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Asia Pulse 

January 13, 2003 

S KOREA TO ATTEND SIX ENVIRONMENT MINISTERIAL MEETINGS THIS YEAR 

      DATELINE: SEOUL, Jan 13 

      With the Kyoto Protocol becoming a global issue, South Korea will attend approximately six environment

      ministerial meetings during 2003, the Ministry of Environment said Monday. 

      According to the ministry, Lee Maan-ee, deputy environment minister, will leave for Nairobi early next month

      to attend the United Nations Environment Program's 22th session of the governing council/global

      ministerial environment forum. Lee will discuss there follow-up measures from the World Summit on

      Sustainable Development (WSSD) held in Johannesburg, South Africa last year. 

      The 11th plenary session of the United Nations Commission on Sustainable Development (UNCSD) slated to

      open in New York late April would be the first ministerial gathering which Korea's new environment minister

      from the incoming administration will attend. 

      The new environment minister will also take part in the second ASEM environment ministers' meeting slated

      for the latter part of the year. They are also likely to fly to China to attend the fifth trilateral environment

      ministerial meeting among South Korea, China and Japan scheduled for the second half of the year in Beijing.

      On the sidelines of those conferences, the third World Water Forum is scheduled to open in Kyoto late March

      and the third roundtable meeting of Korea, China and Japan on environmental industry will be held in the

      Chinese capital in June. 

      The fifth WTO cabinet meeting to deal with Doha Development Agenda (DDA) and other environment-related

      matters will open in the middle of September in Mexico. 

      An environmental ministers' meeting of South Korea, China, Japan and member countries of ASEAN, or the

      "ASEAN Plus Three Environment Ministers' Meeting" will be held in November in Yangon, Myanmar. 

      The next government's environment minister would attend 2-6 international gatherings with others likely to

      be substituted by working-level officials, the ministry predicted. _____________________________________________________________________________________

AP

Activists angry over Navy's use of depleted-uranium rounds 

A coalition of environmental and anti-war

activists is considering seeking an injunction to halt U.S. Navy exercises that fire depleted-uranium rounds off the coast of Washington. 

The munitions, first used in combat in the 1991 Gulf War, are used by all military services for their armor-piercing capabilities. 

Depleted uranium is mildly radioactive and has a half-life of 4.5 billion years. The Pentagon, however, revealed two years ago that some DU munitions were contaminated with more highly radioactive substances, such as plutonium. 

``The Navy is willing to put us all at risk, including its own sailors, to improve its war-fighting capabilities,'' said Glen Milner, of Ground Zero Center for Nonviolent Action, an organization currently involved in a federal lawsuit against the Navy for violations of the Endangered Species Act over the Trident D-5 nuclear missile upgrade at the Bangor submarine base. 

Milner learned of the tests after obtaining an internal Navy memo dated June 25, 2001, giving the Everett-based destroyer USS Fife permission to conduct gunnery operations. 

Navy Cmdr. Karen Sellers in Seattle contends there are no hazards to the servicemen and women on board the ships, adding that ``all crew members are medically monitored'' to ensure their safety. 

No major studies have been done on the effects of such weapons in the ocean, but in 1993 the military required all soldiers participating in DU exercises to be tested, said Dr. Doug Rokke, a former Army health physicist and opponent of DU use. Officials say there is no evidence showing the material is dangerous. 

Soldiers and civilians, however, have feared ill health effects from the toxic metal, which is a byproduct of natural uranium when it's turned into nuclear fuel for reactors. U.S. veterans groups also believe it may be linked to the mysterious Gulf War syndrome. 

Iraqi doctors have blamed the material for a sharp increase in cancer and birth defects following the war. And

countries in Europe have complained that the United States hasn't always been forthright about its health risks. 

The Navy uses the munitions in its Phalanx missile-defense system. It includes radar and 20mm guns, which are capable of firing up to 80 rounds a second. 

Sellers said no more than 600 rounds are fired during quarterly testing, which has been done since 1977. 

The tests occur about 40 miles west of Neah Bay and abut the Olympic Coast National Marine Sanctuary. 

Sellers said Navy environmental experts say the depleted uranium, which is 40 percent less radioactive than naturally occurring uranium, dissolves very slowly in the ocean. 

``It would be too diluted to distinguish from natural background uranium in the sea water,'' Sellers said. 

But residue from a DU round hitting a target can be spread by the wind, and once in the soil, it can pollute the

environment and create up to a hundredfold increase in uranium levels in ground water, according to the U.N.

Environmental Program. 

``It just makes sense that if DU can contaminate land and get into the food chain, then it would do the same thing in the sea,'' Milner said. 

A DU round also poses danger because up to 70 percent of the projectile can burn on impact, creating a firestorm of ceramic DU oxide particles, he said. 

A United Nations subcommission has asked for a ban on DU weapons, contending they're inhumane. The World Health Organization in January 2001 recommended further health-risk studies. 

_____

____________________________________________________________________________________

Gulf News
Environment expo to be held in Oman 
 Oman's first ever environment exhibition will highlight water, air and energy management, transportation and land management, recycling and waste management, environmental research, science and technology, housing and agriculture, wilism.

The exhibition, to be held from February 9 to 11,will be inaugurated by Shaikh Salim bin Hilal Al Khalili, Agriculture and Fisheries Minister, at Hotel Inter-Continental. 

The exhibition is aimed at creating environmental awareness and promote products and solutions to protect the environment, says a release from the organisers, Oman Inter-national Trade Exhibition. 

The event is organised under the auspices of the Ministry of Regional Municipalities, Environment and Water Resources, with joint support from Unesco and UNEP. Oman LNG, Kalhat, Salalah Sanitary Drainage Services and BP Oman are the sponsors.

Companies which participate in the 'Gulf Eco' exhibition will be awarded the 'Environmental Excellence Award' on the basis of their environmental efficiency, protection of resources and global responsibility. 
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InterPress

LATIN AMERICA: NEW LEADERS EMERGE FROM ENVIRONMENTAL MOVEMENT 

Brazil's recently-named environment minister symbolizes a new type of leadership in Latin America, an

      approach arising from activism aimed at profound changes. 

      Peasant farmers, filmmakers, academics, indigenous leaders, politicians and even former guerrillas make up

      the ranks of the environmental movement in Latin America, a vast and diverse phenomenon that has

      produced important leaders over the last few decades. 

      One such trailblazer is Marina Silva, 44, the new environment minister of Brazil who took office Jan 1 when

      President Luiz In cio "Lula" da Silva was sworn in. 

      As a young girl in the northwestern state of Acre, Silva worked helping her father, a "seringueiro" (rubbertree

      tapper), to support her eight siblings. She survived several bouts with malaria in the Amazon jungle and did

      not learn to read and write until she was 16. It was then that hepatitis forced her to move to the city of

      Rio Branco, where she studied, receiving a degree in history, and became a social and political activist with

      Lula's leftist Workers' Party (PT). 

      An heir to the tradition established by Chico Mendes -- a world- renowned leader of the seringueiros and

      defender of the Amazon forest who was assassinated in 1988 --, Silva helped organize the CUT labor union

      in Acre and struggled to protect the rubbertree forests from the chainsaws wielded by the men in the

      employ of large landowners. 

      Silva represents a new type of leadership, one born of environmental activism in Latin America. 

      Lula's decision to name her to the post "has the consensus support of all environmentalists," Carlos Minc, a

      PT lawmaker in Rio de Janeiro, told Tierram rica. 

      Minc, 51, belongs to a group of former guerrillas who, exiled in Europe during the 1970s, returned to Brazil

      with new ecological ideas for their giant country. Lawmaker Fernando Gabeira and Rio de Janeiro secretaries

      Alfredo Sirkis (urban planning) and Liszt Vieira form part of the same movement. 

      These activists took up arms against Brazil's military regime between 1968 and 1970. The three were

      arrested and tortured, but were then released in exchange for the return of a diplomat kidnapped by their

      colleagues. 

      Back in Brazil a decade later, they joined together to found the tiny Green Party. Only Sirkis remains a

      Green, while the others moved to the PT. 

      Throughout Latin America, many activists have paved the way for profound changes, and many paid with

      their lives for their zeal to protect nature. 

      In Peru, agronomist and university professor Godofredo Garc a was slain in front of his son Ulisses by a

      masked man on Mar 31, 2001, in San Lorenzo Valley, a thousand kms north of Lima. 

      Garc a, who was 63 at the time of his death, was leading the 100,000 residents of the valley in resisting a

      mega-project by the Canada-based Manhattan Mining to exploit gold, copper, silver and zinc deposits in the

      subsoils of the city of Tambogrande, which was extending to farming areas. 

      The plan, which entailed relocating 12,000 city residents, also came under fire because it threatens local

      agriculture, which sustains some 60,000 people. 

      The broad public campaign, backed by national and international organizations, including Oxfam America, was

      not successful in halting the open-pit mining project, which proponents claim will create 3,000 direct and

      indirect jobs. The inevitable suspicion among locals is that Garc a was killed on the orders of

      Manhattan Mining. 

      Another murder of an environmental activist took place in Colombia in January 2000. Indigenous leader

      Eusberto Jojoa, founder of the Association for Peasant-Farmer Development, was the victim. 

      "It is an ongoing anguish because we still don't know who killed him or why," Gonzalo Palomino Ortiz, a

      pioneer of the Colombian ecology movement, told Tierram rica. 

      Palomino, 66, is an activist in numerous groups and writes for several publications, as well as serving as

      biology professor and researcher at the University of Tolima. 

      One of Palomino's great achievements was to create the Network of Private Nature Reserves, which covers

      130 areas. It is touted as a triumph for individual effort, and the Environment ministry of Colombia has

      recognized the initiative as "an effective way to preserve ecosystems." 

      But one of the best-known ecological struggles in Colombia was the 15-year fight against dredging a river

      for gold in the western town of Ataco, in Tolima department. The battle was waged against the local mining

      subsidiary of the U.S.-based Choc Pac fico company. 

      The protests by local rice-growers successfully blocked what was likely to have been an ecological disaster.

      Many members of the Agricultural National Salvation movement "emerged from that first major fight of

      national scope," notes Palomino. 

      In Costa Rica, agronomist Mario Boza, 60, played a role similar to that of Palomino, founding the National

      Park Service, which protects 24 percent of the Central American nation's territory. 

      His influence extended beyond national borders when the Mesoamerican Biological Corridor project was

      drawn up, promoting sustainable development in the seven Central American countries and the southern

      states of Mexico. 

