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Once fertile marshlands have become parched earth

      BYLINE: ROBERT W. GEE

      SOURCE: Cox Washington Bureau

      BODY:

      Al-Shadah, Iraq --- A cloud of dust swirls above the cracked earth, obscuring for a moment the brittle scrub

      that grows, if it is alive at all, from here to the horizon.

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

      turned a reddish brown. It is hard --- no, impossible --- to imagine the tall reeds and marshes, the fish and

      birds and rice paddies that not a dozen years ago stretched as far as the eye could see. 

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

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

      uninhabitable.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      and traveled in slender wooden boats. They were a direct link to the Sumerians, who built the world's first

      civilization near here.

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

      wheat instead of rice.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Iran.

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

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

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

      1990s. He replaced marsh water with raw sewage from the nearby city of Al-Majarr Al-Kabir and effluent

      from a sugar mill, villagers said.

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

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

      Asia to winter quarters in Africa.

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

      be gone in three to five years.

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

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

      worst engineered disasters."

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

      damage almost exclusively through satellite images.

      Now, the stories come spilling out.

      "The regime chased me because I left the military," said Khalaf Shmail Nasser Al-Shadawy, 43, who like all

      the men in the village wears a beard, gray dishdasha and black-and-white rotra, or headdress. "We escaped

      in 1986 to the depths of the marshes. We didn't see our families for six months. . . . And then they bombed

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

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

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

      blocked the water.

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

      burned."

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

      cut off as punishment for deserting the army.

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

      running after their living," Al-Shadawy said.

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

      marshlands in 1996 and built a new village.

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

      crimes against humanity and war crimes."

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

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

      government food rations.

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

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

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

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

      from oil exploration.

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

      marshes.

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

      to their ancient ways?

      Sayeed Matar Sarwat, 61, a Marsh Arab and former independent member of the Iraqi parliament, said he put

      the chances at 30 percent.

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

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

      than the marshes."

      Still, the Marsh people say they feel a burden to carry on the traditions of their ancestors. As late as the

      1950s, the Marsh economy was based on a barter system. Many cling to the old ways by building houses

      with reeds purchased in Basra or Baghdad.

      But the advances of the past half-century were slowly changing life in the marshes even before Saddam

      rose to power. In the past decade, electricity reached the area, as well as some paved roads. Some of

      those who still live in the marsh area villages, rebuilt since Saddam's reprisals, spend months at a time

      working in city factories and sending money home.

      Many of them insist that if the marshes come back, they would return to hunting, fishing and trapping.

      Emma Nicholson, a British baroness and member of the European Parliament who is a longtime activist for the  Marsh Arabs, says that restoring the marshlands "is imminently doable."

      "But the key is they have to lead," she said. "Outsiders can only humbly assist."

__________________________________________________________________________________________ Greenwire

May 12, 2003 Monday

Mercury: pollutant is 'the next lead' -- experts

      BODY:

      Allison A. Freeman, Greenwire reporter

      Health experts say that methylmercury, a known neurotoxin and developmental inhibitor, could be "the next lead," noting the metal's persistence in the environment, its risk to women and children and the difficulty associated with its cleanup.

      Speaking at a recent briefing on Capitol Hill, physicians and regulators likened mercury pollution and its adverse health  effects to the decades-old problem of lead poisoning in the United States. But while the lead crisis has been largely  mitigated, the United States has thus far done less to regulate mercury and faces a more complicated road to solving the problem, experts said.

      "It's at least as big as the current lead problem, if not bigger," said Kathy Shea, a physician and adjunct professor at Duke University who addressed congressional staffers and others in Washington. 

      "Many think the lead and mercury stories are very similar," added George Lucier, a senior adviser at the National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences. The two metals have similar toxicological effects on humans who absorb them into their  blood, including stunted cognitive development, mental retardation and loss of motor skills. The two are also both released into the environment through human activity -- lead  was once a common additive in gasoline and paint while mercury is a byproduct of coal combustion and waste incineration. But mercury has the added complication of also entering the  environment through volcanos, forest fires and other natural  events.

      A recent U.S. EPA report on children's health found that about 5 million women -- 8 percent of those at the childbearing ages of 16 to 49 -- had at least 5.8 parts per billion of toxic mercury in their blood in 2000. At such levels, there is some  increased risk of adverse health effects for newborns, according  to EPA (Greenwire, Feb. 25).

      By comparison, the number of children with elevated levels of lead dropped from 4.7 million in 1978 to about 300,000 in  2000. EPA officials said the success came mostly from the  phaseout of leaded gasoline between 1973 and 1995, and a reduction in homes with lead-based paint, from 64 million in 1990 to 38 million in 2000.

      Shea noted that the recent EPA study on mercury did not sample infants, who absorb the metal through their mothers' placenta and breast milk and are most sensitive to its effects.  She said scientists are starting to see that with lead and  mercury, "one is not so different than the other."

      Deborah Rice, a former EPA regulator now with the Maine Department of Environmental Protection, said mercury could be "the new lead," noting its similar health effects, growing awareness of its hazards at low levels of exposure and its similar cost to society. "There is an increasing awareness by society that the burden of exposure has been there for many years, and what was once thought to be innocent is now recognized as not innocuous at all," Rice said.

      Scientists are hopeful methylmercury can be eradicated from the environment through a committment on the part of regulators and industry to curb releases of mercury. But it won't be easy.   Despite similarities in their toxilogical effects, the two metals' exposure patterns are quite different, said Michael Firestone, science director in the EPA's office of children's health protection.

      While lead was easily targeted by removing it from gasoline and paint, mercury is "not as simple" to track, said Jon Heinrich of the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources.  People are exposed to mercury primarily by ingesting it through fish and other game in which the metal has accumulated.

      Complicating things further is the fact that once released  into the air, mercury circulates on wind currents, eventually falling back to Earth where it is deposited in water bodies, sediments and biota, said Aase Tuxen, a scientist with the United Nations Environment Programme.

      Mercury differs from lead, and is more problematic, because it often contaminates the environment far from its point of origin in a process scientists call global cycling. Some models have shown that 50 percent of North America's mercury pollution comes from sources on other continents, Tuxen said.

      These problematic qualities have discouraged federal  officials in their attempts to regulate and clean up the pollutant. "People at EPA are frustrated," Rice said. "The  improvement in health effects for methylmercury would take a lot longer than lead by many years."

      According to the Bush administration, the best first step toward mercury reduction is President Bush's Clear Skies Initiative, which would establish a cap-and-trade program for mercury and various other power plant pollutants. Environmentalists and some lawmakers are pushing for more stringent regulations, most notably in a bill from Sen. Jim  Jeffords (I-Vt.) setting specific reductions for each facility  that emits mercury (Greenwire, May 7).

      Meanwhile, federal and state agencies are tackling the problem mostly on the back end, by issuing fish consumption advisories for waterways known to contain elevated levels of  methylmercury. Balancing the benefits of fish consumption with the risks of mercury pollution is a tricky business, however, a  difficulty compounded by inconsistencies between the Food and Drug Administration and EPA over what level of mercury      accumulation in humans is safe.

