto or the two parties.

Question:  You cannot give us any information at all?

Spokesman:  About yesterday’s meeting?  No.

Question:  They are talking about filling in blanks in the plan.  What are those blanks.

Spokesman:  I can’t, because the two sides have sit down and say where they disagree, if they do disagree –- and it is safe to assume that they do disagree -– and then they have to negotiate with each other how to resolve those differences.  The Secretary-General’s proposal was -- if you find you can’t resolve this or that, then leave it to me to fill in the blanks, as a fair exercise of his Good Offices’ function.  That was his proposal.

Question:  Can you give us a one-word description of how the Secretary-General is feeling about the way it is going.

Spokesman:  It went better yesterday than the day before.

Question:  Does the goal remain that the talks would shift to Cyprus for the “nuts and bolts” phase?

Spokesman:  Yes, I think it is probably fair to see what is taking place as the Secretary-General looking to be convinced by the two sides that they are serious about reaching agreement.  Once that is established, then he will send them off to work with Mr. de Soto to try to sort out their remaining differences.

Thank you very much.

* *** *
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