      Boza served as deputy minister of the Environment from 1990 to 1993 and continues to be an untiring writer

      and permanent presence at conferences on ecological issues. 

      "In many countries natural resources will continue to be destroyed and there will be major catastrophes, but

      there will also be excellent examples to follow, such that in 50 years there will be more positives than

      negatives," said Boza in a conversation with Tierram rica. 

      In Chile, Patricio Lanfranco, a documentary filmmaker, has emerged as another sort of environmental leader. 

      In 1996 he led the Anti-Northern Highway Coordinator, an umbrella for 25 neighborhood and business groups,

      to protest the construction of a highway to connect east and west Santiago. 

      The campaign did not prevent the road from being built, but did rack up some small victories, such as

      changes in the highway route in order to reduce the impacts on the surrounding neighborhoods. 

      In Lanfranco's opinion, the effort had "a very positive outcome": the creation of the Living City Corporation,

      an organization that carries out projects such as preserving the architectural heritage of the Bellavista

      district, this year's winner -- in a field of 150 applicants -- of the Andr s Bello prize, awarded by a group of

      seven Latin American countries. 

      IPS correspondents Abraham Lama, Mar a Isabel Garc a, N fer Mu oz and Gustavo Gonz lez also contributed

      to this report. 

      * Tierram rica is a specialized news service (www.tierramerica.net) produced by IPS with the backing of

      the United Nations Development Program and the United Nations Environment Program. 

      LOAD-DATE: January 10, 2003

_________________________________________________________________________________________

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT: Worldwatch Institute Assesses Progress 

By Joe Fiorill, UN Wire
WASHINGTON -- Last year's U.N. summit in Johannesburg was a failure on many counts, but progress being made on smaller stages around the world shows that the planet may be on the road to sustainable development anyway, the Worldwatch Institute says in its annual State of the World report, launched here yesterday.

The institute, which devoted its report last year to what should be done in Johannesburg, focuses this year on examples of success in improving health, reducing poverty and protecting the environment in various parts of the world.

Presenting the new report yesterday afternoon, Worldwatch Institute President Christopher Flavin sought immediately to distance his group's new focus on the positive from the views of Danish "skeptical environmentalist" Bjorn Lomborg, denounced this week by the Danish Research Agency's "scientific dishonesty" panel. The institute's aim, Flavin said, is not to minimize the importance of environmental and social problems, but rather to focus on successes that could be expanded to address what the institute said are still real and pressing threats.

"What is actually working around the world" is what matters now, Flavin said. "The world may be closer to turning the corner on many of these problems than had been previously understood."

Writing in the report's preface, Flavin calls the Johannesburg conference "something between a modest step sideways and a small step backwards" but plays down the meeting's failures, instead focusing on the need for "more modest but concrete plans of action" than have been produced at meetings such as the 1992 U.N. Conference on Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro.

"The Johannesburg agreements do not have the historic resonance of the Rio treaties, nor do they meet all the tests that we laid out in the last edition of State of the World," Flavin writes. "Unlike at the earlier Earth Summit," he says, "there were no major treaties up for negotiation in Johannesburg. Instead, the focus was on concrete steps for moving the Rio agenda forward."

Flavin acknowledges "well-founded concerns" about a "lack of detail" in the commitments made by countries in Johannesburg and the "acrimony" that characterized their debate, but he focuses on the presence at the summit of "one of the largest collections of civil society organizations in U.N. history -- ranging from environmentalists and farmers to human rights activists, local officials and labor union representatives." The activity of such groups at the meeting, he says, "may have pointed to a strategy for accelerating the process of global change," and the hundreds of public-private partnership agreements signed may represent the conference's "most significant results."

Each of the new report's eight chapters contains examples of local and national advances the institute says can be extrapolated to speed the sustainable development process around the world. Among those highlighted yesterday by the institute's researchers were growth of more than 30 percent annually, over the last five years, in solar and wind power use in Germany, Spain and Japan; an 81 percent drop in world chlorofluorocarbon production in the 1990s; a World Health Organization-driven decrease in polio cases worldwide from 350,000 in 1988 to 480 in 2001; dramatic growth in recycling in Europe; new technologies to limit pollution from automobiles and successes in limiting dependence on cars; and an increase in organic farming, particularly in Europe.

Although the institute offered dozens of examples of successful local initiatives to draw on, it said mobilizing governments, business, nongovernmental organizations and the public to support generalizing such action remains difficult. Research Director Gary Gardner, in particular, highlighted the need for "enlisting constituencies to make these kinds of changes happen." The "building blocks" of sustainable development are available, Gardner said, but "those building blocks will not stack themselves up."

(Back to Contents)



DESERTIFICATION: North African Experts Urge Regional Policy 

Environmental experts and development organization members from six North African nations met Wednesday in Tangiers, Morocco, and called for the establishment of a common regional policy to fight desertification.

Conference participants listed overgrazing, unsustainable timber harvesting and acid rain as some of the key factors causing the expansion of the deserts in the participating countries -- Morocco, Tunisia, Algeria, Libya, Egypt and Sudan. They added that efforts to stop desertification in the region, some of which began as early as the 1950s, have yielded few results, with as much as 83 percent of the six nations' combined land mass now suffering the effects of desertification.

In addition to urging the countries' governments to draw up a regional plan to fight the economically devastating environmental phenomenon, the delegates also called for help from U.N. agencies and the international community. They specifically asked Mediterranean countries to help safeguard North Africa's Mediterranean coastal forests (Kang Xinwen, Xinhua News Agency, Jan. 8, UN Wire translation).

(Back to Contents)
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The world is not getting worse, says Bjorn Lomborg's book.


Bjorn Lomborg and the temple of doom 

11.01.2003
By MICHAEL McCARTHY 

He has been the environmental movement's gadfly, irritating the greens beyond endurance, provoking some of them to spluttering rage. But now Bjorn Lomborg has been slapped down in a way that may leave him spluttering himself. 

Eighteen months ago, the youthful Danish professor of statistics launched a widely publicised attack on the global green community's central and most cherished shibboleth, that the condition of the world is getting worse. 

No, said Lomborg. 

Concerns about melting ice caps, deforestation and acid rain were exaggerated. They were "phantom problems", a false litany of messages of doom that the green movement had to proclaim to underpin its very reasons to exist. 

In reality, he said in his hefty best-selling book, The Skeptical Environmentalist, hunger, poverty and disease were all on a downward trend. 

Air and water had not been so clean since before the Industrial Revolution, he added, fewer species were becoming extinct than was claimed, global warming was not so terrible and although the condition of the world was not yet good enough, it was vastly improved. 

In steadily asserting the contrary, said the professor, environmentalists were playing fast and loose with the facts. 

He alleged: "Over the past few decades there has been an increasing fusion of truth and good intentions in the environmental debate." 

Now this very accusation has been thrown back in his face by a senior committee of scientists in his home country who have labelled his work "scientifically dishonest". 

The Danish Committee on Scientific Dishonesty, a branch of the Danish Research Agency that draws together some of Denmark's most senior scientists, spent most of last year closely scrutinising Lomborg's work. Now it has condemned it. 

The sound of greens rejoicing could be heard around the world, but such are the passions that have been evoked by the Lomborg debate, it is important to be precise. 

The professor is not convicted of being deliberately misleading or negligent in argument himself; rather his work as a whole is regarded as a scientifically dishonest enterprise (if the distinction can be followed). 

The committee's judgment concludes: "Objectively speaking, the publication of the work under consideration is deemed to fall within the concept of scientific dishonesty. In view of the subjective requirements made in terms of intent or gross negligence, however, Bjorn Lomborg's publication cannot fall within the bounds of this characterisation. Conversely, the publication is deemed clearly contrary to the standards of good scientific practice." 

Following up a series of detailed complaints to it from other scientists and environmentalists, the committee judged that Lomborg was guilty of presenting his work as science, instead of "a provocative debate-generating paper". 

It was his bias that was unscientific, they said. "The defendant ... based on customary scientific standards and in light of his systematic one-sidedness in the choice of data and line of argument, has clearly acted at variance with good scientific practice." 

Committee chairman Hans Henrik Brydensholt said Lomborg did not make "thorough searches for all available sources ... including what goes against one's supposition", alleging: "He used sources in favour of his own beliefs." 

Lomborg agreed this week that he may not have always quoted all available sources, but said the panel had failed to provide any examples of the alleged unfairness. 

"You can't say I am scientifically dishonest or in breach of good scientific conduct unless you point the finger and say this is the smoking gun," he said. 

"It's like saying you committed murder, but we won't tell you who you killed. It's impossible for me to defend myself." 

The academic, 38, who has a doctorate in political science and formerly taught statistics at the University of Aarhus, said he had never tried to hide that he was not professionally an environment specialist, adding his book was meant to start a debate. It certainly did. 

The green movement reacted with fury. 

One of the things that upset environmentalists so much was that although Lomborg presented himself as a green by conviction - he is a former member of Greenpeace - his thesis was eagerly seized on by the opponents of environmentalism in business and conservative politics, especially in the United States, to show that the environmental case held no water whatsoever. He was seen as a traitor. 

Perhaps more than that, though, Lomborg touched a raw nerve with the greens. He went straight for the jugular, for the core of their case, in a way no one had quite done before, using a new weapon: precise statistical rigour. 

To many environmentalists, his book is pure and simple heresy and entirely beyond the pale, but its undeniably impressive aspect, and the reason why it was taken so seriously - it has been translated into a dozen languages - is the scope of its sourcing. 

Lomborg takes assertion after assertion that the world is getting worse, with regard to forests, water, waste, energy supplies and other sectors, and attempts to demolish the statistical basis of each one. 

You may agree with him or disagree - but what you can certainly do is follow his argument back to the original sources in each case. 

In the 500-page book they are precisely referenced - all 2930 of them. 

This was more than a rant, this was something of substance, and it was hailed in many quarters as a brilliant and overdue piece of iconoclasm. 

But senior scientists, academics and environmental campaigners took issue with Lomborg, saying his work was flawed by its bias. 

A group of US academics wrote to his publisher, Cambridge University Press, saying: "We rarely see this type of careless and manipulative scholarship in the undergraduates we teach." 

Eventually, the criticisms reached the Danish Committee on Scientific Dishonesty as formal complaints. 

One of the original complainants was Jeff Harvey, a former editor at the British scientific journal Nature and currently a senior scientist at the Netherlands Institute of Ecology. 

He said "It is unfortunate that I and many others felt it necessary to take Lomborg and his book to task for the veritable deluge of inaccuracies it contains, but he has veered well across the line that divides controversial, if not competent, science from unrepentant incompetence. 

