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"Gorillas in the Mist" Park Slashed by Squatters 

Stefan Lovgren
for National Geographic News
July 12, 2004

In early May thousands of people poured across the border from Rwanda into Virunga National Park in the neighboring Democratic Republic of Congo. Almost immediately they started to slash and burn their way through some of Africa's most pristine rain forest. 

The illegal settlers, allegedly paid by Rwandan land speculators, clear-cut the forest and turned it into agricultural land. In less than a month, they destroyed more than 4,000 acres (1,600 hectares) of prime habitat for one of the world's most critically endangered species, the mountain gorilla. 
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In Africa's oldest national park, illegal settlers have destroyed more than 4,000 acres (1,600 hectares) of prime habitat for the mountain gorilla (above), considered one of the world's most critically endangered species.

Photography courtesy African Wildlife Foundation 
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The squatters have been driven out, for now. But conservationists fear their return. In the hinterland of eastern Congo, where tensions between Rwanda and Congo have erupted in sporadic fighting in recent months, lawlessness rules. Deforestation is rampant, as militias and poachers roam virtually unchecked through national parks. 

"With the resumption of armed conflict, the last month has been fairly catastrophic for the conservation effort in Congo," said Emmanuel de Merode, coordinator for the European Commission Development Program in Goma in eastern Congo. 

Virunga is one of Africa's oldest national parks and was popularized by the movie Gorillas in the Mist. To protect the park, conservationists are now building a wall around a part of the UN World Heritage site to stop settlers from entering with their cattle, and to deter wild animals from leaving. 

Simmering War 

The Congo is struggling to overcome a five-year civil war that left more than 2.5 million people dead in combat or through disease and malnutrition. Recent clashes between the Congolese Army and dissident troops backed by Rwanda have prompted fears that a one-year-old peace accord may collapse. 

For years rebel groups and government troops have used the Congo's natural riches—diamonds, gold, timber, ivory, cobalt, and coltan (a mineral used in computer chips and cell-phone batteries)—to fund their wars. 

"The Democratic Republic of Congo has been unstable and war-torn for the last decade, with disastrous consequences for conservation and biodiversity in many parts of the country," said Karen Laurenson with the Frankfurt Zoological Society in Serengeti, Tanzania. 

The illegal settlers in Virunga, estimated at 6,000, were seen being trucked in from Rwanda and ordered by Rwandan military commanders to cut down the forest in the Mikeno sector of the park. Cattle were later introduced. Each person was allegedly paid the equivalent of one U.S. dollar a day for the work. 

Officially, the operation was a security precaution to prevent infiltrations of militia groups into Rwanda from the Congo. But conservationists maintain the real reason was financial, with powerful Rwandan businessmen selling plots in the park for agricultural use. 

In late June the forest clearance was finally halted after conservation groups and Western governments pressured the Rwandan government to intervene. The settlers and the cattle were driven out. 

But the damage is already done. An aerial survey on June 12 by the Congolese Institute for the Conservation of Nature showed that 15 square kilometers (5.8 square miles)—or as much as 10 percent of the Mikeno sector of the park—has been destroyed. 

Human Encroachment 

Virunga National Park straddles the Rwandan and Ugandan border. It was created in 1925, boasts the highest biological diversity in Africa, and was made famous by gorilla expert Dian Fossey. The landscape ranges from volcanoes and Afro-alpine mountains to savanna and lowland rain forest. The park is also home to the world's only golden monkey population. 

"Forest destruction and human encroachment [in Virunga] … have profound implications for the future viability of this ecosystem," wrote Klaus Toepfer in a letter to the environment ministers for Congo, Rwanda, and Uganda. Based in Kenya, Toepfer is the executive director of the UN Environment Programme. 

The most famous resident of Virunga is the mountain gorilla. More than half of the species' population, estimated at 700 to 750, is found there. The rest live in Rwanda and Uganda. 

Mountain gorillas feed on a diet of natural bamboo and alpine forest vegetation. Encroachment into their habitat reduces their access to food, as well as their breeding area. 

"Loss of habitat is the worst threat to this species," said Marc Languy, coordinator of World Wildlife Fund's program in the Albertine Rift, where Virunga is located. 

Mountain gorillas are considered by many to be a conservation success story. Despite more than ten years of conflict in the region, the gorilla population has increased by 17 percent since 1989. Today gorilla tourism to the region generates two million dollars (U.S.) in annual revenues. 

But the conservation has come at a high cost. Ninety-two Congolese park officials have been killed since 1996. At least two rangers have been killed in recent weeks. On the night of June 25 one park station was looted and burned by 300 militias. 

During the Mikeno invasion regular monitoring of the gorillas was halted in one part of the park, and rangers lost track of three gorillas from habituated families. 

Conservationists now hope that the new wall around part of the park will help rangers monitor any illegal activities. Construction on the 20-kilometer-long (12.4-mile-long) wall, which will be one meter (3.2 feet) high and one meter wide, started on July 6. 

Under Attack 

Other parks in the region are also coming under attack. Last week in Rwanda poachers reportedly burned a third of the country's largest national park, Akagera. The preserve is home to elephants, giraffes, zebra, and various species of antelope and monkey. 

Garamba National Park, in northeastern Congo, has been invaded by Sudanese poachers who have killed several of the two dozen remaining northern white rhinos there. 

"The damage is not just in the mountain gorilla sector of Virunga, which receives considerable support and attention from the international community," said de Merode, "but also [in] other neglected parks in Congo, where local wildlife staff are very much alone in their attempt to protect the wildlife." 

Militias known as the Mai Mai recently looted and burned the headquarters of Upemba National Park in Congo's southern Katanga province. Five park rangers were killed in their homes during the assault. 

"These incidents have happened regularly in all of Congo's national parks since the beginning of the war in 1996," said de Merode. "But the last month has been particularly bad." 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Daily News (Bahrain)

Mideast water forum backed Published: 10 July 2004
The second Water Middle East International Exhibition and Conference for Water Technology has received the support of more national and international organisations.

The event will be held under the patronage of Prime Minister Shaikh Khalifa bin Salman Al Khalifa from September 13 to 15 at the Bahrain International Exhibition Centre.

It is being organised by the Bahrain Convention and Exhibition Bureau (BCEB) and Nuernberg Global Fairs.

It will be held concurrently with the third Power-Gen Middle East international exhibition for power generation, being organised by PennWell Corporation.

The Electricity and Water Ministry and the Commerce Ministry have pledged their support, as have local and international organisations that are directly concerned about the water resources, supply and conservation, said a spokesman.

The organisers have also reached a co-operation agreement with the Water Science and Technology Association (WSTA).

The Bahrain-based regional association was founded in 1987 as an initiative of scientists and engineers from the GCC countries.

It has more than 500 corporate and professional members from all over the GCC and is affiliated with numerous organisations from the international water community. 

Water Middle East exhibition and conference will complement the bi-annual Gulf Water Conference which has been organised by WSTA since 1992.

WSTA will provide scientific and technical support to the conference.