      FDA's standard allows four times more mercury in the blood than one set by the EPA and National Academy of Sciences. This difference set off a "huge conflict" and "long, protracted discussions" between the agencies over developing the joint  recommendations on fish consumption, according to Rice.

      The end result was an advisory identifying certain large predator fish species as generally having higher levels of  mercury. But many in the medical community, including Physicians for Social Responsibility, contend the government's list is inadequate to safeguard human health and warn that other fish   and fish products, including canned tuna, should have been included.

__________________________________________________________________________________________

UNWIRE

KENYA: UNEP Launches Plan To Reduce Vulnerability To Floods 

The U.N. Environment Program announced a plan Friday to reduce Kenya's vulnerability to natural disasters amid recent weeks of torrential rains, floods and mudslides, which have claimed the lives of more than 30 people and displaced 1 million others.

The plan will offer Kenyan officials concrete advice on measures to improve the country's ability to absorb and store flood waters through its existing dam network, along with advice on whether the country needs new storage capacity to cope with future weather events, UNEP said in a statement. The program will also provide skills and expertise from UNEP's Dams and Development Project.

UNEP said Kenya's current crisis is due in part to massive deforestation in the country and other parts of the world. It added that planting millions of seedlings to restore the country's "catchment areas" of major rivers will be vital for reducing the risks of flooding in future years.

These measures were drawn up at a high-level meeting held at UNEP's headquarters in Nairobi Thursday in response to the floods, and included the participation of the U.N. Development Program, the U.N. Human Settlements Program (UN-HABITAT) and the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (Xinhua News Agency, May 9).
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May 12, 2003 Monday 9:30 AM

Worldwatch Institute Press Conference: Vital Signs 2003 Book Launch

      BODY:

      News Advisory:

      What:

      Vital Signs 2003 Book Launch

      Who:

      Michael Renner, Worldwatch Senior Researcher and Project Director, Vital Signs 2003

      Molly O'Meara Sheehan, Worldwatch Senior Researcher and Associate Project Director, Vital Signs 2003

      Brennan Van Dyke, Regional Director, UNEP Regional Office for North America

      When:

      Thursday, May 22, 2003

      Where:

      National Press Club, Holeman Lounge

      529 14th Street NW, 13th Floor

      Embargo:

      Thursday, May 22, 2003

      Poverty, Disease, Environmental Decline Threaten Global Stability

      Failure to meet the needs of the world's poorest citizens threatens long-term global stability, reports Vital

      Signs 2003, the latest publication from the Worldwatch Institute, a Washington, D.C.-based research

      organization.

      The report, produced in cooperation with the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), points to

      the 11 million children who have lost a parent due to AIDS, the 14.4 million people who die each year from

      infectious disease, and the 12 million international refugees in the beginning of 2002 as clear indicators of a

      world where human suffering is rampant. While the global economy has grown sevenfold since 1950, the

      disparity in per capita income between the 20 richest and 20 poorest nations more than doubled between

      1980 and 1995. 

      "The world's failure to reduce poverty levels is now contributing to global instability in the form of terrorism,

      war, and contagious disease," says Vital Signs Project Director Michael Renner. "An unstable world not only

      perpetuates poverty, but will ultimately threaten the prosperity that the rich minority has come to enjoy."

__________________________________________________________________________________________
BOSTON GLOBE

UN agency will attempt to feed Iraq 

US declares Ba'ath Party is 'dissolved' 

By Patrick Healy, Globe Staff, 5/12/2003 

BAGHDAD -- The World Food Program said yesterday that it would attempt to feed all of Iraq's 25 million people for the next six months, the largest undertaking in the UN agency's history, and Iraq's interim oil minister announced plans to increase crude production to help pay for food. 

On the political front, General Tommy Franks, the US commander of the war in Iraq, broadcast a message in Arabic over AM radio declaring that Saddam Hussein's Ba'ath Party was ''dissolved.'' 

He said any former Ba'athists who oppose the coalition's presence would not be tolerated, echoing comments by other US officials who want Iraqis serving in a future government to sign documents disavowing their Ba'ath Party ties. 

''All parties and political groups can take part in the political life in Iraq, except those who urge violence or practice it,'' Franks said. 

With the United States expected to restructure its civilian operations in Iraq in the next few weeks, the United Nations and other independent groups are seeking to solidify their roles in stabilizing humanitarian needs. 

James Morris, executive director of the World Food Program, said that the effort would cost $1.85 billion and that 80 percent of the food and 65 percent of the cash were already in hand. He promised that the new Iraq plan would not affect the agency's relief network in Africa, where an estimated 30 million people are at risk of severe hunger. 

''While there is an enormously large food challenge, and a human challenge in general, we're going to be able to work through this without any serious hunger on the part of Iraqi civilians,'' Morris said. 

''We've never done anything that big before,'' he added. 

About 30 countries are making donations, with the United States, United Kingdom, Japan, and Canada spearheading the effort. But the unpopularity of the US-led war in Iraq may have dissuaded some potential donors, Morris said. He noted that about 70 countries usually support such projects. 

Germany, a critic of the war, has committed $7.4 million, and Iran and Syria have contributed from their own food reserves. France, which opposed a UN resolution authorizing the war, has not contributed despite two requests, Morris said. He noted that France has been a major supporter of the World Food Program's work in Africa. Separately, interim oil minister Thamir Ghadban outlined plans to speed up oil production in Iraq, where postwar reconstruction efforts are expected to be financed largely with crude from the nation's oil reserves, which are the world's second largest. 

With new refinery operations going online and production facilities being repaired from wartime damage, Ghadban said the number of barrels would grow from 200,000 a day to 500,000 a day by the start of June. The goal is to reach 1 million barrels in June, and return to prewar production levels of 3 million barrels by the end of the year. 

These targets are slightly lower than those cited previously by Ghadban. ''We were more optimistic, but after meeting with refining and processing officials, we are now being more realistic than before,'' he said. 

Ghadban, at a news conference with Iraq's interim electricity chief, also pledged to transfer more energy supplies from southern and northern Iraq to the center, particularly Baghdad, where only 40 percent of the electricity has been restored. 

Meanwhile yesterday, a newly energized political force in Iraq continued to gather momentum. Ayatollah Mohammad Baqir Al Hakim, the leader of Iraq's largest Shi'ite group, who returned to his homeland Saturday after 23 years of exile in Iran, said US-led forces should leave the country and allow Iraqis to build a new government. 

''We don't fear these [US and British] forces. This nation wants to preserve its independence, and the coalition forces must leave this country,'' Hakim told about 4,000 supporters in the predominantly Shi'ite city of Nasiriyah. 

Hakim, whose face adorns freshly plastered posters on Baghdad's streets, says he is seeking a democractically elected Islamic government in Iraq. While Hakim has disavowed religious extremism, American officials are eyeing him warily because of his ties to Iran and US opposition to a new theocratic regime in Iraq. 

Coalition forces yesterday began disarming an Iranian opposition group based in Iraq after brokering its surrender Saturday. The group, the Mujahideen Khalq, had troops and weapons scattered along the northeastern border with Iran and was viewed as a destabilizing force by American officials, who have branded it a terrorist organization. 