"Lomborg has failed time and again to rectify the egregious distortions he makes, he has based his conclusions on cherry-picking the studies he likes, and he has seriously undermined the public's understanding of important contemporary scientific issues. 

"Scientists must be held accountable for serious transgressions that are committed without responsibility, and this judgement goes at least some way to underlining Lomborg's dishonesty." 

In April last year Lomborg was appointed by Denmark's new right-wing government as director of the country's Institute for Environmental Valuation, but his position would not be threatened by the judgment against him, Danish government sources said. 

____________________________________________________________________________________

BBC

Rare birds fall prey to - botulism

               There are fewer than 1,000 black-faced spoonbills worldwide

               (Image: John Holmes/BirdLife)

               By Alex Kirby 

               BBC News Online environment correspondent 

               Dangerously high numbers of one of the world's rarest   and most spectacular birds have died from disease in   the last month. 

               An outbreak of avian botulism has killed 71 black-faced  spoonbills in Taiwan since 9 December 2002. 

               This is more than 7% of the world population of 969 birds, according to BirdLife International. 

               The outbreak follows a spell of   unusually warm winter weather,  and ornithologists think similar

               incidents could become common. 

               Avian botulism is caused by   a water-soluble toxin  produced by the bacterium Clostridium botulinum (in this  case, type C). It is a potent  neurotoxin. 

               Black-faced spoonbills breed on small islands off the  west coast of the Korean peninsula and China. 

               Their main wintering wetland sites are in Taiwan, Hong  Kong, Vietnam, China, Japan, Macao and South Korea. 

               Rapid help 

               A census conducted in January 2002 concluded the 969  birds found were the entire global population. 

               The first dead birds were  reported by the Wild Bird Federation of Taiwan (WBFT)  on 9 December, and analysis  showed avian botulism was the cause. 

               They were found in Taiwan's Tseng-wen  estuary, the most  important wintering site in  the world for the birds with  more than 70% of the  global population. 

               WBFT, the Taiwan partner  of Birdlife, and its local   branch, the Wild Bird  Society of Tainan, set up

               an emergency rescue team to try to save some of the  infected birds. 

               The last dead birds were reported on 4 January, and 17 others have recovered so far. 

               The Taiwanese authorities and WBFT are working to  minimise any recurrence of the disease at Tseng-wen  by changing the way organic pollution is controlled. 

               They are also stockpiling type C botulism antiserum,  which was used to help five sick spoonbills back to  health. 

               Professor Chien-chung Cheng, the president of WBFT,  said the loss of more than 7% of the world's

               black-faced spoonbills was "a significant blow to this  already endangered species". 

               Pollution link 

               BirdLife says: "The higher than usual winter  temperatures that appear to have triggered the  outbreak seem to be consistent with anticipated climate change patterns. 

               "BirdLife fears more incidents of this nature may be expected to occur in future." 

               The entire outbreak included  three distinct waves of the disease, each following a  sudden temperature drop. 

               Scientists think the earlier  warm temperatures caused  fishponds around the estuary to become              eutrophic, a process in  which the population of algae would have increased rapidly. 

               The colder weather could  have caused a mass algal  die-off, with the  decomposing algae

               depleting oxygen levels in  the water. 

               Hopes dashed 

               This would have killed fish and shrimps, providing ideal  conditions for the bacteria to multiply rapidly. 

               The birds' endangered status means ornithologists  think they face a very high risk of extinction in the wild  in the near future. 

               But until 2001 they were classified by IUCN, the World Conservation Union, as "critically endangered", facing  an "extremely high" extinction risk. 

               Their prospects, ironically, had actually improved with  the establishment of a protected area in the Tseng-wen  estuary in November 2002. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

ENS

Bush Administration Weakens Wetlands Protections 

                      By Cat Lazaroff 

                      WASHINGTON, DC, January 10, 2003 (ENS) - The Bush administration  issued new, and immediately controversial, guidance today regarding federal  authority over the nation's wetlands. While the administration claims the  guidance reaffirms federal authority "over the vast majority of America's                      wetlands," conservation groups charge that the administration's action will   repeal Clean Water Act protections for a large percentage of the nation's  waterways. 

                      The new guidance attempts to clarify the authority of the U.S. Environmental  Protection Agency (EPA) and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers over  isolated, non-navigable wetlands. Federal authority to protect such wetlands   from development was called into question by a 2001 Supreme Court decision                      in a case brought by a developer who was penalized for filling manmade ponds that were providing habitat for migratory birds. 

                      Isolated wetlands, like this prairie  pothole in North Dakota, form  important habitat for migrating

                      birds and other species. (All photos courtesy USFWS unless specified)

                      But environmentalists said the  proposal is the first step in an  industry led effort to gut one                of the nation's most important  environmental laws, the 30  year old Clean Water Act. 

                      "The administration's proposals are scientifically bankrupt," said Daniel Rosenberg, a wetlands expert at the Natural Resources Defense Council  (NRDC). "The Clean Water Act has been tremendously successful because  its longstanding rules ensure that all waterbodies, large or small, are   protected. 

                      Under the decision announced this afternoon, the EPA and Corps are  instructing their field staff not to require permits under the Clean Water Act  for the pollution or destruction of wetlands that are located within a single  state and are not associated with any navigable waterway, such as a lake or  river. Field agents should seek formal approval from agency headquarters before asserting their jurisdiction over isolated wetlands that cross state  boundaries, which may fall under Clean Water Act rules regarding interstate  commerce. 

                      Field staff should continue to assert jurisdiction over traditional navigable  waters, their tributary systems and adjacent wetlands, the agencies said. But  the document suggests to federal permit writers at the local level that they  may be on shaky legal ground if they assert jurisdiction over small streams                      and other waterways that are not used for shipping or commerce. 

                                                            Nesting and migrating  birds depend on a variety  of isolated wetlands.                                                            (Photo by Stephan  Dobert/USFWS)

                                                            "We are committed  to protecting America's wetlands  and watersheds to                                                       the full extent under  the Clean Water Act  and the recent  Supreme Court  ruling," said EPA                                                    Administrator Christie Whitman. 

                                                            In a crucial  statement, the agencies said the use of isolated wetlands by migratory birds,   which are protected under a variety of federal regulations, can not be the sole  reason for requiring a federal permit for a pond, swamp or other non-navigable  wetlands. In the lawsuit that triggered the Supreme Court decision, Solid  Waste Agency of Northern Cook County v. U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (SWANCC), the Corps had relied on language in the preamble to the Clean                      Water Act, commonly referred to as the Migratory Bird Rule, in asserting  jurisdiction over isolated ponds used by migratory birds. 

                      The Supreme Court ruled that more important language in the Clean Water  Act limited the Corps' jurisdiction to navigable waters, such as rivers that  support interstate travel. 

                      Under the Clinton administration the Corps and the EPA looked for loopholes  in the Supreme Court ruling that would allow continued protection for isolated  wetlands. The Bush administration has now accepted the ruling as removing  these small waterways from federal jurisdiction under the Clean Water Act. 

                      This salt flat wetland is typical of  those found around the Great Salt  Lake in Utah, and Mono Lake and  the Salton Sea in Calfornia. Salt flat   wetlands provide critical feeding and  resting areas for migrating birds. 

                      "Today's announcement is  important because the Corps   of Engineers regulatory  officers and the regulated community now have  guidance which more clearly describes the scope of jurisdiction for which permits are required," said Les  Brownlee, undersecretary for the Army and acting assistant secretary of the Army for civil works. 

                      The two agencies said they plan to publish an Advance Notice of Proposed  Rule Making (ANPRM) to solicit information and comments to clarify the  extent of Clean Water Act coverage in light of SWANCC. The proposal will  ask for public comment on how to define "isolated" - a term not defined or  used in current rules. 

                      Depending on how the term is ultimately defined, the administration could decide that a large percentage of the nation's wetlands, streams and ponds   will no longer receive federal protection. 

                      "The agencies have not engaged in a review of the regulations with the public concerning Clean Water Act jurisdiction for some time," noted Brownlee.  "The ANPRM will help ensure that the regulations are consistent with the  CWA and that the public understands what waters are subject to CWA                    jurisdiction." 

                                                      A playa wetland during a wet phase.  These shallow, seasonal wetlands                                      form in dry prairie and desert  regions. 

                                                      "We are also committed to full  public involvement in this  process, and we will seek additional information and  scientific data for possible  rulemaking," Whitman added. 

                                                      Conservation groups said the   impact of the new guidance,  and of potential rule changes  under the Clean Water Act, could be devastating. Any change would  jeopardize the integrity of the Clean Water Act, said Nancy Stoner, director of  the Clean Water Project at NRDC. 

                      "There is no legal or scientific justification for legalizing pollution in  waterways that have been protected for three decades," said Stoner. "The Bush administration doesn't seem to understand that all of our waters are connected. If you allow corporate polluters to dump toxic waste in creeks, it  will flow into our rivers and threaten our drinking water." 

                      The proposal questions whether the Clean Water Act should continue to  prohibit pollution in isolated streams, ponds and wetlands, which are often linked with other waterways through underground water supplies or surface  runoff. These waters, which are used for recreation and commercial fishing                     and are vital to wildlife, have been explicitly included in the 1972 Clean Water  Act's implementing regulations since 1975, according to Joan Mulhern, senior  legislative counsel for the environmental law group Earthjustice. 

                      Even seemingly isolated wetlands are often linked to surrounding water  sources via groundwater or surface  runoff. 

                      "The Bush administration's  proposal ignores basic  hydrology, since pollution in  streams and wetlands   eventually flows into big   rivers and causes more  pollution downstream," said  Mulhern. "And it ignores the  law, since the very purpose of the Clean Water Act is to eliminate pollution  where it begins rather than forcing huge clean up expenses on communities  who depend on clean waterways for fishing, swimming, and drinking water. That fundamental purpose is ignored by Bush's actions." 

                      According to Earthjustice, neither the Supreme Court ruling nor the majority  of federal courts that have ruled on this issue have suggested that any such  weakening of Clean Water Act authority over non-navigable wetlands is  warranted. 

                      "The Bush proposal is even contradicted by this administration's own Justice  Department," said Mulhern. "The Department of Justice has filed dozens of  legal briefs in federal court arguing that current Clean Water Act regulations   covering all waters of the United States under the law are not only legal but                      required in order to meet the goal of protecting the health of the nation's  waters." 

                      "The Supreme Court did not suggest that the basic framework of the Clean  Water Act be dismantled," agreed Stoner. "Invoking this court decision is just  an excuse to allow developers, mining companies, and other polluting  industries to fill in wetlands and to dump waste into small streams." 