Among organisations which have already pledged their support to the event are the United Nations Industrial Development Organisation (Unido), Unesco, UN Environment Programme, Economic Development Board, Bahrain Chamber of Commerce and Industry, Bahrain Centre for Studies and Research, Bahrain Society of Engineers and Bahrain University.

__________________________________________________________________________________________

KBC

Support Environment -Kalonzo

BY: Emmanuel Kola
DATE: Tuesday, July 13, 2004

Environment Minister Kalonzo Musyoka has appealed to UNEP, UNDP, the World Bank and other development partners to continue supporting Global Environment Facility (GEF) projects in Kenya. 


Musyoka made the appeal during the opening of a workshop on the GEF dialogue initiative at the UNEP headquarters at Gigiri, where he was represented by Assistant Minister Professor Wangari Maathai. 

He said the degradation of natural resources has greatly undermined development prospects in Kenya. 


Global Environmental Facility (GEF) National Dialogue Workshop is scheduled to try and address the various environmental challenges. 


Stakeholders will attend the workshop, and tour projects that have already been implemented. 

Top on the workshop’s agenda is the presentation of a bill before parliament that will govern environmental issues. 


Environment Assistant Minister, Professor Wangari Maathai says the ministry intends to re-table the forest bill which was thrown of Parliament last month. 


World Bank Representative Samuel Wooderburn and UNDP’s Resident Representative Paul Andre De La Porte say their organizations will continue financing the GEF projects in Kenya. 


And the government says it is grateful for the financial assistance.
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

La Gazette de La Grande Ile

Environnement marin 12/07/2004 
Les pays de l’Océan Indien sont menacés de pollution
Les richesses marines de l’Océan Indien sont menacées par l’urbanisation sauvage des pays de la région dont Madagascar. Afin d’aider ces pays à réduire les déversements, le gouvernement norvégien et le Fonds pour l'environnement mondial (FEM) viennent de leur octroyer 11 millions de dollars. 
Selon les dernières estimations, l’Océan indien contient plus de 11.000 espèces de plantes et d’animaux, dont des créatures telles que le dudong, un mammifère qui serait à l'origine du mythe de la sirène, le coelacanthe, un poisson fossile, et plus d'un cinquième des espèces halieutiques côtières. Ces richesses sont pourtant menacées par « l’urbanisation non planifiée des pays de la région, les décharges de déchets non traités, des pratiques de pêche destructrices, et la surexploitation des ressources », selon le Programme des Nations unies pour l’environnement (PNUE). En fait, le fonds de 11 millions de dollars à allouer au projet portant sur la protection de ces richesses, vient du Fonds pour l'environnement mondial (FEM), un mécanisme du groupe de la Banque mondiale, du PNUD et du PNUE. Le projet sera mis en oeuvre par ce dernier. 
Il consistera à aider huit pays de la région dont la Grande Ile, à élaborer un plan visant à réduire les déversements d’eaux usées, de produits chimiques et d'autres produits polluants provenant des terres, vers les rivières et les eaux côtières. Le PNUE évalue à près de 30 millions les habitants des zones côtiers de ces pays, à savoir le Kenya, le Mozambique, la Somalie, l'Afrique du Sud, la Tanzanie, les Comores, Madagascar, Maurice, la Réunion et les Seychelles. Dans le cadre de la COI, un autre projet contre le déversement d’hydrocarbures est déjà mis en place. C’est nécessaire dans le cas où le tiers des cargaisons pétrolières qui circule dans le monde, passe par l’Océan Indien. 
Avec le projet financé par le FEM et le gouvernement norvégien, il sera question de préserver la flore et la faune marine de l’Océan Indien. Particulièrement pour Madagascar, ce projet revêt une grande importance, parce que selon les données officielles, 34% des industries sont implantées en zone côtière. Elles participent pourtant à la pollution marine dont l’ampleur est encore mal quantifiée. Certes, la plupart des polluants rejetés par les industries, les activités agricoles et minières, sont biodégradables, mais il faut savoir que des déchets hautement toxiques se déversent aussi dans la mer. L’on peut citer des insecticides comme le D.D.T., le phénol utilisé dans l’industrie du bois etc. Car la plupart des industries installées en zone côtière sont dans l’exploitation du bois et l’agroalimentaire. D’autres études montrent aussi qu’il y a une recrudescence anormale des dinoflagellés dans le fond sous-marin des côtes malgaches. En se multipliant, ces grosses cellules peuvent poser des problèmes de pollution. En effet, elles produisent des toxines qui affectent les terminaisons nerveuses. La première victime sera la faune marine et particulièrement les poissons et les coquillages. Ces toxines peuvent s’accumuler dans ces espèces marines. Leur consommation par l’homme peut provoquer divers syndromes dont l’arrêt respiratoire ou cardiaque, les troubles gastriques, neurologiques (somnolence, perte de mémoire etc.) D’ailleurs, ces toxines agissent rapidement et certaines d’entre elles sont 100.000 fois plus efficaces que la cocaïne ! Autrement dit, la protection de nos zones côtières est plus que nécessaire, dans le sens où la pollution risque de porter un coup sur la santé et l’économie de ces régions. 
Ce qui veut dire que la croissance économique et l’environnement durable sont deux éléments inséparables. Mieux, la protection de l’environnement est une des voies pour réduire la pauvreté. Selon la Banque mondiale, les pauvres sont les plus vulnérables aux effets de la dégradation de l’environnement. Elle affirme que 5 à 6 millions de personnes dans le monde meurent chaque année dans les pays en développement à cause de maladies liées à l’eau et à la pollution de l’air. « La dégradation de l’environnement constitue également un handicap pour la croissance économique. Les coûts économiques de la dégradation de l’environnement ont été estimés annuellement à 4 à 8% du PIB dans beaucoup de pays en développement ».

 __________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Reuters

Languid Tigris Waters Mask Iraq's Pollution Menace


BAGHDAD - Plunging under the olive green surface of the Tigris, worshippers from an obscure sect emerge spurting water from their mouths. 

A little way downstream, a torrent of sewage gushes into the river as it flows through the Iraqi capital Baghdad. A stench like rotten eggs wafts through the air. 

Described in legend as flowing from a source near the Garden of Eden, the Tigris is now choking with modern-day pollution that researchers say puts millions of Iraqis at risk. 

"Basically, it's an open sewer," said Anna Bachmann, an independent U.S. researcher who began sampling water for testing on Sunday. "Everything and anything is getting in the river." 

Experts from the Iraqi government and environmental groups had hoped to conduct the first survey of the section flowing through Baghdad since last year's U.S.-led invasion. 

But river police stopped them short citing security concerns. A short cruise still reveals a catalog of culprits pumping waste into the Tigris - and a glimpse of the rich history of a country said to be the birthplace of civilization. 

Shrugging off concerns of environmentalists, white-robed worshippers of the Sabea Mandean Nation, a relic of the ancient Gnostic religions, took their weekly dip in the Tigris to purify their souls. 