The surrender pact bears watching, US officials said yesterday, because the group will still be allowed to keep some arms and troops in two different areas near the city of Baqubah as a hedge against Iranian-sponsored attacks across the border. 

Also yesterday, Kuwait officials said they would soon ship eight water purification and desalination plants to Iraq to help allay a cholera outbreak in the country. Iraqi medical officials had said at a conference Saturday that there are 17 known cases of cholera in the southern city of Basra, Iraq's second largest, and that many more may still not have been reported. 

Material from wire services was used in this report. Patrick Healy can be reached at phealy@globe.com. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

UNWIRE

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT: U.N. Panel Approves Thematic Work Plan 

The U.N. Commission on Sustainable Development ended its latest session last week with a work plan designed around two-year cycles focusing on related development issues through 2017.

The first cycle, to begin in 2004, will tackle issues associated with water, sanitation and human settlements. The second cycle will focus on energy, industrial development, air pollution and climate change. Agriculture, rural development, drought and desertification will be covered in the third cycle. The fourth will be devoted to waste management, the fifth, forests, biodiversity biotechnology, tourism and mountains, and the sixth, to take place in 2014 and 2015, will cover oceans and small island developing states.

During 2016-17, the commission will evaluate the overall implementation of the goals laid down in "Agenda 21" set in Rio De Janeiro, Brazil, in 1992 and the Plan of Implementation adopted at the 2002 World Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg, South Africa.

Calling the meeting an overall success, U.N. Undersecretary General for Economic and Social Affairs Nitin Desai approved the thematic clustering of development issues and said progress would "not be limited to shallow discussion of a range of issues that was too wide." 

The work program must still be approved by the U.N. Economic and Social Council (U.N. release, May 9).

(Back to Contents)
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BBC

Boost for Britain's bitterns 

     By Alex Kirby 

     BBC News Online environment correspondent 

     One of the UK's rarest birds, the bittern, can look forward to a more secure future. 

     Conservationists hope work to improve the reedbeds where they live will double the numbers of bitterns within a decade. 

     In 1997 the population was so small there were fears the bittern could become extinct. 

     The European Union is paying more than half the cost of the rescue plan. 

     Eight conservation groups are working on the plan, including the Royal Society  for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) and three county wildlife trusts. 

     The European Union's Life-Nature programme, the only EU funding dedicated to  promoting nature conservation, is providing 60% of the £4m cost. 

     Bitterns are similar to herons, and grow to 30 inches (76 centimetres) in  maturity. 

     Choosy nestbuilders 

     They used to be relatively well established in the UK, but since the 1950s have  been in growing trouble, mainly because of the decline of the reedbeds where  these secretive birds like to live. 

     The surviving reedbeds became smaller and more fragmented and therefore  unattractive to bitterns, which do not like to nest in areas smaller than about 50 acres (20 hectares). 

     By 1997, the bitterns appeared to be on the way out. Sarah Alsbury is the manager of the rescue project. 

     She said: "When nesting, bitterns need large reedbeds with areas of open shallow water. By 1997, conservationists feared they were on the edge in Britain, when only 11 calling males were noted in just four counties." 

     The project hopes to expand the bittern's range by creating seven new reedbeds, enlarging five smaller ones, restoring three dry reedbeds and  increasing the potential of four that currently host bitterns. 

     This strategic network of 19 sites will stretch from Kent and Suffolk in eastern  England to Cornwall in the far west and Lancashire in the north. 

     The project builds on a successful four-year emergency EU scheme begun in 1996 which averted the threat of extinction in the UK. 

     Twenty-year high 

     Work at one site, Minsmere in Suffolk, has involved raising the water table and lowering the reedbed. 

     This makes it easier for the bitterns to fish in the reeds, not in open water,  which they avoid. 

     They prefer eels or rudd, 19,000 of which are being introduced at Minsmere.    So far this year about 40 male bitterns have been recorded in several places  across the UK, the highest number since 1983. 

     But it is still only half the number recorded in the 1950s, and the project hopes  to double the present bittern population within 10 years. 

     Profligate mates 

     The number of birds is estimated from the booming sound made by the males  to announce their territory and attract females. 

     The sound is said to be like that made by blowing across the top of an empty milk bottle. Each bird has its own distinctive voice. 

     Bitterns are bigamists, with one male having up to five mates. Rivals are stabbed to death. 

     When food is short they become cannibals, eating the smallest bird in a brood. __________________________________________________________________________________________ 

REGIONAL OFFICE FOR AFRICA (ROA) - NEWS UPDATE

13 May 2003

General environmental news

Tana River on the Verge of Bursting Its Banks

The Nation (Nairobi): Seven dams acting as water reservoirs are now full, warns KenGen the Tana, the country's biggest river, may burst its banks any time from today, worsening the devastation brought about by floods. Experts anticipate massive flooding in the lower parts of river Tana following the filling up of the last of the seven dams acting as reservoirs for its waters. By yesterday, Kiambere dam was spilling nearly half a million liters of excess water per second and it was only a matter of hours before the flow overwhelmed the river's banks. Areas along the river's course in Garissa and Tana River districts are expected to bear the brunt of the excess waters, the Kenya Electricity Generating Company (KenGen) warned yesterday. The company last week warned people living near the river to move to higher grounds. A similar alert was issued to the National Disaster Committee. The government has since warned reluctant families that it will move them by force for their own safety.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200305130137.html
Nigeria sets up 27 nurseries for green belt project 

Lagos, Nigeria (PANA) - Nigeria has established 27 plant nurseries to supply tree seedlings for its green belt project to combat desertification ravaging the northern part of the country, Environment Minister Muhammad Sa'id disclosed Monday. Sa'id said in the living conditions of rural dwellers. The minister said Nigeria was currently losing 350,000 square metres of its landmass to desertification yearly, adding that the Sahara desert was advancing southwards at an estimated rate of 0.6 kilometres annually. The green belt is proposed for 11 frontier states and seven buffer states as well as the federal capital territory. 