                      The waterways at risk could include creeks, small streams, and many types of  wetlands, which could become vulnerable to unrestricted dredging, filling and  waste dumping. Exempting them from clean water protection could affect all  Americans by drying up and polluting drinking water sources, and flooding  homes and businesses. 

                                                      If isolated wetlands lose protection,  environmentalists warn that duck                                                     populations in the U.S. could be devastated. 

                                                      Removing protections for  small wetlands could decimate  wildlife habitat needed by a   variety of species, including  much of the U.S. duck   population, which relies on seasonal ponds and marshes  during migration and nesting. 

                                                      In June 2002, a report released  by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife  Service (USFWS) emphasized  the ecological importance of isolated wetlands - those with "no apparent surface water connection to  perennial rivers and streams, estuaries, or the ocean" - calling them "irreplaceable resources." 

                      "People increasingly realize how important geographically isolated wetlands  in their areas are to wildlife conservation and a healthy environment," said USFWS Director Steve Williams. "Isolated wetlands are also vital for human  well being. Many of them contribute important subsurface water flows to  other wetlands and streams." 

                      States do not have programs to compensate if the administration kills federal  protection, said the NRDC's Stoner. Since most states rely on the backstop of  federal regulation, few have comprehensive programs that protect wetlands, creeks, streams and ponds. 

                      The Bush administration argues that other federal or state laws and programs  still cover these waters and wetlands, including the Food Security Act's  "Swampbuster" requirements and the Wetlands Reserve Program under the    U.S. Department of Agriculture. The administration said today it will ask for                      additional funding for the Wetlands Reserve program, and for a $5 million a  year increase for the EPA's Wetland Program Development Grants, currently  funded at $15 million a year. 

                      Some states, including Wisconsin, have  already taken steps to protect isolated  wetlands within their borders. (Photo  courtesy Wisconsin Wetlands Association)

                      But most states have long relied on  federal Clean Water Act permits as   the primary way to control pollution  in their waterways. 

                      "This is the first step in the Bush  administration's effort to dismantle significant Clean Water Act protections," said Earthjustice's Mulhern. "This attack on one of this nation's mos   important environmental laws flies in the face of common sense and American values. The public does not want more dirty water." 

                      The Bush administration action will likely be challenged in court, and will also  be challenged in Congress. Last July, three Democratic members of Congress  introduced a bill - the Clean Water Authority Restoration Act - that would  restore federal jurisdiction for isolated wetlands, but the bill never made it out  of the committee level. 

                      On Tuesday, the first day of the 108th Congress, Senator Russ Feingold of Wisconsin, and Representatives James Oberstar of Minnesota and John Dingell of Michigan, said they plan to reintroduce the bill this year. 

                      More information on today's administration actions is available at:  http://www.epa.gov/owow/wetlands/swanccnav.html and at:

                      http://www.usace.army.mil/inet/functions/cw/cecwo/reg/citizen.htm 

                      More information about wetlands is available at: http://wetlands.fws.gov/ 
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Ghana Gold Mine Spills into River Polluted in 2001 

                      By Emmanuel Kojo Kwarteng 

                      TARKWA, Ghana, January 10, 2003 (ENS) - A river and communities  poisoned by a cyanide spill from a gold mine in 2001 may have been hit by another spill from the same mining company. Water from an abandoned  underground mine within the mining concession of Goldfields Ghana Ltd. has  seeped into the Asuman River in the Wassa West District of the Western  Region, sparking fears of contamination and a worsening health situation for  area communities. 

                      Area residents, chiefs and opinion leaders say the water, which they suspect  is contamined, has filled the mine shaft and flooded the Asuman River, a source of drinking water for the people of Abekoase and surrounding  communities. 

                      As a result, the people of Abekoase have stopped fetching water from the  river following the suspected contamination of the river and the October 2001  cyanide spillage in the area. At that time, virtually all life forms in the river and  its tributaries were killed. Scientists fear the cyanide and heavy metal residue  from that spill could remain for decades posing a health and environmental  threat to the people and wildlife in the area. 

                                                          Containment pond for mine  waste in Wassa West district   (Photo courtesy Jamie  Kneen/Mining Watch)

                                                          In separate interviews,   the managing director of Goldfields Ghana Ltd.,                                                          Richard Graeme; the executive director of a  local nongovernmental  organization, the Wassa                                                      Association of Communities Affected   by Mining Activities  (WACAM), Daniel  Owusu-Koranteng; and the chief of Abekoase, Nana Molobah, all confirmed   that the water seepage has occurred. 

                      The chief contends that their plight has been compounded by the  non-provision of water through an alternative source - a borehole constructed  by Goldfields Ghana Ltd. in October 2002. 

                      The communities have called for immediate steps to assess the health implications of the incident. 

                      Graeme said the company recognized the problem 10 days ago and has  reported the incident to the Ghana Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)  and the Chief Inspector of Mines. 

                      He said the water has been tested at the company's laboratories which  established that it was not contaminated. He said SGS, a private laboratory   has also been asked to conduct independent analysis. 

                      On the drying up of wells and the lack of a clean water supply to Abekoase and other communities, Graeme said that the company has mobilized  resources to deepen the wells to mitigate the plight of the people. 

                      Map of Africa showing Ghana (Map credit  unknown)

                      WACAM's Owusu-Koranteng urged  the firm to quickly provide potable     water to the affected communities. 

                      Minister of Science and Environment  Professor Dominic Fobih admitted in   an interview that he has no knowledge of the situation. He said   he plans to consult the Environmental Protection Agency                      and other relevant institutions to ascertain the facts. 

                      In a letter dated January 9, 2003, J.A. Allotey, acting executive director of the  Environmental Protection Agency has confirmed that there has been a case of  seepage of underground water through a ventilation shaft at Goldfields Ghana  Ltd. in Tarkwa. 

                      Allotey said initial water quality analysis conducted indicates that the  seepage water is not contaminated and has not affected the quality of the  Asuman River. He said the situation is being monitored and promised to  inform the public of any developments. 

                      Goldfields Ltd. was formed in 1998 from the merger between the gold assests   of  two other companies. Apart from the Tarkwa gold mine in Ghana, all of   Goldfields' gold mining activities are located in South Africa.

_________________________________________________________________________________________
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Healing Our World: Weekly Comment 

                      By Jackie Alan Giuliano, Ph.D. 

                      U.S. Military Lacks Respect for the Environment 

                      “A single lie destroys a whole reputation of integrity."

                      -- Baltasar Gracian 

                      "Falsehood is cowardice, the truth courage."

                      -- Hosea Ballou 

                      "I am different from Washington.

                      I have a higher, grander standard of principle.   Washington could not lie.   I can lie, but I won't."

                      -- Mark Twain 

                      Few will dispute that our life giving oceans have been harmed by human  activities. Fish contain toxic levels of mercury, bottom sediments in harbors around the world are chemical wastelands, dead zones devoid of life are  getting larger, fisheries are being exhausted, and consumers are being harmed                      by the seafood they eat. 

                      Yet even with all this knowledge at hand, the U.S. military, while being  marketed by President George W. Bush as the protectors of the world, has  been testing weapons by firing radioactive, toxic ammunition made of depleted uranium into prime fishing areas of the coastal waters of the United

                      States. 

                      Depleted uranium (DU) remains radioactive for about 4.5 billion years. That is  how old astronomers believe our solar system is today! When a DU round of ammunition hits a hard target, as much as 70 percent of the round burns on  impact, creating a huge residue of fine ceramic uranium dust. Spread by wind  or water the dust can be inhaled or absorbed into humans, plants and animals,  and eventually integrated into the food chain. 

                      Phalanx rapid-fire 20 millimeter gun  system. (Photo courtesy U.S. Navy)

                      The weapon being tested is   known as the Phalanx or Close In Weapons System, present on nearly all U.S. Navy  combat ships. The guns can  fire up to 4,500 rounds of DU shells per minute. Navy                   spokesperson Cmdr. Karen  Sellers told the “Seattle  Post-Intelligencer” this week  that these firings have been  going on since 1977 and fire  400 to 600 rounds per test.  The tests take place on both  the east and west coasts of   the United States, 

                      Depleted uranium has already been implicated in the Gulf War Syndrome that  has sickened hundreds of thousands of Gulf War veterans, many of whom  have died. A study by the Uranium Medical Research Center in Canada and  the U.S. showed that DU can still be found in the urine of Gulf War veterans   nine years after the war. 

                      Sellers went on to say that Navy environmental experts said that depleted  uranium dissolves very slowly in the ocean. “It would be too diluted to  distinguish from natural background uranium in the sea water,” she said. This  is a bold claim, considering that no studies have ever been done to measure  the effect of DU in the ocean. 

                      Many environmentalists and anti-war activists are not convinced that these   routine tests are harmless and the Ground Zero Center for Nonviolent Action  is one of the groups that is contemplating filing an injunction to stop the  testing. 

                                                          Fishing vessels at Fishermen's   Port in Seattle (Photo by  William B. Folsom courtesy  NOAA)

                                                          One of the test zones is  25 to 100 miles off the  coast of western                                                        Washington state, prime  fishing areas for salmon,  as well as flounder and other bottomfish. Fish                                                       living on or near the  ocean floor are the ones  most likely to build up toxic contamination from material that settles to the  bottom. 

                      A number of organizations believe that the depleted uranium used in Iraq during the Gulf War in 1991 is responsible for a significant increase in cancer  and birth defects in the region. In November 2002, United Nations experts   found radioactive hot spots in Bosnia that resulted from the use of depleted               uranium during NATO air strikes in 1995. 

                      Workers at former nuclear weapons  production facility Rocky Flats suited up in  protective clothing to excavate Trench 1, a  former depleted uranium waste burial site.  From June 10, 1999 cleanup crews removed  170 drums containing some 30 tons of DU.   (Photo courtesy DOE)

                      Whatever your position on U.S.  foreign policy and the Bush administration's desire to invade Iraq, it is impossible to condone the  use of a deadly material that will  leave a legacy of death behind for literally billions of years. 

                      Depleted uranium affects not only the people of any country we invade, but  harms the land, the sea, innocent citizens, and our own soldiers. 

                      How can the lies ever end in an organization like the U.S. military that considers itself exempt from most laws, especially environmental ones? 

                      How can anything be trusted from a government that allows its military to  pollute the Earth around the world, putting people and animals at risk  regardless of their country of origin? 

                      War not only kills innocent people and damages our souls, but it ravages the  Earth’s ecosystems as well. The cost to our future is higher than we will ever  know. 