Environmentalists say Iraq's interim government must clean up a river that provides drinking water for Baghdad and much of southern Iraq, saying risks should not be overlooked even though the leadership is focused on crushing insurgents. 

It is a huge challenge. Waterborne diseases drift downstream with raw sewage while Iraqi officials fear industrial waste may prove even more toxic. 

At first, gently flowing waters flanked by banks of reeds might seem like a haven from the traffic jams snarling Baghdad - not to mention the risk of car bombings or mortar attacks - but the river's appearance belies unsavory contents. 

"You see people throwing things into the river," said Bara Sharaf al-Deen, a government official who monitors water in Baghdad. "There are no controls," she said, using a surgical glove when dipping a sampling bottle. 

BLACK GLOBULES 

Waste from a medical complex gurgled into the water further downstream in the city, creating an aroma like raw fish and filling the water with black globules and flecks of scum. 

Further on, sewage presented the biggest problem - surging almost untreated into the water from pipe after gaping pipe. 

It was not always that way. Iraqi researchers date the start of the decline to Saddam Hussein's war with Iran in the 1980s, when government funds were diverted to the army. 

Sanctions imposed after the 1991 Gulf War further crippled facilities, before looters stripped sewage works - along with other government facilities - after Baghdad fell last year. 

U.S. officials say they are working as fast as they can to restore services, but blame the lack of progress on security. 

Beyond the sewage pipes, run-off from a power station belching black smoke from a chimney poured into the water. 

Heavy metals found in the water have raised concerns they may enter food and perhaps cause cancers in humans. 

Not far away, fisherman in a wooden boat cast a net into the water as if on a countryside lake, while laughing children tumbled into the river from the bank to cool off. 

Engineers who have witnessed the steady decline of Iraq's waste management facilities are under no illusions at the scale of the task ahead - and the need for donor support. 

"We need the help of the government, we need the help of the world," said Tahrir al-Jawahiri, an engineering consultant who used to design Iraqi sewage works. 

To members of the Sabea Mandean Nation, the river's contents are of little concern. 

"These little pieces of rubbish don't hurt a big river like the Tigris," said Salem Khazal, 37, waiting to be immersed. 

"You should drink some - you'll like it," he said. 

Story by Matthew Green 
_________________________________________________________________________________________

BBC

13 July 2004

EU funding for GM plant vaccines 
	By Jonathan Amos 
BBC News Online science staff 


European scientists have launched a project to make pharmaceutically useful products in genetically modified crops. 
The consortium, called Pharma-Planta, wants to produce vaccines and other treatments for major diseases, such as HIV/Aids, rabies and TB. 

The EU has put 12 million euros (£8m) into the project, which hopes to start clinical trials by 2009. 

The first product, possibly grown in maize, is likely to be an antibody that can be used to block HIV transmission. 

It would be incorporated into a microbicidal cream that could be used in the vagina. 

The second product will probably to be a post-bite vaccine for rabies, which is still a significant killer in Africa and southeast Asia. The viral disease is responsible for 40-70,000 deaths per year, mostly in children. 

Higher returns 
The project's aim is to focus on areas that will be of greatest benefit to developing nations - and any plant "platforms" that are found to work particularly well will be freely licensed in those countries. 

Cultivation of the GM plants and the processing necessary to remove the important useful molecules from the plant tissues would all be done locally. 

"We are addressing what we consider to be serious issue of global inequity of health," said Professor Julian Ma, from St George's Hospital Medical School, London, UK, who is Pharma-Planta's scientific coordinator. 

	
	The plants would be grown in pharmaceutical production units on dedicated land, isolated from food crops 
Professor Philip Dale, Pharma-Planta 


"The major burden of disease is in developing nations where access to many vaccines is very poor." 

The EU Framework 6 project is led by academia - not industry. Thirty-nine labs in 11 European countries will work together, with input from researchers in South Africa, where HIV/Aids is a major public health issue. 

Similar projects are underway in other parts of the world. One such approach is already being used successfully in Cuba to create human proteins in tobacco plants which allow the purification of Hepatitis B vaccine. 

	
	A clear set of criteria must be established to ensure that human health and the environment are protected 
Clare Oxborrow, Friends Of The Earth 


But in general, many commercial companies have withdrawn from vaccine development and production because of what are regarded as low economic returns. 

Pharma-Planta hopes the technology it will develop over the course of its initial five years of funding will eventually boost the global supply of treatments. 

Public attitudes 
"Plants are inexpensive to grow, and if we were to engineer them to contain a gene for a pharmaceutical product, they could produce large quantities of drugs or vaccines at low cost," Professor Ma said. 

"The current methods used to generate these types of treatments include genetic modification of human cells and microorganisms such as bacteria. These techniques are labour intensive, expensive and often only produce relatively small amounts of pharmaceuticals." 

He said it was difficult to make comparisons but the costs of developing plant-derived products could be 10-100-times lower than conventional production. 

The production of GM crops for food consumption has been viewed with deep suspicion in Europe, but the scientists hope the public will view this project differently. 

"I was involved in the GM debate in the UK - I was on the steering board. And one interesting observation from that was that there was support for medicinal uses of GM plants, especially for applications in developing countries," said Pharma-Planta's biosafety co-ordinator, Professor Philip Dale, from the John Innes Centre in Norwich, UK. 

'Closed' systems 
The project has yet to decide which plants to use but candidates could include tobacco, maize, potatoes and tomatoes. 

The preference would be to go with plants in which the desired protein products are expressed in high quantities in the seeds, which are easily harvestable. 

"The plants would be grown in pharmaceutical production units on dedicated land, isolated from food crops," said Professor Dale. 

"They would be genetically isolated, too - new male sterile lines that don't produce pollen. The crops would be harvested using dedicated equipment - combine harvesters and storage. Even the initial phases of the processing would be done on site." 

Professors Dale and Ma thought it unlikely, though not impossible, that the "pharming" would be done in the UK. 

Anti-GM group Friends Of The Earth said the project's aims were laudable but warned its research could have widespread negative impacts. 

"Food crops in the United States have already been destroyed because of contamination by experimental 'pharm' crops," said campaigner Clare Oxborrow. 

"A clear set of criteria must be established to ensure that human health and the environment are protected. Any benefits must genuinely reach those that need them, rather than simply lining the pockets of the biotech and pharmaceutical industry." 

ENS

Bird Flu Resurfaces in Asia, Threatens Human Health 
ROME, Italy, July 12, 2004 (ENS) - New outbreaks of the avian influenza virus H5N1 in China, Thailand and Vietnam confirm that the virus is still spreading in the region, the United Nations agency responsible for food and agriculture said Friday. This viral strain caused the deaths of more than 100 million chickens and ducks in Asian countries earlier this year. Some birds died from the flu, but the vast majority were culled in an attempt to control the virus. 

"The new cases do not come as a surprise," said Joseph Domenech, chief of the UN Food and Agriculture Organization's Animal Health Service. 