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng000227&dte=12/05/2003
Durban readies to host next World Parks Congress 

Cape Town, South Africa (PANA) - More than 2,500 delegates are expected in Durban for the fifth decennial World Parks Congress in September that might produce the of understanding that will entrench active participation in taking conservation beyond park and country borders. The World Conservation Union (IUCN), South African Department of Environmental Affairs and Tourism and South African National Parks organized the Congress which will gather leading experts worldwide on the maintenance. The maintenance of bio-diversity has become a crucial factor in the face of challenges such as development, the use of resources, pollution, expanding population and food supply. The 2,500 delegates will be guided on field trips to assess some of KwaZulu-Natal's conserved areas, including the two World Heritage Sites of Ukahlamba Drakensberg Park and the Greater St Lucia Wetland Park, South African National Parks said.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng000215&dte=12/05/2003
Oil Spillage in Delta

Vanguard (Lagos): AN oil spillage has been reported at Shell Petroleum Development Company (SPDC) facility at Ubwianuge, near Ughelli, Delta State. Residents of the village say the oil spillage has destroyed their environment, such as pollution of rivers and streams. The situation has forced scores of the residents to retreat. The resultant pollution heightened fears of possible outbreak of epidemics in the village and its environs. The spillage occurred at SPDC's 24" QUCC ratiele trunk line, near Ubwianuge village in Ughelli North local government council. An SPDC source said the spillage was noticed at about 10am last Wednesday by its staff detailed to verify a reported case of excavation on the pipeline right of way in the area. SPDC's Manager, Government and Public Affairs (Western Division), Mr. John Orojeharho, who confirmed the development in a statement said the affected line had been isolated to stop further impact on the environment.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200305130134.html
Uganda's Elephants under Siege

New Vision (Kampala): LADIES in the Far East wait with ready cash to buy ivory bangles. Thousands of miles away in Africa, wildlife officials are gnashing their teeth. The insatiable appetite for the precious ivory in Japan, China and Hong Kong to make over 100 products, besides bangles, has been blamed for the illegal killing of elephants. In the latest incident, armed poachers mowed down seven elephants including a baby near Tangi River, deep in Murchison Falls National Park. "We cannot condone this brutal killing of wild animals," an angry John Nagenda, UWA board chairman, told the press. He says UWA, which is the lead agency on wildlife, would not leave any stone unturned, until the culprits are punished. 80s caused the reduction.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200305130056.html
________________________________________________________________________________________

ROE MEDIA UPDATE

UN or UNEP in the news

Le Figaro, 12 mai: Le changement climatique menace le maïs latino-américain et africain
PARIS (AFP) - Le changement climatique pourrait réduire de 10 % la production annuelle de maïs de l'Amérique latine et de l'Afrique dans 50 ans, estime un rapport publié lundi sous l'égide du CGIAR, un réseau international de seize centres de recherches sur l'agriculture et la forêt. Le rapport est fondé sur une simulation de variations climatiques dans différentes régions productrices des deux continents. 

"En 2025, la simulation aboutit à une baisse de production de 4,6 millions de tonnes de maïs par an et en 2055 à plus du double, 11,6 millions de tonnes annuelles (...), soit 10 % de la production de 2000", écrivent les auteurs de l'étude, qui travaillent dans deux centres du CGIAR.

http://www.lefigaro.fr/perm/afp/sci/030512061118.7pox2un0.html
Boston Herald, 12 May: Cape spill takes heavy toll: Oil threatens wildlife, soils miles of beach

Fighting choppy seas and blustery winds, cleanup crews yesterday continued to skim hundreds of gallons of gooey fuel oil that threatened wildlife and livelihoods along Buzzards Bay and its prized beaches….

Coast Guard officials yesterday said they are still trying to pinpoint the exact location of the Bouchard Transportation Co.-owned barge that initially called the Coast Guard at 5:30 p.m. Sunday to report gushing nearly 15,000 gallons of heavy industrial oil at the Rhode Island border as it entered Buzzards Bay.

http://www2.bostonherald.com/news/local_regional/spil04302003.htm
_______________________________________________________________________________________
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www.ips.org
BRAZIL:
Cupuaçu - The Amazon Fruit That Lost Its Name 

Mario Osava 


RIO DE JANEIRO, May 12 (IPS) - The move by a Japanese firm to register the name of the Amazon fruit cupuaçu as its own trademark has added fuel to the international campaign against what is known as biopiracy and to efforts to recuperate the name of this natural product for the public domain. 

”Cupuaçu” is currently an exclusive trademark of the Asahi Foods Co., based in the southwest Japanese city of Kyoto, and of its subsidiary, Cupuacu International, the result of registering the name with the patent and trademark offices of Japan, United States and European Union. 

Small exporting operations in the northwest Brazilian state of Acre were surprised by this fact last November when they tried to sell jelly and sweets made from the fruit to distributors in Germany. 

Importers in Germany told them they had to remove the word ”cupuaçu” from the product labels because the use of the trademarked name could cost them a fine of more than 10,000 dollars, explained Marcos Rocha, agronomist for PESACRE, an agro-forest research and extension programme in Acre. 

The non-governmental organisation Acre Amazonlink, founded in 2001 and headed by Austrian Michael Schmidlehner, has publicised -- via the Internet -- the reality of the Amazon peoples and the products that represent their livelihoods. 

Now Acre Amazonlink has denounced the trademarking of the cupuaçu name and is mobilising others in an effort to annul the Asahi Foods registration. 

That effort has been followed by the Campaign Against Biopiracy, begun in late February, through coordination of some NGOs and groups of local producers under the Amazon Working Group (GTA), a network of 513 associations of forest product gatherers, fisherfolk, small farmers and environmental activists of the Brazilian Amazon. 

While Amazonlink acknowledges that there is no official definition of biopiracy, its website mentions one used by the ETC Group (Action Group on Erosion, Technology and Concentration): ”the appropriation of the knowledge and genetic resources of farming and indigenous communities by individuals or institutions seeking exclusive monopoly controlà” 

The campaign to freeze patents on natural products has snowballed. Shortly thereafter, Genetic Resources Action International (GRAIN) and Germany's Regenwald Institute joined the endeavour. 

One of the arguments they wield in their fight against the trademarking of cupuaçu is that Japanese laws do not allow the names of raw materials or commodities to be registered. 

The patent office of Japan may not have approved the Asahi Foods trademark application ”if it had known it was the name of a fruit,” Schmidlehner told IPS. 

In response to a letter from Amazonlink, Asahi Foods director Nagasawa Makoto said that the trademark was not an attempt to monopolise trade in products related to the fruit, but rather to protect the company, which is relatively small but has offices in several countries. 

But the Brazil-based organisation did not receive a reply to an open letter sent to Asahi Foods in which it urges the company to renounce the trademark and to withdraw other patent applications to demonstrate its commitment to sustainable development and ”to restore the company's reputation.” 

”We haven't been able to communicate with the company since January,” said Schmidlehner. 

In a race against time, Amazonlink, GTA, the Association of Alternative Producers and the Brazilian Institute of International Trade Law were able to file a request to cancel the registration of the name in the Japanese office on Mar. 20, the deadline for accepting objections. 

The process could take nine to 18 months, though the Amazonlink director believes they will win an annulment of the trademark due to the general principal that prohibits using the name of a natural product. 

Neither Asahi Foods nor Cupuaçu International responded to IPS requests for interviews. 

Legal battles are beginning on other fronts. The same company applied for patents -- not yet granted -- for cupuaçu oil extraction processes in Japan, EU and with the World Intellectual Property Organisation (WIPO). 

If the patents come through, Asahi Foods could establish a monopoly of rights over a chocolate-like product made from cupuaçu seeds. The process for making cupuaçu chocolate has been widely used in Brazil for more than a decade. 

The Britain-based company Body Shop International is also seeking to patent derivatives of the Amazonian fruit to be used in cosmetic products. 

In these cases, the idea is to block the patents through ”informal objections”. If those do not work, more complex actions would be necessary, and those require technical analysis, explained Schmidlehner. 