                      RESOURCES 

                      1. Visit the Ground Zero Center for Nonviolent Action at:   http://www.gzcenter.org/ 

                      2. Read more about the pollution threats to fish in another “"Healing Our   World” commentary, “Fish – A good neighbor but a dangerous food,” at:  http://ens-news.com/ens/jan2001/2001-01-19g.asp 

                      3. The use of depleted uranium had a devastating effect on the people of Iraq.  Read more at: http://seattlepi.nwsource.com/national/95178_du12.shtml 

                      4. Read more about the impact the military is having on our environment at:   http://ens-news.com/ens/sep2002/2002-09-27g.asp 

                      5. The Center for Defense Information has produced a video on “The  Environmental Effects of War.” Get it at: http://www.cdi.org/adm/1251/ 

                      6. See an extensive list of environmental impacts by the military at:             http://eces.org/ec/population/military.shtml and  http://www.cpeo.org/pubs/crme/crme-IX-3.html 

                      7. Find out who your elected representatives are and contact them. Tell them  that the military must end its blatant disrespect for environmental concerns.   You can find them at http://www.visi.com/juan/congress/ziptoit.html 

                      {Jackie Alan Giuliano, Ph.D. is a writer and teacher in Seattle and the author of  "Healing Our World", A Journey from the Darkness Into the Light," available  at: http://www.xlibris.com/HealingOurWorld.html or your local bookstore. His  new book of photographs and thoughts on interconnectedness, “Of This  Earth, Reflections on Connections,” is now available. Learn about it at:    http://ofthisearth.org. Please send your thoughts, comments, and visions to                      him at: jackie@healingourworld.com and visit his website at:    http://www.healingourworld.com} 
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State of the World 2003: Progress Local Not Global 

                      By J.R. Pegg 

                      WASHINGTON, DC, January 9, 2003 (ENS) - Although the global community  may not be making much progress on the daunting environmental and social  problems humanity faces, local and grassroots initiatives are providing cause  for optimism, according to the Worldwatch Institute's annual State of the World report. 

                      "Our central message today is that what is often called an impossible  revolution is already happening in a surprising number of small success stories around the world," said Worldwatch Institute President Christopher Flavin at today's unveiling of the report at the organization's headquarters in                   Washington. 

                      "Ours is essentially a good news message this year," Flavin said. 

                      But he warned that "enormous efforts will be required to avoid leaving the  next generation a degraded and less stable world, ecologically, economically   and politically." 

                                      Christopher Flavin is president of the Worldwatch Institute. (Photo                          courtesy Worldwatch)

                                      The 20th annual edition of the research organization's   review of the health of the planet and its people  highlights its deep disappointment in the 2002 United  Nations World Summit on Sustainable Development,  which was held in Johannesburg, South Africa this   summer. 

                                      According to the report's authors, the lack of detailed   commitments from the Johannesburg conference and  "the acrimony that preceded them left many Summit participants pessimistic  about the world's ability to move forward on the most important issues facing  humanity in the 21st century." 

                      Despite this disappointment, the institute's report found a silver lining at the  Johannesburg conference in the increasing desire and ability of local  communities to move forward with their own solutions to environmental and social problems, with or without the support of nation-states or international  organizations. 

                      "Over the past 10 years there has not been the degree of progress in  addressing the big global issues, like climate change and biological diversity,   but the real progress and real success stories are now occurring in these   hundreds of smaller scale examples around the world," Flavin said. 

                      "In this year's book we've documented successes in everything from energy  to transportation, food and the combating of infectious diseases, all showing  that local and national efforts can begin to turn the tide on the critical issues  that State of the World has always focused on. We've found that in many                     respects, the world may be closer to turning the corner on many of these  problems than previously understood." 

                      These successes, however, have not occurred in a vacuum, and issues of  poverty, disease, pollution and climate change are only a few of the issues  that threaten the planet and its people. 

                      A Ugandan mother brings her sick child to the home of a village distributor of chloroquine tablets for  treatment. Following minimal training the distributor  can sell the pre-packaged antimalarial tablets, a new  initiative to promote home management of malaria.

                      (Photo courtesy WHO)

                      The report details that some 5,500 children  die each day from diseases linked to  polluted food, air and water. Malaria still  kills some 7,000 people every day, still  primarily affecting children in some of the  poorest parts of the world. 

                      Bird extinctions are running at some 50 times  the natural rate, the report states, a clear indication of continued habitat loss largely  from human activity. 

                      The global rate of ice melt has more than doubled since 1988, according to the  report, and could raise sea levels by some 11 inches (27 centimeters) by 2100. 

                      The positive outlook of the report comes from the growing evidence that the   tools to combat many of these environmental and social problems are being  developed and successfully implemented. 

                      "Building a world where we meet our own needs without denying future  generations a healthy society is not impossible, as some would assert," Flavin  said. "The question is where societies choose to put their creative efforts. 

                      "If we can build spacecraft powered by clean fuel cells, we can build cars that   run the same way. If we can mine copper and other metals from the Earth, we  can also extract them from landfills and abandoned buildings. And if we can  protect tourists from contracting malaria,"he said, "we should be able do so  for people who live with that threat everyday." 

                      The issues of poverty, overpopulation, environmental degradation,  sustainable development and biological diversity are all interrelated, a theme   that is consistent throughout the report's eight chapters, which are titled: "A History of Our Future," "Watching Birds Disappear," Linking Population,  Women and Biodiversity," "Combating Malaria," "Charting a New Energy  Future," "Scrapping Mining Dependence," "Uniting Divided Cities," and  "Engaging Religion in the Quest for a Sustainable World." 

                                                          A cooperative pine and acacia plantation in the mountains  near the town of Cam Lo in  Quang Tri province. (Photo by   L. De Matteis courtesy FAO)

                                                          Finding solutions to the concerns raised by Worldwatch often  means addressing one core problem and then building on that  success, and the report   finds that increasingly                                                       the role of women within   societies is an integral   factor in developing solutions that work. 

                      In the chapter on linking poverty, women and biodiversity, the authors write  of a "Working for Water Programme" rolled out in 1995 by three government  departments in South Africa. Initially formed for two goals, to remove invasive  alien species and to create employment options for marginalized members of  society, the program now employs some 20,000 people in 300 projects in South Africa. 

                      Some 60 percent of the participants are women and the program has grown to include projects on reproductive health and AIDS/HIV education. 

                      With the developing world now home to eight of the world's 10 largest cities,  this interlinking between poverty and sustainability will only become more apparent in urban areas, according to the report. 

                      "While the inequalities of wealth, power, opportunities, and survival  prospects that hobble humanity are crystallized in cities, these places will  have an important role to play in any shift toward development that does not   destroy the environment," the report states. 

                      "A slum can demonstrate both the very best and the very worst in society,"  says the report, "showing the ingenuity of poor people in desperate  circumstances as well as the failure of government to make the most of this  human energy." 

                      The problems of the urban poor often seem overwhelming, but Worldwatch details how even a tiny bit of help can spark positive change. The authors  write of how micro loans of as little as $50 have helped the wastepickers of the  Payatas landfill near Manilla to secure loans for small businesses, land and                    housing. 

                      Zabbaleen women sorting  rubish (Photo courtesy Colégio  Bom Jesus de Joinville)

                      The report also offers   the example of theZabbaleen society of  wastepickers in Cairo,                   Egypt, who have  become organized and started a variety of income generating  projects that involve                      composting and  recycling of rags and  paper. 

                      "Local communities are now taking a real leadership role in solving their own   problems and even the poorest citizens can play a role in solving the world's  problems," Flavin said. 

                      The urban and rural poor also face a variety of health concerns, and how   nations choose to battle infectious diseases has far reaching consequences,     Worldwatch says in the report. The campaign to eradicate malaria through the   use of DDT has resulted in other health and environmental problems, and                      combating the disease costs Africa some $3 billion to $12 billion annually, a  tremendous drain on a cash poor continent. 

                      "The problem with malaria is not just medical, but also the way it deepens the  poverty of people who are barely scraping along," according to the report. 

                      In addition, the disease is gaining ground because of environmental and social changes, and in virtually all areas where the disease is native, drug-resistant strains of the parasite have emerged. Worldwatch's report  details efforts by countries such as Mexico, Tanzania and Cambodia that  move beyond approaching malaria solely as a health issue by addressing the living conditions and education of the people most at risk from the disease. 

                      This telecom installation of a  local utility company uses 34 solar modules to measure  water flow to Casablanca,  Morocco. (Photo courtesy BP)

                      In the chapter on world  energy use, the author  details that the use of  solar energy and wind                      power has grown by  some 30 percent  annually over the past  five years. Renewable  energy is proliferating in the European Union, Brazil, China as well as the United States, according to the report, and it is now a multibillion dollar global business and is cost competitive with many conventional energy                      technologies. 

                      "It is a powerful combination of public demand, private investment and public  policy change that has created this dynamic growth," Flavin said. "Political   support, which may be the leading edge of change in many instances, is  clearly growing in many parts of the world and makes us optimistic that this                      kind of growth in renewable energy will continue." 

                      Flavin noted that despite the Bush administration's reluctance to embrace  renewable energy, New York Governor George Pakati yesterday unveiled a  plan o require some 25 percent of the state's electricity to be generated from  renewable resources within the next decade. 

                      This move, as well as the recent introduction of a climate change bill in the   U.S. Senate, should help offset some of the pessimism felt by the obstructionist role the United State has played in many international  environmental and social accords and conventions, added Worldwatch  Director of Research Gary Gardner. 

                                      Gary Gardner is Worldwatch director of research(Photo courtesy  Worldwatch Institute)

                                      "We should not underestimate the power of civil  society, the power of the democratic process," Gardner  urged. "If we look at what is happening in states  around the country, we are finding that grassroots  pressure is beginning to cause politicians to act." 

                                      There is too much at stake to simply give up on the   prospects of international agreements and accords,  added Flavin, but this report can provide good news  that many environmentalists and social activists sorely need. 

                      "Over the past 10 years there has not been the degree of progress in  addressing the big global issues, like climate change and biological diversity,"  Flavin said. "But rather than spending a lot of time bemoaning the fact that  certain global processes are not advancing as rapidly as we might think they                     should, it is better to move forward on those fronts where progress is being  made and can be made more dramatically." 

                      The report's message, Gardner said, is that "the building blocks for a  sustainable society are in front of us, but those building blocks will not stack  themselves." 

                      "The challenge is for us to use these opportunities that have been created in  the past decade to help create the kind of sustainable world we want to live  in." 