China reported a new outbreak of bird flu last Tuesday. It was China's first report of the H5N1 virus since the government declared it had stamped out the disease nearly four months ago. Tests at a farm in the southeastern province of Anhui have confirmed that chickens died of bird flu, the government said on state-run television. 

In Thailand, authorities said they suspect a new outbreak of bird flu at a farm in the central province of Ayutthaya. Thousands of chickens at the farm have died. 

Bird flu has also been confirmed on farms in Vietnam in recent days, and about 4,700 chickens have died. 

"After the major outbreaks of a few months ago, affected countries succeeded in bringing the disease under control. But the new outbreaks clearly demonstrate that the virus continues to circulate in parts of the region and new cases might flare up in future, posing a continuing threat to human health," Domenech said. 

People who handle chickens are most at risk of contracting bird flu. (Photo credit unknown)
"In designing their control strategies governments need to acknowledge that the virus will continue to circulate and that different flu viruses could also be introduced. Eradication of the avian flu virus should be considered, at best, as a long-term task," he warned. 

The World Health Organization (WHO) said Thursday that these outbreaks could either be new outbreaks of the highly pathogenic avian influenza A H5N1 virus, or, a continuation of the outbreaks first reported earlier this year. 

"These events, in addition to two new research reports about the virus becoming increasingly pathogenic and becoming more widespread in birds in the region, fuel the World Health Organization's concern about the threat the virus poses to human health," the agency said. 

Several countries in Asia have documented this virus crossing the species barrier - moving from infected chickens or ducks directly into humans - three times since 1997 with severe, and sometimes fatal, outcomes. "The virus has the potential to acquire the ability to spread easily from human to human, and, thus, trigger a global influenza pandemic," WHO said. 

The two research resports that worry WHO officials were both published this month. First, members of China's Ministry of Agriculture, and colleagues, reported, in a paper published in the "Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences," that the virus appears to be widespread in domestic ducks in southern China. The scientists found that the virus is causing increasingly severe disease, but these tests were done in mice and "may not have a direct implication for humans," WHO said. 

Last week, the journal "Nature" published a report which indicates domestic and wild birds in the region may have contributed to the increasing spread of the virus, and, suggests that the virus is gaining a stronger foothold in the region. These observations suggest that control of the virus may be even more difficult than thought in the spring. 

K.S. Li and 21 others from universities in China, Indonesia, Thailand, Vietnam and the United States are coauthors of the "Nature" article. "Our results suggest that H5N1 viruses with pandemic potential have become endemic in the region and are not easily eradicable," they write. "These developments pose a threat to public and veterinary health in the region, and, potentially, the world, and suggest that long-term control measures are required." 

It is probably unreasonable to expect that the disease can be totally excluded from the region in the near future, Domenech said. In his view, managing the risk that the viruses pose to human health and animal productivity is the challenge. "The presence of highly pathogenic strains of the virus in wild birds makes control of the disease particularly complex and difficult," he said. 

It is very encouraging that governments have reacted immediately on recent outbreaks and have officially informed international organizations, the FAO said. This demonstrates that country surveillance systems are becoming operative. 

Free range chickens in the Vietnam's Thanh Hoa province (Photo courtesy Food & Fertilizer Technology Center) (Photo courtesy )
But the UN agency warned that surveillance and immediate reaction to outbreaks need to be strengthened and applied in all countries of the region. "In some countries the extent of infection is still not precisely known and further investigation is urgently needed," Domenech said. 

"Countries should apply surveillance and control measures nationwide and should consider the fight against bird flu as a long-term commitment. There is no easy solution to the problem," he said. 

Currently, there are indications that the virus is still present at least in Cambodia, China, Indonesia, Thailand and Vietnam providing the potential for renewed epidemics as poultry production systems are re-stocked with vulnerable birds. 

Pandemic preparedness activities started by WHO in the wake of the outbreaks reported earlier this year are continuing. 

At the end of June, WHO hosted a meeting in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia with experts from 13 countries and areas of the Asia-Pacific region. Participants were provided with a WHO preparedness self-assessment tool. 

WHO is collaborating with scientists, and the pharmaceutical community, on a global surveillance system to monitor changes in the virus's susceptibility to known antivirals. 

And vaccine development continues. Two vaccine manufacturers, both based in the United States, have produced a supply of trial vaccine which will be tested for safety and efficacy in humans. 

Key elements of a successful control strategy are surveillance operative in all production systems, strengthened biosecurity of commercial enterprises and an immediate response to outbreaks including stamping-out in affected areas, plus disinfection, restriction of movements of animals and goods, and public awareness campaigns.

__________________________________________________________________________________________
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M O N D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
*
Senior Pakistani diplomat named new UN envoy to Iraq

*
In Bangkok, Annan confers with special envoys on HIV/AIDS

*
Workplace is ideal venue to discuss AIDS prevention, UN labour agency says

*
Global Fund to fight AIDS, malaria and TB reports progress in reaching targets

*
UN agencies report mixed progress on enhancing humanitarian access in Sudan

*
Flow of refugees from DR of Congo to Burundi slows, UN agency says

*
Former Chilean Foreign Minister appointed head of UN mission in Haiti

*
Annan chooses former political prisoner as his first Special Adviser on genocide

*
Security Council receives report on oversight body monitoring Iraqi oil sales

*
UN envoy condemns killing of Palestinian civilians in recent days

*
UN agencies sign agreement to rebuild destroyed homes in Gaza Strip

*
Afghanistan still faces major challenges in holding elections, UN envoy warns

*
UN war crimes tribunal postpones Miloševic trial again over health concerns

*
Côte d’Ivoire towns lack safe drinking water, adequate latrines, UNICEF says

*
New force commander named for UN mission in Ethiopia and Eritrea

*
Cameroon, Nigeria move to next stage of border settlement – UN

*
UN meeting outlines steps to curb problem of spam email

*
Annan ‘strongly condemns’ terror attack in Tel-Aviv 

*
Leadership at all levels needed to defeat AIDS, Annan tells Bangkok forum

*
How Asia-Pacific tackles HIV/AIDS will affect region’s future – Annan

*
Hundreds of thousands sign up for AIDS drugs under new programme, UN says

*
On World Population Day, UN calls for greater commitment to women’s rights

* * * *

Iraq

12 July – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today named Pakistan’s current Ambassador to the United States, Ashraf Jehangir Qazi, as his Special Representative for Iraq.

The new envoy’s predecessor, Sergio Vieira de Mello, was among 22 people killed when terrorists attacked the UN offices in Baghdad on 19 August 2003.

A UN spokesperson said Mr. Qazi would be released from his current duties in “a week to two weeks” and would travel to New York for briefings “as a first step.”

Mr. Qazi’s appointment as Ambassador to Washington in September of 2002 capped a long and distinguished career. Before that posting, he had been Pakistan’s High Commissioner to India since 1997.