But the campaign against biopiracy is not limited to the legal sphere, nor to just the cupuaçu. 

There are many products and process that international companies are seeking to patent or trademark, ”violating the rights of indigenous and other traditional populations” of the Amazon region, because their knowledge about the uses of local biodiversity is not legally recognised, GTA national adviser José Arnaldo de Oliveira told IPS. 

The campaign's objective is the adoption of a Brazilian law that ”would defend biodiversity and the rights of the peoples of the forest,” to confront the recent interest of the rest of the world in the great wealth of the Amazon, Oliveira said. 

A similar safeguard is also being sought at the World Trade Organisation (WTO). 

The patent war has had other targets in Brazil. The andiroba and copaíba, trees that produce medicinal, fuel and cosmetic oils; the biribiri, a plant whose seed contains substances used by indigenous peoples as birth control; and the ayahuasca, a hallucinogenic substance taken in tea and used in indigenous religious rites. 

The repercussions of the cupuaçu case have encouraged others to take up the battle against biopiracy in their countries. The issue will be taken up at the next ministerial meeting of the WTO, slated for September in Mexico. 

The Brazilian Congress will hold a special session to discuss biopiracy and its impacts on the Amazon region, said Schmidlehner. 

As part of the anti-biopiracy campaign, organisers are encouraging producers of cupuaçu seeds to boycott exports to Japan, where they are used to make cocoa-free chocolate. 

The cupuaçu can weigh more than a kilogram and its abundant pulp is used in making sweets, jelly, ice cream and other products. 

The harvest of cupuaçu in Brazil, mostly by associations of small farmers, is expected to produce 543 tons of seeds this year, according to estimates by a governmental agricultural research firm. _____________________________________________________________________________________

ROWA MEDIA UPDATE

 Bahrain
Consumers protection drive urged

A CALL for better consumer protection was issued by Bahrain's members of parliament (MPs) yesterday. 

They want a new law to monitor competition, services and product and service standards.

The proposal came from parliament first-vice chairman Abdulhadi Marhoon, second-vice chairman Adel Al Maawada, and MPs Abdulnabi Nasser, Yousif Zainal and Salah Abdulrahman.

"This law would organise and regulate trade, taking into consideration public interest, health and environmental protection," said Mr Marhoon.

http://www.gulf-daily-news.com/arc_Articles.asp?Article=51465&Sn=BNEW&IssueID=26053
Pupils to display art skills

FORTY St Christopher's School students are to display their talents in an art exhibition next week. The 11th Annual Art Exhibition will be held on May 21. Close to 1,000 individual pieces of art work and more than 120 sketchbooks, which recorded the entire creative process, will be on show.

The work reflects the diverse student body at St Christopher's School, and draws heavily on inspiration from the Bahrain's environment.

http://www.gulf-daily-news.com/arc_Articles.asp?Article=51478&Sn=BNEW&IssueID=26053
Sea Reclamation Reduces the Coastal Fish Traps

The Marine Resources Department continues its second training course (Marine Environment) in presenting a specialized paper works in the marine environment field.

 One of the paper presented was about ( Reclamation, Development and Exhaustion) it mentioned the disadvantages of reclamation on the coastal environment and its effect on the Mangroves trees especially Tobley Bay.

 http://www.akhbar-alkhaleej.com/Articles.asp?Article=58340&Sn=BNEW  

 UAE
Dubai Maritime City announced

Dredging for Dubai's new Dh650 million Dubai Maritime City (DMC) has begun and the first phase will be completed within one year.

The first phase involves the reclamation and building the facilities for the ship repair work, explained Sultan Ahmed bin Sulayem, executive chairman of the Ports, Customs and Free Zone Corporation, who announced the project yesterday.

The maritime city, to be built between Port Rashid and Dubai Dry Docks, will cater to a diverse international maritime clientele and will focus on national, regional and international companies and institutions involved in maritime related business in six areas — marine services, management, product marketing, research and education, recreation, ship design and manufacturing.

http://www.gulf-news.com/Articles/opinion.asp?ArticleID=87303
Coral reef map takes shape

Nearly one-third of the coral reef in Abu Dhabi has been identified and mapped in a detailed study being conducted by a prominent environmental organisation.

The aim is eventually to formulate a conservation management plan for this biologically diverse marine ecosystem. 

Thabit Zahran Al Abdes-salaam, director of the Marine Environmental Research Centre (MERC), at the Environmental Research and Wildlife Development Agency (ERWDA), told Gulf News that the coral reef project initiated in 2001 has completed the inventory of one-third of the coral reef.

http://www.gulf-news.com/
Oman
Pest and Rodent Control

The Municipality of Ebrey organized a campaign of pest and rodent control in coordination with the General Directorate of Health Services. Moreover, they organized an awareness campaign for the citizens, restaurants and coffee shops managers.

http://www.alwatan.com/ 

Qatar
A Lecture on the Oil Pollution and its Side Effects on the Marine Environment

In the framework of the Awareness and Education Programme in the schools related to  UNESCO, Qatar National Committee for Education, Culture and Science organized a scientific lecture on the oil pollution and its side effects on the marine environment. 

http://www.al-sharq.com/xml/topics/article.xml?cu_no=1&item_no=63620&version=1&template_id=92&parent_id=4 

Jordan
Water Awareness Clubs to begin operating in schools    

AMMAN (JT) — Officials at the Ministry of Water and Irrigation (MoWI) commenced meetings with school representatives here to kick-start the Water Awareness Clubs Programme initiated this school semester. 

The ministry spokesperson, Adnan Zu'bi, said in a statement on Sunday that the MoWI, had scheduled a number of meetings with teachers in various school districts around the capital to establish the clubs' concepts. 

The MoWI, in close cooperation with the Ministry of Education, began implementing an ambitious plan to establish extracurricular clubs to oversee all water awareness-related activities in every school in the Kingdom. 

“By the beginning of the next scholastic year 2003-2004 the clubs will be working in full effect,” Zu'bi said. 

Each club will be headed by a teacher with the membership of four students active in volunteer work. 

Their job will include: Supervising the cleanliness of drinking water facilities and tanks, recycling grey water for irrigation purposes on campus as well as holding awareness lectures and activities. 

http://www.jordantimes.com/Mon/homenews/homenews10.htm
__________________________________________________________________________________________
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M O N D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
*
Militia retake northeastern town of Bunia in DR of Congo – UN

*
Rebel offensive drives thousands of refugees from DR of Congo into Burundi – UN

*
DR of Congo: Annan urges international response to violence in Bunia

*
Iraq: UN relief agencies again stress need for security

*
UN agency protests Israeli closure of Gaza Strip

*
Annan pledges to press ahead with relief aid to DPR of Korea

*
Refugee flood in Côte d’Ivoire adds urgency to Security Council trip to region

*
‘We want to go,’ desperate refugees tell UN agency chief in Côte d’Ivoire

*
Cyprus opens fourth crossing point in buffer zone, UN says

*
UN tourism body warns against overreaction to SARS

*
WHO says mostly preventable injuries kill 5 million worldwide each year

*
Workplace discrimination persists, poses threat to social cohesion – UN 

*
Adding indigenous issues to UN agenda ‘essential’ – Annan

*
Fréchette highlights importance of collective response to global challenges

*
Central Africa: UN opens regional seminar in bid to prevent small arms trade

*
UN panel studies medical ethics in the age of genetic engineering

*
Input on trade, development focus of UN strategy session

*
UN spokesman hails professionalism of late Boston Globe journalist

* * * *

DR of Congo

12 May – After sporadic weekend firefights between rival militia in northeastern Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), two Hema groups joined forces and retook the town of Bunia today, according to the United Nations mission in the country.