                      For more on the State of the World 2003 report, visit:  http://www.Worldwatch.org ____________________________________________________________________________________
South Scan
GM food issue sparks US threat to EU
[SouthScan v18/01 10 Jan 03] The battle over genetically modified grain as food aid for Zambia is having major repercussions among the donor countries.First, the US has finally capitulated and is now supplying non GM grain. But at the same time it is warning the EU of a major trade dispute if it continues to adhere to controls which it believes are influencing potential customers for billions of dollars of US biotechnology exports.

Early last month the US did a U-turn and promised to supply 30,000 tonnes of unmodified grain to Zambia, after USAID officials had declared they had none available. The US ambassador to Zambia said the US would supply Zambia with 15,000 tonnes of non-GM sorghum and 15,000t of wheat.

With a deficit of 630,000 tonnes of food, Zambia had refused to accept GM maize sent by the US in August. Many nations then stepped in and supplied non-GM food (SouthScan v17/25).

But the case, and its response among other donor nations, pointed up for the US the potential danger to its food and biotechnology trade from the EU's stance on GM food. This week the US trade representative Robert Zoellick said he was weighing whether he would take the case to the World Trade Organisation, and said the European "anti-scientific policies are spreading to other corners of the world". EU officials responded by saying he was playing to an African gallery - he is due to meet African leaders at a trade conference next week.

________________________________________________________________________________________
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General Environment News

Financial Times, 10 January:

Ecology group sees chance to avoid disaster

There are early signs that the "environmental revolution" required to avert ecological disaster could become a reality, according to the Worldwatch Institute. The latest edition of its report says recent technological and social changes provide grounds for optimism about humans' capacity to respond to environmental threats.

http://news.ft.com/servlet/ContentServer?pagename=FT.com/StoryFT/FullStory&c=StoryFT&cid=1039524389144&p=1012571727162
From Moscow:

Baltic Sea can get completely frozen

Moscow, 9 January 2003. Baltic Sea might be completely frozen this winter. Already 200 thousand square km are covered with ice.  Bays near St.Petersburg and Helsinki are already frozen.  Seven ice-breakers are working by the Finnish shore.

[ http://www.utro.ru/articles/20030109121832120825.shtml
________________________________________________________________________________________

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 Hua Jiang, Deputy Spokesman for the  Secretary-General.

           Good afternoon.

           **Noon Guest

           We’ll have a guest later on.  Carolyn McAskie, the UN’s Deputy Relief Coordinator and the

     Secretary-General’s Humanitarian Envoy for the Côte d’Ivoire Crisis, will be joining us to talk about her upcoming mission to the region.

           Statement Attributable to Spokesman for Secretary-General

           The following is a statement attributable to the Spokesman for the Secretary-General:

           “The Secretary-General regrets the announcement by the Government of the Democratic People's Republic of Korea of its withdrawal from the Nuclear Non-proliferation Treaty (NPT) and strongly urges reconsideration of this decision.  The NPT is the lynchpin of the nuclear non-proliferation and disarmament regime, and with 188 States  parties is the most widely subscribed to multilateral treaty in this area.

           “No State party to the NPT has ever withdrawn from the Treaty in the  33 years since its entry into force.  While noting the denial by the DPRK of any intentions to acquire nuclear weapons,   the Secretary-General stresses the importance of adhering to treaties and their legal obligations in achieving

     international peace and security in accordance with international law.  He takes this opportunity to reiterate that the  problems regarding DPRK’s nuclear programme must be resolved through peaceful dialogue.”

           **IAEA

           IAEA Director General Mohamed ElBaradei said today that the decision by the DPRK to withdraw from the  NPT was “a continuation of a policy of defiance and was counter-productive to ongoing efforts to achieve peace and  stability in the Korean Peninsula”.

           He reminded the DPRK of the international community’s readiness to engage the DPRK in a dialogue towards a peaceful settlement once the DPRK had shown signs of readiness to come into compliance with its international  non-proliferation obligations, but not under the threat of nuclear blackmail.

           We have copies of both statements upstairs.

           The Director General of the IAEA, Mr. ElBaradei is in Washington today and he will be meeting with Senator  Richard Lugar, Chairman, Senate Foreign Relations Committee; Condoleezza Rice, National Security Adviser; and Colin Powell, United States Secretary of State.

           We don’t have details of these meetings.

           **Inspections

           According to the regular UN briefing in Baghdad, teams for the United Nations Monitoring, Verification and  Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC) and the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) continued their work in Iraq.

           Sites inspected today include a medical import company and a polyester plant.

           Also, UNMOVIC missile team witnessed a static test firing of the Al Samoud missile engine late in the

     afternoon yesterday, 9 January, after the morning test was postponed for technical reasons.

           Aerial inspections could not take place today due to weather conditions.

           **Security Council

           The Security Council is holding closed consultations on Sierra Leone today.

           Assistant Secretary-General for Peacekeeping Operations Hedi Annabi presented the Secretary-General's  latest report on Sierra Leone, which we reported to you on Monday.

           A press statement is expected to be read by the Council President, Ambassador Jean-Marc de La Sablière of France.

           And for the record, in a statement to the press following consultations on Iraq yesterday, the Council

     President said members of the Council reiterated their full support for the work and action of Dr. Blix and Dr. ElBaradei and to the continuation of inspection activities of UNMOVIC and IAEA pursuant to resolution 1441 in order to achieve  the disarmament of Iraq.

           This afternoon at 3:30 p.m., the Security Council Committee on Counter-Terrorism is expected to meet.

           **Cambodia

           The Cambodian and United Nations delegations met again today at 11 a.m. for a technical meeting.  They  have agreed to meet again tomorrow at 3 p.m.  This was their fourth meeting aiming at establishing Extraordinary  Chambers to deal with the prosecution of crimes committed during the period of Democratic Kampuchea.

           UN Legal Counsel Hans Corell led the UN delegation. The Cambodian delegation is led by Senior Minister Sok  An, head of the country's Council of Ministers.

           **Côte d’Ivoire

           The Secretary-General’s Special Representative for West Africa, Ahmedou Ould-Abdallah, will lead a UN team to the French-government organized talks in Paris starting on 15 January on Côte d'Ivoire.

           Assistant Secretary-General for Political Affairs Tuliameni Kalomoh will also attend the talks expected to bring  together the political parties and rebel groups.

           Meanwhile, UN agencies working on the ground worked to assist the victims of the conflict in the country,  where more than 1 million have been reported to have been displaced by the fighting.

           In Geneva, the World Food Programme said the humanitarian situation continued to deteriorate and noted that it had invited the parties to the talks in Paris to include humanitarian matters on their agenda and to bring up the issue of allowing access for humanitarian agencies to conflict zones and insecure regions of the country.

           Meanwhile, the UN High Commissioner for Refugees expressed increasing alarm over the desperate plight of  tens of thousands of Liberian refugees in the country, particularly in the west, where tensions remained very high.

           The World Health Organization said an emergency health coordinator had been dispatched and was expected  to arrive today.  I am sure Ms. McAskie will elaborate on that.

           **UN Emergency Relief Coordinator Welcomes Release of NGO Staff Member

             in Russian Federation

           In a statement today, Kenzo Oshima, the United Nations Under-Secretary-General and Emergency Relief Coordinator, welcomed the release of Nina Davydovich, head of the Russian non-governmental organization Druzhba,  who had been abducted while working in the Republic of Chechnya, Russian Federation, on 23 July.  Russian  authorities had confirmed her release on 9 January.

           We have a press release on that available upstairs.

           **UNDOF

           A brief update on Wednesday’s shooting incident in the Golan.

           The UN Observer Mission in the Golan, UNDOF, was in touch with both Syrian and Israeli authorities. 

           Yesterday, UN observers were able to get to the site of the incident and recover the body of the deceased

     Syrian.  Israeli forces then handed over to the UN the Syrian they had captured.  He was then transferred to the

     custody of Syrian authorities.  The IDF also handed over one AK47 with live ammunition.

           The UN mission’s investigation into the incident is ongoing.  The situation on the ground has since returned to

     normal and both sides are cooperating with the mission.

           **Cyprus

           The Secretary-General Special Adviser on Cyprus, Alvaro de Soto, met today in Ankara with the

     Under-Secretary of the Turkish Foreign Ministry.

           He will be returning to Cyprus early next week.

           **Guatemala

           United Nations human rights experts today condemned the assassinations of two prominent Guatemalan

     indigenous leaders whose bodies were found in December.

           Hina Jilani, Special Representative of the Secretary General on the situation of human rights defenders, and

     Rodolfo Stavenhagen, Special Rapporteur of the Commission on Human Rights on the situation of indigenous people,

     said the deaths of Antonia Pop Caal and Diego Velásquez Brito constituted “an enormous loss for the Guatemalan

     people”.

           You can find more details in a press release upstairs. 

           **New Civilian Police Adviser

           The Secretary-General announced today that Kiran Bedi of India has been appointed as the new Civilian Police

     Adviser in the Department of Peacekeeping Operations.  Prior to this appointment, she served as Special

     Commissioner for Intelligence with the Delhi Police and has also served as Joint Commissioner for Police Training and

     Inspector General of Prisons in Delhi.  We have a note and her bio available in my Office.

           **UNIKOM Appointment

           The Secretary-General has appointed Major-General Franciszek G?gor of Poland as Force Commander of the

     United Nations Iraq-Kuwait Observation Mission (UNIKOM) with effect from 17 January 2003.

           Major-General G?gor is a 34-year veteran of the Polish Armed Forces.  In addition to several command posts

     with the national forces, he also served in a number of UN missions.  His last assignment being as deputy sector

     Commander with UNIKOM.

           We have upstairs the full press release.  Also available are the exchange of letters between the

     Secretary-General and the President of the Security Council on this appointment.

           **Republic of Congo

           We have an update from the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs on population movements in the

     Republic of Congo’s Pool region due to bombing, fighting, banditry and attacks on villages late last year.

           **Conference of Heads of Missions

           The 2003 Conference of Heads of Missions organized by the Department of Peacekeeping Operations takes

     place just outside New York next week.  The 13 heads will meet from 15 to 18 January to discuss management and

     leadership matters.  For more information and requests for interviews, you can contact David Wimhurst at extension

     6318, and we have the list of participants in my Office.

           **Budget

           The Russian Federation became the 16th Member State to pay its 2003 regular budget contributions in full

     with a payment of more than $16 million.

           **The Week Ahead at United Nations

           And we have the “The week ahead” available in the Office upstairs.

           Any questions? 