The 62-year-old diplomat was Pakistan’s Ambassador to China from 1994 to 1997. He also served as Ambassador to Russia (1991-1994), the then-East Germany (1990-1991) and Syria (1986-1988). In addition, the new UN envoy held various diplomatic assignments in Copenhagen, Tokyo, Cairo, Tripoli and London.

In making the announcement in New York, UN spokesperson Marie Okabe said Mr. Qazi’s name had been drawn from “a short-list of three highly qualified persons” which also included Former Thai Foreign Minister Surin Pitsuwan and India’s former Foreign Secretary, Salman Haidar.

* * *

Secretary-General

12 July – As he continued his visit to Bangkok, Thailand, where a global conference on HIV/AIDS is taking place this week, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today conferred with his regional special envoys dealing with the disease.

The envoys – Stephen Lewis for Africa, Nafis Sadik for Asia and George Alleyne for the Caribbean – were appointed to help promote and advocate on behalf of issues relating to the outcomes of various conferences on HIV/AIDS, particularly the UN General Assembly’s special session in July 2001.

In addition, Mr. Annan met with Richard Feachem, Executive Director of the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria, a public-private partnership created in 2002 to boost financing to fight three of the world’s most devastating diseases.

Later, Mr. Annan visited the UN Building in Bangkok and met with staff there, telling them that the United Nations has a future “if it adapts and changes.” In this connection, he said, “If I were a doctor, I would say you are in reasonably good health but you must remain active and exercise.”

The Secretary-General and his wife, Nane, then visited an AIDS ward and talked with several patients there, accompanied by the Thai Health Minister.

During his stay in Bangkok, Mr. Annan has held several bilateral meetings with Foreign Ministers, meeting yesterday with those from Australia, Timor-Leste and Thailand.

In a press encounter on Sunday following his meeting with the Thai Foreign Minister, the Secretary-General was asked about the International Court of Justice’s advisory opinion on the wall in the occupied Palestinian territory.

He said he would not want to prejudge what the General Assembly may decide on the matter. “I think the decision of the Court is clear,” he added. “Whilst we all accept that the Government of Israel has a responsibility, indeed a duty, to protect its citizens, any action it takes has to be in conformity with international law and has to respect the interests of the Palestinians.”

In a separate programme, Mrs. Annan visited a centre helping 550 girls and women who have been trafficked from within Thailand and surrounding countries. She encouraged the young women to focus on developing their skills and education so as to enable them to be strong and stand up for themselves.

* * *

HIV/AIDS

12 July – The workplace is an ideal venue to tackle the HIV/AIDS pandemic by discussing prevention and treatment of the viral infection, the United Nations labour agency says in a new report.

“HIV/AIDS and Work: Global Estimates, Impact and Response” prepared for this week’s 15th International AIDS Conference in Thailand, says about 36.5 million people of working age have HIV and by next year the global labour force will have lost up to 28 million workers to AIDS since the start of the epidemic.

“HIV/AIDS is not only a human crisis, it is a threat to sustainable global, social and economic development,” says ILO Director-General Juan Somavia. “The loss of life and the debilitating effects of the illness will lead not only to a reduced capacity to sustain production and employment, reduce poverty and promote development, but will be a burden borne by all societies – rich and poor alike.”

While HIV/AIDS has a dramatic impact on a country’s labour force, its economy and its rural communities, the workplace holds extraordinary promise as part of the solution, the report says.

“The workplace is an ideal medium for a comprehensive approach to HIV/AIDS,” says report coordinator Odile Frank, pointing out that prevention skills can be directly transmitted while people are on the job.

The ILO drafted a Code of Practice in 2001 to guide responses from the world of work to the epidemic, while several countries have passed revised or new laws to lessen the impact of HIV/AIDS in the workplace and protect the rights of people who are living with the disease.

For its part, the private sector has launched initiatives to promote prevention, behavioural changes, communication and education for workers and workplace treatment programmes, which are seen by an increasing number of enterprises as the least costly option to maintain profitability and ensure growth, ILO says.

In a separate report, the joint UN Programme on AIDS (UNAIDS) says although total global spending on AIDS has increased five-fold to $6 billion this year, the world risks experiencing a shortfall of another $6 billion in 2005.

Financing a comprehensive response to the pandemic for one year may cost $20 billion by 2007, according to the “2004 Report on the Global AIDS Epidemic.”

* * *

Global Fund

12 July – Grant recipients under the Global Fund to Fight AIDS Tuberculosis and Malaria, an initiative of United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan, have reached an average of 80 per cent of the goals they set for a one-year period, according to a new partial review of the effort.

Averaging the results of the 25 programmes examined “hides some substantial over-achievers, such as Honduras, which put nearly twice as many people on antiretroviral (HIV/AIDS) treatment as planned, and Madagascar, which had distributed well over double the number of insecticide-impregnated bed nets it had planned,” the Fund report, called “A Force for Change: The Global Fund at 30 Months,” says.

The analysis covers the period from 1 May 2003 to 30 April 2004 and finds that 12 programmes were on target or doing better than expected, eight were slightly behind schedule and eight were seriously lagging. Another 271 programmes were not reviewed.

The report emphasizes that more technical assistance should be made available to deal with problems.

The 25 grants in 15 countries reached 2.3 million people with such interventions as testing, treatment and care, while 340,000 people were trained in treatment delivery, it says.

Some 5,200 people received anti-retroviral therapy under four programmes, while 45,000 people were successfully cured of TB, according to the report. Nearly 350,000 bed nets to prevent mosquito-borne malaria were distributed in three programmes.

Measuring the performance of the year-old grants from the first round of financing is part of an effort to set standards for all Global Fund grants. Only those programmes which perform well in the first two years will receive funding for the remaining period of the grant, usually another three years.

The Geneva-based Global Fund is an independent private foundation under Swiss law, governed by an international Board. Created in answer to an appeal by Mr. Annan in April 2001, it collects, manages and disburses special funds through a new public-private partnership.

* * *
Sudan

12 July – While there has been progress in improving humanitarian access to civilians in the violence-wracked Darfur region of western Sudan, United Nations agencies report that local authorities are still demanding travel permits in some areas.

Concern also persists about security at the dozens of camps in the region for internally displaced people (IDPs) after reports of gang rapes against women there, the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) said today.

Briefing reporters in New York, UN spokesperson Marie Okabe said the Sudanese Government has lifted visa restrictions and made it easier to transport humanitarian supplies and equipment, as promised under a joint communiqué signed with the UN nine days ago.

But she said local authorities in northern and western Darfur are still requiring aid workers from the UN and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) to obtain travel permits for their districts.

Khartoum’s 90-day registration plan means many NGOs are also reluctant to increase their asset bases because they are not sure whether their permits will be extended.

Ms. Okabe called for the Sudanese Government to dramatically boost the number of police stationed near IDP camps – where there has been a small increase recently – to prevent rapes and gang rapes of women who venture from the camps in search of firewood.

Despite Khartoum’s encouragement, IDPs – who are mainly black Africans – remain reluctant to voluntarily return to their home villages without guaranteed protection from attacks by the largely Arab militia known as the Janjaweed.