The rival Lendu clan offered little resistance and the UN Organization Mission in the DRC, which is patrolling the town, reported low casualties, UN spokesman Fred Eckhard said in New York. 

“The UN Deputy Force Commander, Brig. Gen. Roberto Martinelli of Italy, negotiated the withdrawal of the two forces, and the situation remained stable until this morning,” Mr. Eckhard, said adding that in a brief but violent clash on Saturday, “at least 12 people were killed, including three babies, at the home of a leading Hema political figure.”

The town of Bunia, in the volatile, gold-rich Ituri Province, has been the scene of bloody violence for months. The warring Hema and Lendu – vying for control of the town in the wake of the withdrawal of Ugandan troops – have clashed repeatedly over the past two weeks. Last week, fighting between the two groups left five dead, countless others wounded and a number of buildings, including UN offices looted.  

On Friday, thousands of students and militia stormed the UN Mission’s compound in Bunia, slightly injuring the UN sector commander in a machete attack. The mob was dispersed by UN troops firing shots into the air, but it returned to lay siege to the compound soon after.

The Security Council immediately condemned the attacks, and called on all parties to cease aggressions. On Saturday, Secretary-General Kofi Annan issued a statement expressing his alarm at the situation in Bunia, calling on the Government of Uganda to use its influence with the militias to maintain calm and on the international community “to make every effort to quickly address this dire situation.”

Between 8,000 and 10,000 internally displaced persons have taken refuge with the UN, most at a compound near the airport. The UN fed those people today and is bringing in fresh water and medicines for them, Mr. Eckhard said.

Speaking to the press following consultations earlier today, the Council’s President, Ambassador Munir Akram of Pakistan, said members of the 15-nation body had discussed the “very disturbing” situation in the Ituri region, and particularly in Bunia. “The Council is seized of this very serious matter,” he said, adding that “all options were being explored” and the risks and challenges were being weighed in an effort see how the Council could best respond.  

* * *

DR of Congo

12 May – Nearly 5,000 people from the eastern Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) have taken refuge in neighbouring Burundi after fleeing a large-scale weekend offensive by one of the largest Congolese rebel groups, the United Nations refugee agency said today.

As a result of an offensive mounted against other rebel groups in the area, the weekend assault by the Congolese Rally for Democracy (RCD-Goma) drove more than 4,860 Congolese refugees from their homes in south Kivu, according the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). 

The agency said that the desperate refugees swam across the Ruzizi River – pushing their belongings on rafts and herding their cattle through the crocodile-infested waters – to the village of Nyamintanga in the border commune of Buganda, about 35 kilometres north of the Burundian capital of Bujumbura. Eleven children drowned in the crossing, while a man was badly bitten by a hippopotamus and had to be treated in a Bujumbura hospital.


The refugees told UNHCR officials that RCD-Goma had warned the inhabitants of three villages in south Kivu to leave their homes because it planned a large-scale operation against other rebel groups. The refugees said more than 400 of their houses had been burned to the ground, though it is not clear which group set fire to them. They also reported that 21 people were killed in the three Congolese villages – again it is unclear who was responsible.


“This influx was not really a surprise,” said the agency’s representative in Burundi, Stefano Severe. “We are always prepared for more refugees from the DRC. Things have remained quite volatile in eastern DRC, and there had been rumours recently that there would be more of the usual abuse of the civilian population by different groups.” 

* * *

DR of Congo

10 May – Warning that rising violence in the Congolese town of Bunia could lead to massive civilian deaths, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today urged action by the Security Council and Uganda to calm the situation.

“I am deeply alarmed by the deterioration of the security situation in Bunia,” Mr. Annan said in a statement released in New York.

Thousands of civilians have fled their homes while militia groups are fighting for control of the town and engaged in extensive looting. The Bunia headquarters of the UN Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (MONUC) has been attacked by militias, despite the fact that it is sheltering thousands of innocent civilians. Militias have also fired into crowds of displaced persons seeking shelter near Bunia airport.

Addressing the Security Council on Friday, the Under-Secretary-General for Peacekeeping Operations warned that although nearly 700 UN troops had been deployed to Bunia, without decisive action, the situation might nevertheless spin out of control, leading possibly to the massive killing of civilians. Recalling this, Mr. Annan said, “I am therefore asking the Security Council to consider effective measures to prevent the situation from deteriorating with further loss of civilian lives.”

The Secretary-General also noted that he has called on the Government of Uganda to use its influence over militia forces in Ituri to maintain calm. “As Ugandan troops continue to withdraw from the Ituri region, they must do so in a phased and orderly manner, with due respect for the protection of civilians,” he stressed.

Mr. Annan also commended the courage shown by MONUC personnel in Bunia, as well as by members of the UN agencies and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) located there, who are trying to keep an elusive peace, despite overwhelming odds. 

Above all, he voiced concern over the plight of non-combatants. “My heart goes out to the innocent civilians who once again find themselves at the mercy of unruly militia,” he said. “The international community must make every effort to quickly address this dire situation.”

* * * 

Iraq: humanitarian

12 May – United Nations relief agencies today again stressed the vital need to re-establish security throughout Iraq to enable them to carry out humanitarian functions ranging from providing health care to supplying food.

“If you ask me ‘what is on top of your priority for the health sector,’ if you ask me ‘what are the three priorities that we should tackle now under the health sector,’ my reply will be: security, security and security,” the World Health Organization (WHO) representative in Iraq, Dr. Ghulam Popal, told a briefing in Baghdad.
He said all public health programmes, control measures, health education and all other aspects of public health that contribute immensely to the prevention of diseases and promotion of health had collapsed. “There are great potential, this is what I would like to emphasize, of outbreak of diseases, particularly water-borne diseases,” Dr. Popal added.

WHO has 25 teams in the country trying to assess what the most urgent needs are, he said.

On a one-day visit to Baghdad yesterday, the first by a UN agency chief since the war, the Executive Director of the World Food Programme (WFP), James Morris, told a news conference that security continued to be one of the overwhelming issues in terms of his agency’s operations in Iraq. 

Mr. Morris met with local Iraqi officials from the Ministry of Trade as well as officials from the United States attached to the Office of Reconstruction and Humanitarian Affairs. He said he expected the food distribution system to be fully operational by 1 June. 

In southern Iraq, the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) is now sending in around 67 water tankers daily from Kuwait – more than 2 million litres per day. UNICEF staff is also working on repairing the water distribution system, which was severely damaged – both during the war and afterwards by looters.