           **Questions and Answers

           Question:  Do you have any details about the planned, possible press conference with the Secretary-General

     on Tuesday?

           Deputy Spokesman for the Secretary-General:  We are finalizing that arrangement.  It’s scheduled for

     Tuesday, 11 a.m.  But as I have said, we’re still finalizing that one.

           Question:  These Cambodian talks, any idea how long they might stretch onwards, ’cos they seem to be just

     going on and on and on?  Is there a target date for them to be finished and will there be a news conference to explain

     what’s happened?

           Deputy Spokesman for the Secretary-General:  These talks are exploratory, as we said at the beginning.  So,

     there is no fixed agenda and to be honest, we don’t know how long it’s going to last.  As I have just announced,

     tomorrow is Saturday, they are still going to meet.  And they have been quite obliging, I must say.  At the end of each

     talk, they were willing to talk to journalists.  Unfortunately, yesterday I arranged something, but all the concentrations,

     all the attentions were on the Security Council.  So, no journalists appeared.  But we will try to arrange something.

           If you have any specific questions, I am happy to pass them on to

     Mr. Corell.

           Okay.  Ms. McAskie, you’re welcome again.  So, the floor is yours.

                                              * *** *

____________________________________________________________________________________
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F R I D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
DPR of Korea
*
Annan regrets decision to withdraw from nuclear weapons treaty

*
IAEA urges Pyongyang to reconsider decision to pull out of nuclear arms pact

*
Security Council notified of withdrawal from nuclear arms accord

Other news

*
Iraq: UN inspectors visit medical importer, chemical plant

*
Security Council concerned by lack of government control in parts of Sierra Leone

*
Top UN officials set to attend talks on Côte d’Ivoire next week in Paris

*
Gaining access for relief workers focus of UN envoy’s mission to Côte d’Ivoire

*
UN, Cambodia hold fourth day of exploratory talks on special court for Khmer Rouge

*
Golan Heights: UN military observers recover body of slain Syrian

*
UN official welcomes release of Russian relief worker abducted in Chechnya

*
Guatemala: UN rights experts condemn slaying of indigenous leaders

*
UN panels on women’s anti-discrimination, child rights set to begin 2003 sessions

*
Humanitarian situation in Congo could become dire as UN agencies lack supplies

*
Ethiopia: improved security enables UN to visit refugee camp rocked by violence

*
First woman appointed UN civilian police adviser

*
Polish general appointed commander of UN Iraq-Kuwait Observer Mission

* * * *

DPR of Korea

10 January – Following the announcement by the Government of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) of its withdrawal from the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today said he regretted the move and strongly urged Pyongyang to reconsider its decision.

“While noting the denial by the DPRK of any intentions to acquire nuclear weapons, the Secretary-General stresses the importance of adhering to Treaties and their legal obligations in achieving international peace and security in accordance with international law,” said a statement issued by a UN spokesman in New York. “He takes this opportunity to reiterate that the problems regarding DPRK’s nuclear programme must be resolved through peaceful dialogue.”
The statement described the NPT as the lynchpin of the nuclear non-proliferation and disarmament regime, “and with 188 States Parties is the most widely subscribed to multilateral treaty in this area.” It also noted that no state party has ever withdrawn from the accord in the 33 years since its entry into force.
* * *

DPR of Korea

10 January – The International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) today urged the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) to reconsider its decision to withdraw from a global nuclear weapons treaty and urged Pyongyang to engage in dialogue with the international community.

“I strongly urge the DPRK to reverse its decision and to seek instead a diplomatic solution,” said IAEA Director-General Mohamed ElBaradei of the country’s decision to pull out of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT). “This is the only way to address the DPRK’s security and other concerns.”

Mr. ElBaradei described the move as “a continuation of a policy of defiance and was counterproductive to ongoing efforts to achieve peace and stability in the Korean Peninsula.”

He added that “the NPT, with its 188 States Parties, is the cornerstone of the international community’s efforts to control the spread of nuclear weapons. A challenge to the integrity of that Treaty may constitute a threat to international peace and security.”

The Director-General reminded the DPRK of the international community’s readiness to engage it in a dialogue toward a peaceful settlement once Pyongyang had shown signs of readiness to come into compliance with its international non-proliferation obligations, but not under the threat of nuclear blackmail.

Mr. ElBaradei noted that under Article 10 of the Treaty, a decision to withdraw could only be effected after three months. He expressed the hope that, as a matter of urgency, the international community and the DPRK through dialogue would arrive at an agreed and peaceful solution.

The Director-General was in Washington, D.C., today for meetings with United States Sen. Richard Lugar, Chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, National Security Advisor Condoleeza Rice and US Secretary of State Colin Powell.

* * *

DPR of Korea

10 January – The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) has sent a letter informing the Security Council of its decision to withdraw from the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), the President of the 15-nation body said today.

Ambassador Jean-Marc de La Sablière of France told reporters that he received the notification from the DPRK’s Permanent Representative to the United Nations this morning, which he then circulated to the other members of the Council. “It has not been discussed yet [but] there will be consultations on the letter sometime next week,” he said.

Earlier Friday, the DPRK’s Ambassador, Pak Gil Yon, said that although Pyongyang was withdrawing from the Treaty effective tomorrow, it had no intention of producing nuclear weapons or using its nuclear technology for anything other than peaceful purposes, such as generating electricity.

Reading from the text of the DPRK Government’s statement, Ambassador Pak said it was none other than the United States that wrecked peace and security on the Korean peninsula and drove the situation there to an extremely dangerous phase. Instigated by the United States, the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) had adopted a resolution on 6 January terming his country a criminal and demanding that it scrap what the US called a nuclear programme.

“This glaringly reveals the falsehood and hypocrisy of the signboard of impartiality the IAEA put up,” he said at a press conference at UN Headquarters in New York. “The DPRK Government vehemently rejects and denounces this resolution of the IAEA, considering it a great encroachment upon our country’s sovereignty and dignity of the nation.”

Speaking in his national capacity, Ambassador de La Sablière said France condemned Pyongyang’s decision and was in close consultations with its partners, including the countries of the region. “This is a decision of major concern which has important implications,” he said. “One of the questions we are facing is how the Security Council will deal with this issue. We think that the Council will have to address this new development.”

Meanwhile, Ambassador John D. Negroponte of the United States called today’s announcement “not totally unexpected.” He said that the DPRK has shown its disdain for the treaty for many years and that today’s announcement “represents a further escalation of North Korea’s defiance of the international consensus in support of a Korean peninsula free of nuclear weapons and a serious challenge to the international non-proliferation regime.”

“We reject North Korea’s claims that actions by the United States and the International Atomic Energy Agency justify its actions,” Ambassador Negroponte added. “North Korea has been in violation of the non-proliferation treaty many years. Today’s announcement is another step in its confrontational approach to the international community and flies in the face of persistent calls on North Korea to comply with its obligations.”

* * *

Iraq: inspections

10 January – United Nations weapons inspectors continued their checks of facilities in Iraq today, visiting a medical equipment importer and a chemical plant.

A biological team from the UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC) inspected two sites of the State Company for Drugs and Medical Appliances Marketing, which imports, among other things, medical equipment and supplies.

The first is located at Al Addile, about 10 kilometres northwest of Baghdad, and the second is at Al Dabash, about 28 kilometres northwest of Baghdad, according to a UN spokesman.

An UNMOVIC chemical team visited the Al Mamoun Factory of the Al Rasheed State Company and inspected a polyester plant, chemical stores and rubber and plastic workshops. Meanwhile, a multidisciplinary team was unable to fly to an inspection site by helicopter due to weather conditions.

Late yesterday afternoon, a missile team was able to witness a static test firing of the Al Samoud missile engine after the morning test was postponed for technical reasons.

* * *

Sierra Leone

10 January – Members of the United Nations Security Council today voiced concern that the Government of Sierra Leone has not yet fully re-established control in parts of the country, including the diamond-producing areas, and urged authorities in Freetown to make rapid progress with this, including by adopting a policy for the diamond sector.

Reading a statement to the press, the current Council President, Ambassador Jean-Marc de La Sablière of France, said members shared the concerns of Secretary-General Kofi Annan about the regional security situation, reiterating the importance of relaunching the political dialogue among Mano River Union countries. They stressed the need to find a solution to the conflicts in Liberia and Côte d’Ivoire, and encouraged the efforts undertaken by States engaged in helping to find such a solution.

Council Members welcomed the initial work underway in the Special Court for Sierra Leone and reiterated their full support for the Court as well as for the Truth and Reconciliation Commission. “These are important elements of the reconciliation process in Sierra Leone,” Ambassador de La Sablière said.

The statement welcomed the progress made by the UN Mission in Sierra Leone (UNAMSIL) in its restructuring and the first two phases of its drawdown plans. Members underlined the importance of the Government continuing to strengthen the army and police, including through adequate logistical and infrastructural support, so that they can soon assume full responsibility for security.

Members also welcomed the news of progress with reintegration, and encouraged this to continue so that all ex-combatants will have received training by the end of 2003. “They also expressed their willingness to visit Sierra Leone on the occasion of the next Security Council mission in the region,” the Council President said.

Earlier today, Council members heard a briefing on the Secretary-General’s latest report on UNAMSIL, and in their statement commended Mr. Annan and the Mission for their role in maintaining peace in Sierra Leone and for providing a platform for post-conflict reconstruction.

* * *

Côte d’Ivoire

10 January – With the humanitarian situation rapidly deteriorating in Côte d’Ivoire, top United Nations officials will head to Paris next week for a talks aimed at ending the ongoing conflict.

The Secretary-General’s Special Representative for West Africa, Ahmedou Ould-Abdallah, will lead a UN team to the talks, set to open next Wednesday. Assistant Secretary-General for Political Affairs Tuliameni Kalomoh will also attend.

The talks, organized by the French Government, are expected to bring together the political parties and rebel groups.

Meanwhile, UN agencies working on the ground in Côte d’Ivoire are scrambling to deal with a raft of humanitarian crises, including massive population displacements sparked by clashes in the western part of the country and recent violations of the ceasefire in the north, as well as the threat of rising epidemics and possible starvation.
In Geneva, the World Food Programme (WFP) invited the parties to the talks in Paris to include humanitarian matters on their agenda and to bring up the issue of allowing access for humanitarian agencies to conflict zones and insecure regions of the country.

According to the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), the scale of displacement in Côte d’Ivoire is enormous: the agency said it now believes that more than 1 million people have been driven from their homes due to the conflict. In addition, over 23,000 Ivorian refugees have fled to neighbouring countries, and 129,000 third-country nationals are returning home to the neighbouring countries of Liberia, Guinea, Burkina Faso, Mali and Ghana.