UN agencies estimate more than a million people are internally displaced in Darfur because of deadly attacks by the Janjaweed and fighting among the militias, which are allied to the Government, Sudanese forces and two rebel groups. Another 170,000 people have fled to neighbouring Chad as refugees.

Secretary-General Kofi Annan, who recently visited Darfur, said the situation “bordered on ethnic cleansing” and senior UN officials have described it as the world’s worst humanitarian crisis.

* * *

DR of Congo

12 July – The flow of refugees from the eastern region of the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) into Burundi has slowed considerably and some Congolese have gone back home without official help, but the area has not calmed down sufficiently to make “facilitated repatriation” advisable, the United Nations refugee agency said today.

Refugees who arrived in Burundi after distributions of food and sanitary materials have cited food shortages as their reason for returning to the DRC. The next food distribution was expected to begin in the next few days, the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) said.

Meanwhile, although water supplies were adequate, sanitary facilities at the Rugombo site for Congolese refugees were reaching full capacity and needed to be replaced in the next couple of weeks. No space was available to build the new ones, it said.

Burundi was hosting about 34,000 Congolese refugees last week.

The Burundian-DRC border was closed after an estimated 150 Interahamwe, or Rwandan Hutu rebels, entered Burundi from DRC last Thursday.

In other areas, the Burundian Army and anti-government forces were continuing the fighting that has displaced tens of thousands of civilians, UNHCR said. UN peacekeeping forces started patrolling last week.

Near the Burundian capital, Bujumbura, cases of severe nutrition among internally displaced persons (IDPs) were increasing in number. The UN World Food Programme (WFP) distributed 503 tons of food to 51,029 IDPs earlier in the month.

One case of meningitis at Kabezi commune was confirmed, UNHCR said.

* * *

Haiti

12 July – Secretary-General Kofi Annan has named former Chilean Foreign Minister Juan Gabriel Valdés as his Special Representative to Haiti and head of the United Nations Stabilization Mission in the Caribbean country (MINUSTAH), a UN spokesperson announced today.

Mr. Valdés, a human rights activist, was Chile’s Ambassador to the UN from May 2000 until June 2003 and the country’s Foreign Minister from June 1999 to March 2000.

Among other diplomatic postings, he served as Chile’s Ambassador to Spain from 1990 to 1994. In addition, he was a consultant to the UN Development Programme (UNDP) in Chile in 1994.

Exiled during Chile’s military rule, he worked at the Institute for Policy Studies in Washington, DC, with ousted President Salvador Allende’s Foreign Minister, Orlando Letelier, who was assassinated in the US capital in 1976. 

Mr. Valdés then moved to Mexico where he became a professor of international relations at the Economic Research and Development Centre of Mexico and continued his work towards the restoration of democracy and human rights in his country.

* * *

Genocide

12 July – Secretary-General Kofi Annan informed the United Nations Security Council today that he has chosen a human rights advocate, lawyer and former political prisoner from Argentina as his first Special Adviser on the Prevention of Genocide.

Juan E. Méndez is currently the President of the International Centre for Transitional Justice, a non-governmental organization (NGO) that helps countries emerging from conflict or misrule to make human rights violators accountable for their crimes.

In a letter to the Council President for July, Ambassador Mihnea Ioan Motoc of Romania, the Secretary-General outlined the mandate of the Special Adviser position.

Mr. Méndez’s role will be to act as an early-warning mechanism to the Secretary-General and the Security Council about potential situations that could develop into genocide, and to make recommendations to the Council about how the UN can prevent these events.

His appointment follows a pledge by Mr. Annan earlier this year, as the 10th anniversary of the Rwandan genocide neared, to designate an official to collect data and monitor any serious violations of human rights or international law that have a racial or ethnic dimension and could lead to genocide.

Mr. Méndez, 59, served as a lawyer for political prisoners in the 1970s before Argentina’s military junta jailed him twice for his activities. During this period Amnesty International adopted him as a “Prisoner of Conscience.”

After moving to the United States following his release from detention, Mr. Méndez worked for Human Rights Watch for 15 years, specializing in Western Hemisphere issues.

In addition, he has worked for other NGOs and as an academic, most recently teaching law at the University of Notre Dame in Indiana, United States, where he also headed the campus Center for Civil and Human Rights.

* * *

Iraq

12 July – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan has transmitted to the Security Council a new report on the International Advisory and Monitoring Board for Iraq (IAMB), which serves as an audit oversight body dealing with the country’s oil revenues.

Currently, the IAMB monitors the Development Fund for Iraq (DFI), which holds the proceeds from Iraq’s petroleum exports, as well as remaining balances from the UN Oil-for-Food programme and other frozen Iraqi funds. The DFI was managed by the United States-led Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA).

The update, provided by UN Controller Jean-Pierre Halbwachs, who represents the UN on the Board, points to a number of concerns raised by the international auditing firm KPMG, which was hired by the IAMB.

Those concerns, already made public and communicated to the CPA, include “a lack of adequate control over the extraction of crude oil” from Iraq. The CPA subsequently took steps to correct this situation, according to the report.

Also of concern were “sole-sourced contracts” that were awarded without any competitive bidding process. In June, the CPA told the IAMB that it would move towards an audit sought by the Board to address the issue.

With the restoration of sovereignty to Iraq at the end of June, adjustments are being made to adapt the IAMB’s work accordingly, the report states.

The IAMB comprises representatives of the Arab Fund for Economic and Social Development, the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the UN and the World Bank.

The Board serves to promote the objectives laid out by Security Council resolution 1483 which, in part, underlined that the DFI “shall be used in a transparent manner to meet the humanitarian needs of the Iraqi people, for the economic reconstruction and repair of Iraq’s infrastructure, for the continued disarmament of Iraq, and for the costs of Iraqi civilian administration,” as well as for other purposes benefiting the Iraqi people.

* * * 

Middle East

12 July – The top United Nations envoy for the Middle East, Terje Roed-Larsen, today condemned the rash of killings of Palestinian civilians in the West Bank and Gaza Strip over the past few days.

A statement released by the office of the UN Special Coordinator for the Middle East Peace Process said Mr. Roed-Larsen was “particularly disturbed” by the killing this morning of 70-year-old wheelchair-bound Mahmoud Halfalla in Khan Yunis.

“The Special Coordinator sends his sincere sympathy and condolences to the families of the victims and calls on the Government of Israel to abide by its obligation under international humanitarian law to avoid the use of disproportionate force in densely populated areas and to protect the civilian population,” the statement said.

Mr. Roed-Larsen is scheduled to deliver the regular monthly briefing to the Security Council on the situation in the Middle East tomorrow.

* * *

Middle East

12 July – Two United Nations agencies and the Palestinian Authority have signed an agreement paving the way for the UN to build homes on land donated by the Authority to replace those destroyed during Israeli incursions in Rafah in the Gaza Strip.

Funding for the project, run by the UN Relief Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA) and the UN Development Programme (UNDP), was contingent on the Palestinian Authority donating the land.