“The dirty water equation is a simple one,” Kathryn Irwin of UNICEF’s office in Basra, Iraq’s second city, said over the weekend. “Young children have developing immune systems and low body weight. Add a bout of diarrhoea or cholera picked up from dirty water and you can lose them very quickly.”

Meanwhile, the Swedish Rescue Service is providing the UN with tents and equipment to enable it to increase its international presence in Baghdad. 

* * *

UNRWA

12 May – The main United Nations agency providing assistance to Palestine refugees today protested that a complete closure of the Gaza Strip imposed by Israel on UN international staff had crippled its operations there.

“UNRWA understands Israel’s security concerns, but the fact is that nothing has ever been found on an UNRWA international staff member to warrant the searches and procedures,” Karen Koning AbuZayd, Deputy Commissioner-General of the UN Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees, the largest aid agency in the Middle East, said.

“I find it incomprehensible that all my staff are locked in or locked out of the Gaza Strip. The Israeli authorities must lift this closure to allow us to carry out our humanitarian mandate,” she added.

UNRWA said that in violation of the 1946 Convention on the Privileges and Immunities of the UN, Israeli’s military imposed a blockade on Gaza at 7:30 p.m. yesterday. Agency staff urgently needed by its operation in the West Bank and other parts of the region have been trapped inside, while staff normally resident in Gaza and needed on duty there have been stranded in Israel.

The closure follows two weeks of delays, obstruction and interrogations of UN staff at the Erez crossing point into and out of Gaza. UN staff have been held for up to seven hours at the border while security checks have been carried out. Some have been forced to submit to interviews by Israel’s intelligence services to secure passage, while intrusive search procedures have been increased. None of UNRWA’s 7,800 Palestinian staff in the Gaza Strip have been able to enter Israel on duty for the agency since October 2000.

UNRWA said its protests to the Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Ministry of Defence had so far had no effect.

* * *

Republic of Korea

12 May – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan met today with President Roh Moo-Hyun of the Republic of Korea and pledged to press ahead with humanitarian assistance, and eventually development aid, to the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK).

According to a read-out of the meeting issued afterwards, President Roh thanked the Secretary-General for the role played by Mr. Annan’s Personal Envoy, Maurice Strong, in dealing with the humanitarian situation in the DPRK. The Secretary-General, in turn, thanked Seoul for its support of Mr. Strong.

The two also discussed the situation in Iraq, with the Secretary-General noting the importance of healing the divisions that were seen in recent months. He also noted that the humanitarian situation was not as dire as had been predicted.

President Roh said he hoped the United Nations would play an important role in Iraq’s reconstruction, according to the text.

* * *

West Africa

12 May – A United Nations Security Council mission to conflict-plagued West Africa this week was given added urgency today by a report that the number of internal refugees displaced by fighting in Côte d’Ivoire had now reached as many as 750,000.

Speaking at a press briefing, the mission’s leader, Ambassador Jeremy Greenstock of the United Kingdom, said the Council was told that the situation in Côte d’Ivoire was particularly desperate in the west and northwest.

The Council heard a briefing earlier Monday by Hédi Annabi, Assistant Secretary-General for Peacekeeping Operations, and Carolyn McAskie, UN Deputy Emergency Relief Coordinator and Humanitarian Envoy for the crisis in Côte d’Ivoire.

Meanwhile, the situation in neighbouring Liberia, where the government and various rebel factions were fighting, was comparable to the worst days of the Sierra Leone conflict in 2000, Ambassador Greenstock added. He also noted that there were problems in parts of Guinea.

Holding out the possibility of deeper UN involvement to bring peace and stability, Ambassador Greenstock said the Council’s last mission in 2000 showed “how much we owe, as an international community, to the ordinary people of the region to try to restore things with a further sustained effort.”

The mission, from 15 to 23 of May, is slated to visit Nigeria, Ghana, Côte d’Ivoire, Guinea, Liberia, Guinea-Bissau and Sierra Leone.

“The overall reason for the mission on this timing is to take forward a number of agreements for restoring peace, stability, and normality to the West African region, following, particularly and obviously, the Sierra Leone saga, which saw a deterioration in 2000, when the mission last went to West Africa,” Mr. Greenstock said.

The situation next door in Liberia and parts of Guinea bordering Liberia, and, more recently, the deterioration in Côte d’Ivoire “from political fracas to an actual rebellion” showed how fragile the region was in terms of maintaining its own security and political cohesion, and in putting the interests of ordinary people first, he added.

Declaring that the main threats to stability came from Côte d’Ivoire and Liberia, Ambassador Greenstock said: “I want to produce from this mission conclusions that have a practical, and not just an exhortatory influence on what happens in West Africa.”

* * *

Côte d’Ivoire

12 May – On the first leg of his mission to West Africa, the head of the United Nations refugee agency met with top leaders of strife-torn Côte d’Ivoire, and visited thousands of desperate Liberians stranded at a refugee camp.

Rudd Lubbers, the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), met today with President Laurent Gbagbo, Prime Minister Seydou Diarra and other senior officials to discuss the fate of refugees caught in the country’s eight-month-old conflict. He stressed the agency’s ongoing and serious concern about the estimated 9,000 Liberian refugees in Nicla camp, in the country’s volatile west.

The High Commissioner noted that Côte d’Ivoire had a long tradition of hospitality towards refugees, but that since last September’s attempted coup, hospitality has worn thin. He repeatedly told those he met that Liberians have been victimized twice, first in their own country and then again when public sentiment turned against them in Côte d’Ivoire. 

Later today, Mr. Lubbers was scheduled to launch a public awareness campaign designed to ease animosity between the local population and refugees. The campaign, which is backed by Ivoirian religious leaders and local personalities, includes CDs with two songs written by prominent Ivoirian artists, as well as radio and TV spots, and a TV soap opera.


Yesterday, when Mr. Lubbers visited Nicla camp, he was greeted by hundreds of children chanting: “We want to go, we are not dead.” His meetings with various refugee groups revealed fears about the militarization of the camp, the recruitment of young people as fighters, prostitution and a raft of other serious social problems. Representatives of all the groups expressed concern about general insecurity in the area and the desire to be moved elsewhere. 

Mr. Lubbers told Nicla’s refugee representatives that UNHCR was working on three different ways to help them – through relocation to a safer area within Côte d’Ivoire, resettlement in third countries, and repatriation to Liberia. He said he understood the refugees’ fear and fatigue, assuring them that UNHCR would do all it could to end their ordeal, but cautioned that none of the possible solutions would be easy.

“We as UNHCR will be with you to bring your ordeal to an end,” he said, adding that UNHCR will also try to explore other options with the international community, but warned that not everybody would be able to go to another country. He stressed that stability in Liberia was crucial for possible repatriation, while resettlement in third countries required an agreement by those countries to accept some of Nicla’s refugees.

As part of his eight-day, five-nation mission to West Africa, Mr. Lubbers will travel from Côte d’Ivoire to Ghana, Liberia, Sierra Leone and Guinea. He is scheduled to meet with senior government officials, UNHCR staff and field partners at each stop.