In other news, an emergency health coordinator dispatched to the region by the World Health Organization (WHO) was expected to arrive today. The agency reports some 70 cases of cholera, including 15 deaths, since late December. Measles, yellow fever and meningitis are also of concern.

* * * 

Côte d’Ivoire

10 January – The United Nations humanitarian envoy for the crisis in Côte d’Ivoire today said that a major focus of her upcoming mission to the country would be to negotiate humanitarian access to vulnerable populations.

At the moment, access was only available to about the southeastern third of the territory, an area controlled by the government, Carolyn McAskie said at a press conference at UN Headquarters in New York. Depending on the security situation, access in the north was sporadic at best. That made tracking the movement of internally displaced persons increasingly more difficult. Access to western areas where the rebels were active remained extremely risky if not impossible.

“Access in the west is virtually non-existent because the security situation there is such that the United Nations can not get in at all,” she said, “so I will be seeking to contact the rebels and discuss with them the fact that under international humanitarian law they are obliged to allow the international agencies to go in.”

Ms. McAskie is scheduled to arrive in Abidjan on 15 January and remain for three to four weeks, travelling also to Burkina Faso, Liberia, Ghana, Mali and Guinea in a bid to increase efforts in coordinating and strengthening the humanitarian response to the steadily deteriorating situation in the region.

In addition to looking at securing access for relief workers, Ms. McAskie said she will also examine how the United Nations is organized on the ground, particularly whether the right teams are in place and how they are set up to deal with the situation. She noted that the UN’s December consolidated appeal for $15.9 million had received very little response. That call will be shortly followed by another appeal for the entire region, as now it was crucial to raise funds to address the needs of neighbouring countries experiencing their own difficulties as a “follow-on” from the crisis in Côte d’Ivoire.

“The economic impact of the crisis in Côte d’Ivoire cannot be underestimated for West African regions,” she said. In the long-term, it will mean serious economic difficulties for countries such as Mali, Burkina Faso and Niger. Because the UN was also worried about the effect of the crisis on the Africa Development Bank (ADB), she would also be holding consultations on that issue and report her findings to the Secretary-General, the Security Council as well as to inter-agency colleagues.

* * *

Cambodia

10 January – United Nations and Cambodian officials met again today as part of the ongoing exploratory talks on the establishment of a special court to try former Khmer Rouge leaders for crimes against humanity.

The meeting today was their fourth of the week aimed at establishing Extraordinary Chambers to deal with the prosecution of crimes committed during the period of Democratic Kampuchea.

The two sides agreed to meet again Saturday afternoon, according to a UN spokesperson.

Asked by reporters if there is a target date for the end of the talks, Hua Jiang said the talks were only exploratory with no fixed agenda and that there is no fixed date for wrapping up the discussions.

* * * 

Golan Heights

10 January – Following earlier news that Israeli Defence Forces (IDF) killed one Syrian and reportedly captured another in the northern Golan Heights, United Nations military observers in the region confirmed today that they were able to get to the site of the incident and recover the body of the deceased man.
A UN spokesperson in New York today also reported that the UN Disengagement Observer Force (UNDOF) had been in touch with both Syrian and Israeli authorities. Israeli forces handed over to the UN the Syrian they had captured from the site just north of the intersection of the Jordanian, Israeli and Syrian borders. He was then transferred to the custody of Syrian authorities. The IDF also handed over one AK47 with live ammunition.

The UN mission’s investigation into the incident is ongoing, spokesperson Hua Jiang said. “The situation on the ground has since returned to normal and both sides are cooperating with the mission,” she added.

* * *

Chechnya

10 January – The United Nations Emergency Relief Coordinator today welcomed the release of the head of a Russian non-governmental organization who had been abducted last July while working in Chechnya.

In a statement, Kenzo Oshima thanked the Russian authorities for their efforts in securing the release of Nina Davydovich, the head of Druzhba, after more than five months. At the same time, he expressed “extreme concern” about the fate of Arjan Erkel, a volunteer for Médecins Sans Frontières who was abducted in Dagestan last August. Mr. Oshima joined the medical relief agency in calling for Mr. Erkel’s immediate release.

Mr. Oshima also underscored the solidarity of the UN humanitarian community with the hundreds of civilians who have been abducted in Chechnya in recent years, and called on those responsible to ensure their victims.

* * *

Guatemala

10 January – United Nations human rights experts today condemned the assassinations of two prominent Guatemalan indigenous leaders, whose bodies were discovered late last month.

In a joint statement issued in Geneva, Hina Jilani, Special Representative of the Secretary General on the situation of human rights defenders, and Rodolfo Stavenhagen, Special Rapporteur of the Commission on Human Rights on the situation of indigenous people, said the deaths of Antonio Pop Caal and Diego Velásquez Brito constituted “an enormous loss for the Guatemalan people.”

Ms. Jilani and Mr. Stavenhagen called on Guatemalan authorities to investigate the killings thoroughly and to ensure those guilty are brought to justice. “We call on the Guatemalan authorities to continue making the necessary efforts to clarify the circumstances of these assassinations through a thorough investigation,” the experts said.

Mr. Pop Caal’s corpse was found on 21 December, and the body of Mr. Velásquez Brito was discovered three days later. Deeply concerned by the human rights implications, the experts said they trust that precautions will be taken to guarantee the protection of those who defend human rights in general and of indigenous people in particular in Guatemala, in the future.

* * *

Human rights

10 January – United Nations treaty-monitoring bodies on women’s anti-discrimination and the protection of children’s rights are set to open their first substantive sessions of the new year next week.

States parties to both the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) and the Convention on the Rights of the Child are expected to send representatives to the respective monitoring committees to present their periodic reports on national efforts to give effect to their treaty obligations.

The twenty-eighth session of the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) will open on Monday at UN Headquarters in New York and is scheduled to run through the end of the month.

The 23 experts of the women’s anti-discrimination Committee, who serve in their personal capacities, have met twice annually since 1997. For their opening meeting this year they are scheduled to review the compliance reports of eight States parties, including Albania, Switzerland, Canada, Republic of Congo, El Salvador, Kenya, Luxembourg, and Norway.

In pursuing the Convention’s goals, countries are encouraged to introduce affirmative action measures designed to promote equality between women and men. The Convention was adopted by the General Assembly in 1979 and came into force in 1981. As of 7 January, the Convention has been ratified or acceded to by 170 countries.

Meanwhile, the promotion and protection of children’s rights in Estonia, Republic of Korea, Italy, Romania, Solomon Islands, Viet Nam, Czech Republic, Haiti and Iceland will be reviewed when the Committee on the Rights of the Child begins its thirty-second session in Geneva from 13 to 31 January.

The Committee was formed in 1991 to monitor implementation of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, which gives a comprehensive collection of children’s rights the force of international law. The countries scheduled to come before the Committee at this session are among the 191 to have ratified or acceded to the Convention. The treaty is the most widely accepted international human rights instrument – only Somalia and the United States have not ratified it.
The child rights Committee is composed of 10 independent experts, although countries have adopted an amendment to the Convention that will increase the membership to 18 to enable the Committee to face a rapidly growing workload.

* * *

Republic of the Congo

10 January – The United Nations today said aid agencies do not have enough relief supplies to assist the growing number of people in need and lack the resources to help newly displaced persons as fighting continues in the Pool region of the Republic of the Congo.

According to the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), populations in the Pool region were on the move due to bombing, fighting, banditry and attacks on villages last November and December.

At least 84,000 people have fled the fighting between the Ninja rebels and Government troops, which began at the end of March 2002. The exact number of people displaced within the Pool region remains unknown because aid workers have been denied access to the region while military operation are underway, OCHA said, although best estimates place the figure at 60,000.

In November, the UN country team warned that the humanitarian situation in the country could become dire. The World Food Programme (WFP) has only enough food to assist people for the next four months while the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and the World Health Organization expect that their emergency stocks will last only one to two and two-and-a-half months, respectively.

* * *

Ethiopia

10 January – Improved security has enabled the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) to visit a camp for Sudanese refugees in Ethiopia that was rocked by violent ethnic clashes last November.

Staff who visited the remote Fugnido camp for the first time in weeks described it as still tense, a spokesman for the agency said today. A number of refugees, mainly from minority ethnic groups who were particularly affected by the clashes in November, were found living in desperate conditions. “They lacked basic supplies and had no shelter from the severe, hot and dry weather at this time of year,” Kris Janowski said. “The visiting team immediately distributed plastic sheeting for shelter, jerry cans, blankets and basic kitchen utensils to the affected group.”

The ethnic conflict, between the Anuak refugees and the Nuer and Dinka communities, left 42, mainly Dinka, refugees dead and scores wounded. Following the November clashes, aid workers were not permitted to go to the volatile camp for security reasons.

On 28 December, 531 refugees were moved from the beleaguered site to Bonga refugee camp, home to nearly 17,000 Sudanese refugees of the Uduk community. Fugnido is home to more than 28,700 people and is the largest of five settlements in southwestern Ethiopia’s Gambella Region, where a total of 85,000 Sudanese are sheltered. The camp was first opened in 1988 but closed in 1991 in the aftermath of civil war that broke out in Ethiopia.
* * *

UN Civilian Police

10 January – A senior law enforcement official from India has been appointed by Secretary-General Kofi Annan as the next United Nations Civilian Police Adviser in the Department of Peacekeeping Operations, the first woman to hold the job.

Kiran Bedi was also the first female police officer in India, when she joined the police service in 1972. Prior to her current appointment she served as Special Commissioner for intelligence with the Delhi Police and has also served as Joint Commissioner for Police Training and Inspector General of Prisons in Delhi.

Ms. Bedi will take over from the acting Adviser, Antero Lopes of Portugal.

* * *

Iraq-Kuwait

10 January – Secretary-General Kofi Annan has appointed of a senior military officer from Poland as the Force Commander of the United Nations Iraq-Kuwait Observation Mission (UNIKOM).

Maj.-Gen. Franciszek Gągor’s appointment will go into effect from 17 January, and he succeeds Maj.-Gen. Miguel Angel Moreno of Argentina, who relinquished his post on 18 November 2002.

General Gągor is a 34-year veteran of the Polish Armed Forces. In addition to several command posts with the national forces, he also served in a number of UN missions, including deputy sector Commander with UNIKOM.

The Mission, which was created in 1991 in the wake of the Persian Gulf War, monitors the demilitarized zone between the two countries, deters violations, and reports on any hostile action.

* *** *
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