UNRWA Commissioner-General Peter Hansen said the agreement, signed yesterday, now allows agencies to move on quickly to the most important task in hand – that of translating the concern of the international community for the people of Rafah into bricks and mortar.

“We can now tap into the generosity of all those individuals who have made donations for the people of Rafah while also approaching the major international donors who wish to help,” he said.

According to UNRWA, more than 22,000 people have lost their homes to Israeli demolitions in the Gaza Strip since the beginning of the current strife in September 2000. Almost three-quarters – over 15,000 people – were affected in Rafah.

* * *
Afghanistan

12 July – The top United Nations envoy for Afghanistan has warned that the country still faces enormous organizational challenges if it is to successfully hold national and local parliamentary elections that have been delayed until next April.

Jean Arnault, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Afghanistan, told reporters yesterday that the country is yet to settle all of its district boundaries and does not have credible population figures for every province.

But at a press conference in Kabul, Mr. Arnault said he was pleased that many political parties have already indicated their backing for the poll delay, which was announced last week by Afghanistan’s independent Joint Electoral Management Body (JEMB).

“It’s absolutely critical that at the end of the day most political parties should feel comfortable with the electoral process. An electoral process is of course divisive and the outcome will also be divisive. But the process itself must by necessity build a consensus around itself,” he said.

Mr. Arnault said many Afghans were also grateful for the delay given the continuing factionalism, slow pace of disarmament and pervasive influence of drug money across the country.

He said fighting those problems – and combating attempts by the Taliban and local warlords to undermine the electoral process – should be the priorities of the Government and the UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA).

Afghanistan will hold presidential elections on 9 October, but polls to select representatives for national and local assemblies have been delayed until April. As of last Thursday, provisional figures indicate almost 6.4 million have registered to vote.

Mr. Arnault stressed that “we must obtain credible and acceptable population figures for all districts and provinces.”

More than two decades of civil war, harsh Taliban rule, further war and slow reconstruction mean the country has not had a formal census since 1979. The most recent estimates have placed the total eligible pool of voters at about 9.5 million.

The envoy added that work so far on settling administrative boundaries “has not been satisfactory,” with the boundaries of at least 370 districts still not yet formally identified. 

* * *

ICTY

12 July – The genocide trial of former Yugoslav President Slobodan Miloševic has been delayed again by judges at a United Nations war crimes tribunal after they received a medical report advising he should rest further because of high blood pressure.

Three judges of the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY), sitting in The Hague, ruled today that the start of Mr. Miloševic’s defence case be deferred from this Wednesday until next Monday.

The trial’s resumption on Monday also depends on a report, due by Friday, from a court-appointed cardiologist who will examine Mr. Miloševic’s condition and his fitness to participate in the trial.

The judges received a separate medical report today indicating that Mr. Miloševic needs more rest. The former Yugoslav leader has a heart condition.

Mr. Miloševic is facing charges of genocide, crimes against humanity and other war crimes for his role in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia and Kosovo during the Balkan wars of the 1990s. The trial, which began in February 2002, has already lost 66 days because of Mr. Miloševic’s health problems.

* * *

Côte d’Ivoire

12 July – In Côte d’Ivoire, a West African country whose peace process is deadlocked, the towns and villages lack safe drinking water, while households in rural areas do not have adequate latrines, the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) said today.

The problem with drinking water supplies stems from infrastructures that have either been over-exploited or cannot cope with urban population pressures as trained maintenance personnel leave, the agency said.

In rural areas about 65 per cent of hand pumps for water are out of order and more than three-quarters of the population lack adequate latrines, UNICEF said.

In the northern areas, military insecurity has made access to public services, health care and education difficult because government employees have been slow to deploy there, it said.

* * *

Ethiopia/Eritrea

12 July – An Indian general will succeed a British one as Force Commander of the United Nations Mission in Ethiopia and Eritrea (UNMEE) later this month, UN Secretary-General Kofi told the Security Council President in a letter made public today.

In his letter, dated 6 July, Mr. Annan said Maj. Gen. Robert Gordon had served as Force Commander, with “exemplary dedication and professionalism” since 1 November 2002 and his tour of duty was ending.

In an exchange of letters, Mr. Annan and the Council agreed on the appointment of Maj. Gen. Rajender Singh of India as UNMEE’s next Force Commander. “He is expected arrive in the mission area in the second half of July 2004,” Mr. Annan said. 

* * *

Cameroon/Nigeria

12 July – Cameroon and Nigeria are set to transfer authority over two contested areas as part of the continuing process to settle their border dispute, the United Nations Office for West Africa (UNOWA) said today.

In a ceremony tomorrow Bourha-Wango and Ndabakura and its surroundings will be turned over to Nigeria, while Cameroon will assume control of Narki. Observers of the Mixed Commission, set up by the UN in late 2002 to help settle the dispute, will be deployed in the area to reinforce the process.

Last December, the two countries carried out the first transfer of authority in the Lake Chad area.

As was the case in the Lake Chad area, UNOWA said, the populations of the cities and localities concerned speak the same languages and have constantly repeated their rejection of war. They expressed their support for the decision taken by Presidents Paul Biya of Cameroon and Olusegun Obasanjo of Nigeria to implement the ruling of the International Court of Justice (ICJ) governing the settlement.

In the next few weeks, talks on the withdrawal from the Bakassi Peninsula will carry on, to be followed by further discussions on the delimitation of the maritime border between the two countries, UNOWA said.

UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Special Representative for West Africa, Ahmedou Ould-Abdallah, noted that the two countries’ Governments seem determined to pursue a peaceful approach to settle their border dispute.

“It is the right decision at the right time and for the right reasons,” he said. “The Nigerian Presidency of African Union and the upcoming elections in Cameroon encourage even more a speedy settlement of this old dispute.”

* * *

Internet

12 July – A United Nations meeting has concluded that while there is no “silver bullet” to stop unsolicited commercial email, solutions involving legislation, technical innovation and international cooperation could eventually curb the worldwide abuse of “spam.”

The meeting last week in Geneva organized by the UN International Telecommunication Union (ITU) was designed to launch a global effort aimed at eliminating spam, which accounts for an estimated 80 per cent of all email traffic and costs the global economy some $25 million in losses each year.

In addition to strong country laws, technical solutions and international cooperation, the meeting generated consensus on the need for consumer education and industry self-regulation as part of a multi-track solution to the nuisance.

Robert Horton, Acting Chair of the Australian Communications Authority and Chairman of the meeting, said spam has grown into a major plague affecting the digital world. “We are facing a global epidemic which can only be combated through a global and concerted action,” he said.

“What is at stake is no less than the protection and preservation of the Internet as we know it,” he declared. “I am convinced that we can curb spam within the next two years if we act on a number of fronts simultaneously and make sure that there are no havens for spammers anywhere in the world.”

Despite the enactment of anti-spam legislation in about 30 countries and the introduction of technical solutions by Internet service providers and end-users, there has been so far no significant impact on the volume of unwanted email, with spammers sending hundreds of millions of messages per day.

Increasingly, spam is being used to support fraudulent and criminal activities, including attempts to capture financial information such as account numbers and passwords by masquerading messages as originating from trusted companies, called “brand-spoofing” or “phishing.” In addition, spam can be exploited as a vehicle to spread computer viruses and worms.

Mobile networks face the problem of bulk unsolicited text messages which aim to generate traffic to premium-rate numbers. As these trends transcend national boundaries, international cooperation is essential to enforce anti-spam laws, the ITU pointed out.

* * *

Middle East

11 July – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today condemned this morning’s terrorist attack in Israel and called on the Palestinian leadership to make every effort to stop such acts of terror.

A statement issued by a UN spokesman in Bangkok, Thailand, where the Secretary-General is attending the 15th International AIDS Conference, said Mr. Annan “strongly condemns” the attack, which took place earlier on Sunday in Tel-Aviv.

“No cause whatsoever can justify terrorism,” said the statement. “In this connection, the Secretary-General urges the Palestinian Authority to do everything possible to end terror.”

The Secretary-General sent his sincere sympathy and condolences to the Government of Israel and to the families of the victims, the spokesman said.

* * *

HIV/AIDS

11 July – Stressing that the world is “not doing nearly well enough” in the fight against the global AIDS epidemic, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today appealed for stronger leadership at every level – including at the top positions of power – to defeat the scourge.

“We need leaders everywhere to demonstrate that speaking up about AIDS is a point of pride, not a source of shame,” he told the 15th International AIDS Conference which opened today in Bangkok, Thailand. “There must be no more sticking heads in the sand, no more embarrassment, no more hiding behind a veil of apathy.”

Addressing the audience, which included Health Ministers from many nations, Mr. Annan said their leadership should translate into adequate resources from national budgets, and must mobilize the entire state apparatus and generate partnerships with every sector of society and people living with HIV/AIDS.

“But leadership comes not only from those who hold position of power,” the Secretary-General stressed. “Leadership comes from partners who make sure they always use a condom. Leadership comes from fathers, husbands, sons and uncles who support and affirm the rights of women. Leadership comes from teachers who nurture the dreams and aspirations of girls.”

He added that leadership also meant daring to do things differently, because AIDS was a different kind of disease, which stood alone in human experience and called for a united stand against it.

Among other key priorities, Mr. Annan pointed to the need to scale up infrastructure to support both treatment and prevention. He noted that successful programmes have shown that interventions must reach whole societies and must be developed within a country, rather than be imposed from outside.

No less pressing is the need to empower women and girls to protect themselves against the virus, Mr. Annan said, adding that the factors making women more vulnerable include poverty, abuse and violence, coercion by older men, lack of information “and men having several concurrent sexual relationships that entrap young women in a giant network of infection.”

He emphasized that these factors could not be addressed piecemeal, and that the change needed would have to transform relations between women and men at all levels of society, including giving everyone the understanding that educating girls was a necessity, not merely an option.

* * *

HIV/AIDS

11 July – How governments of Asia and the Pacific address the multi-faceted challenge of HIV/AIDS will affect the very future of the region, United Nations Secretary-General told a ministerial meeting today in Bangkok.

“We know that AIDS is far more than a health crisis. It is a threat to social and economic development as a whole,” Mr. Annan said in opening remarks to the second Asia-Pacific Ministerial Meeting on HIV/AIDS.

“The response to this complex challenge must engage every part of society – Government, business, civil society and people living with HIV/AIDS,” he added.

Noting that in recent decades, more people in Asia and the Pacific have escaped from poverty than in any other part of the world, the Secretary-General stressed that such gains must not be reversed by HIV/AIDS.

“More than eight million people in your region are now living with HIV/AIDS, and the number is rising fast,” he said, warning that left unchecked, the disease would not only devastate millions of lives, but also impose huge burdens on the region’s health systems and soak up badly needed resources for social and economic development.

“So the fight against HIV/AIDS requires constant vigilance and renewal. We know, from experience elsewhere, that the spread can be turned back when – but only when – there is a coordinated response, from all sectors of society and every branch of Government. It requires leadership at every level,” he said.

* * *

HIV/AIDS

10 July – The United Nations health agency and HIV/AIDS programme today reported progress in the past six months in creating national frameworks that increase the access of infected people to appropriate drugs.

Under the “3x5” programme, unveiled in December 2003 on World AIDS Day, the World Health Organization (WHO) and the Joint UN Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS) would provide treatment to 3 million people in developing countries by the end of 2005.

The WHO acknowledged, however, that the 440,000 currently receiving treatment was “less than the 500,000 milestone” set when the ‘3x5’ strategy had been published in December.

According to the agency, lack of financial support delayed the start of the programme, but pledges of donations from Canada, Sweden and the United Kingdom has permitted recruitment of staff to work in developing countries.

“There is clear evidence that simplified AIDS treatment works in poor settings. Now, the commitment, significant financing and building blocks are in place and there are no more excuses. The time to learn by doing and scale up treatment is now,” said Dr. Jim Yong Kim, Director of HIV/AIDS at WHO.

“We are moving in the right direction, but too slowly. We now have 18 months for governments, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and other partners to rapidly increase the availability of prevention, treatment and care in developing countries,” he added.

An additional 100,000 health and community workers will soon be needed globally, as millions of people seek to learn their HIV status and demand any needed treatment in many more locations. The total cost is estimated at $5.5 billion, WHO said.

Meanwhile, the UN Development Programme (UNDP) says Thailand saved millions of lives by implementing a well-funded, broad-based response to the epidemic in the 1990s.

According to a UNDP report launched ahead of the 15th International AIDS Conference next week in Bangkok, Thailand was the first Asian country to launch a serious, large-scale prevention campaign and it thus became the world’s most successful country in combating HIV/AIDS.

After peaking at 143,000 in 1991, the annual number of new HIV infections fell to 19,000 in 2003, making Thailand one of a very few countries to have beaten back a serious HIV/AIDS threat, UNDP said.

* * *

Population

11 July – Midway through a landmark 20-year programme of population and development reforms, the United Nations observed World Population Day today calling on governments to increase their commitment to promoting women’s rights and investing more in education and health care.

In a message marking the Day, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan recalled that 10 years ago in Cairo, Egypt, 179 governments agreed that population policies leading to more decent lives for people would have to be addressed if development policies were to succeed.

“They agreed that women’s empowerment and gender equality and the elimination of violence against women and girls were cornerstones of population and development policies,” Mr. Annan said.

He noted that the Cairo Programme of Action has since guided governments in their efforts to address population dynamics, increase access to education and reproductive health services and to empower women to fulfil their fundamental human right to take part more fully in society.

Mr. Annan stressed, however, that too many people have not yet seen these personal gains.

“Greater commitment and action are urgently needed, especially when it comes to promoting women’s rights and increasing investments in education and health, including reproductive health and family planning,” he said.

* *** *
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