* * *

Cyprus

12 May – A fourth crossing point between the Greek Cypriot and Turkish Cypriot sides has been opened in West Nicosia, according to the United Nations Peacekeeping Force in Cyprus (UNFICYP).

UNFICYP chief Zbigniew Wlosowicz welcomed the fact that “another road to reconciliation on the island has been opened” over the weekend.

Last week, the UN mission reported that as of 4 May, approximately 170,000 Greek Cypriots had crossed from south to north while 75,000 Turkish Cypriots had made the reverse trip.

* * *

SARS

12 May – The impact of Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) on many tourism destinations is already greater than last year’s terrorist attack on Bali and airlines have been hit harder than they were by the war in Iraq, but the industry should not over-react, according to the United Nations-affiliated World Tourism Organization (WTO).

“We deeply sympathize with those affected,” WTO Secretary-General Francesco Frangialli says in a press release in Madrid. “But although it is important for the tourism industry to take SARS very seriously, it should not over-react to an epidemic which seems to have been brought under control in most countries which had been affected.”

WTO, an inter-governmental body entrusted by the UN with the promotion and development of tourism, is planning to launch as soon as possible an initiative regarding travel advisories and it warns of a wave of paranoia affecting non-infected destinations. 

“While governments and other institutions must assume their responsibilities in protecting citizens from proven risks, the recommended restrictions should be no broader than strictly needed to avoid creating additional problems for industries like tourism, which can make such a decisive contribution to social and economic development,” Mr. Frangialli says.

Noting its rapid spread from one corner of the world to another by travellers, and cases of transmission in hotels, restaurants, places of entertainment, or planes, WTO says SARS is perceived to be linked to tourism itself, even though local transmission such as close contact in households, hospitals and other contexts is far more prevalent. Out of thousands of probable SARS cases, only five are believed to have possibly resulted from transmission in a plane, and those occurred before screening and other security measures were introduced in many airports and companies, it adds.

The agency says the impact on global tourism is liable to be all the more severe since, as in the Bali attack last year, it chiefly concerns the only region in the world, Asia-Pacific, that has recently seen strong, sustained growth in its flows – eight per cent in 2002. 

“Moreover, the reality of the epidemic is being compounded by its intense coverage by the media, which has led to a veritable wave of paranoia in certain countries,” the release states. “In such circumstances, Asian destinations that have not recorded any cases of infection to date – including India, Indonesia, Malaysia, Cambodia, the Philippines and Thailand – have suffered almost as much as the areas actually affected, China, Hong Kong and Singapore.” 

* * * 

WHO

12 May – Often preventable injuries kill more than 5 million people worldwide each year – nearly one in every 10 deaths – and tens of millions more visit emergency rooms due to injury, both unintentional like road accidents and intentional such as assault, according to two new publications by the United Nations health agency.

These injuries can have serious economic impact, amounting to tens of billions of dollars annually, since many victims are primary breadwinners, according to the reports issued by the World Health Organization (WHO) – The Injury Chartbook, and Injury: A Leading Cause of the Global Burden of Disease.

“Their death or disability has serious implications for victims, their families and other dependants: reduction in quality of life, suffering and poverty,” WHO Director-General Gro Harlem said today on the publications’ release. “In strict economic terms, the costs associated with surgery, prolonged hospitalization and long-term rehabilitation for victims of injuries and violence, in addition to their lost productivity costs, represent tens of billions of dollars each year.

“We must now multiply our efforts to prevent deaths from injuries – including from road traffic collisions, interpersonal violence, war and conflict, or harm people may inflict upon themselves,” she added.

Stressing that injuries are not inevitable but preventable WHO said it had increased its efforts to disseminate information on avoidance strategies. Among the most effective are using seat belts in cars and helmets when riding motorcycles, enforcing policies against drunk driving or speeding, parent training and home visitation to stop abuse, wearing protective equipment at work or when playing sports, storing firearms and ammunition in separate and locked places, using flame resistant clothing and special packaging to prevent poisoning.

The publications note that of the five million people killed due to injuries in 2000, approximately 1.2 million people died of road traffic incidents, 815 000 from suicide and 520 000 from homicides. They also point out that the magnitude of the problem varies considerably by age, sex, region and income group.

Globally, young people between the ages of 15 and 44 years account for almost half of the world’s injury-related deaths. Seven of the 15 leading causes of deaths for people aged 5 to 29 years are injury-related: road traffic injuries, suicide, homicide, war, drowning, poisoning and burns.

Worldwide, injury mortality is two times higher for males than for females. Three times as many men die as a result of road traffic collisions than women. Figures also suggest that three times as many men are murdered than women. However, in the Western Pacific and Asia regions, rates of suicide and burns are higher amongst females.

According to the reports, patterns of injury deaths differ by region. While death rates from road traffic, burns and drowning are particularly high in Africa and Asia, death rates due to falls are highest in Western Europe. Homicide rates are three times higher than suicide rates in Africa and the Americas. The converse is true for Europe and Southeast Asia, where suicide rates are more than double homicide rates.

Meanwhile, nearly 90 per cent of deaths due to injuries take place in poorer countries. The newly independent states in Europe have the highest overall injury mortality rates while North America, Western Europe, and Australia-New Zealand have the lowest overall injury mortality rates.

* * *

Workplace discrimination

12 May – Workplace discrimination is still prevalent and could have disastrous effects on social cohesion and political stability if it continues unchecked, according to a new report released today by the United Nations labour agency.

While the most blatant forms of discrimination at work may have faded, many remain a persistent and daily part of the workplace, or are taking on more subtle forms, the UN International Labour Organisation (ILO) says. 

“Every day, around the world, discrimination at work is an unfortunate reality for hundreds of millions of people,” ILO Director-General Juan Somavia said. “This new report, aptly entitled ‘Time for Equality at Work,’ shows decisively that unless we take action, that time is still a long way off.”

Women are by far the largest discriminated group, with the pay gap between the sexes still significant in most countries, the report states. Racial discrimination also persists, though older theories of the purported superiority of one racial or ethnic group over another have been replaced by allegations that foreign and “incompatible” cultures may have disruptive effects on the integrity of national identities.

In addition, the report says, new forms of discrimination based on disability, HIV/AIDS, age or sexual orientation have become cause for growing concern.

The study shows that many of those who suffer from discrimination – especially on the basis of their sex or colour – face a persistent “equality gap” that divides them from dominant groups who enjoy a better life, or even from their own peers who have benefited from anti-discrimination laws and policies.

Neglecting to tackle these widening socio-economic inequalities not only amounts to accepting a waste of human talent and resources but could have “disastrous effects on national social cohesion, political stability, and hence growth,” in the years to come, the report warns. 

The report says outlawing discrimination at work has failed to eliminate the practice. It blames stereotypes and biased institutions that have resisted decades of legal efforts and policy measures undertaken by governments, workers and employers. 

Despite these stumbling blocks, the report stresses that laws banning discrimination are indispensable. Effective enforcement institutions, positive action, unbiased education, training and employment services, and data to monitor progress, are also necessary. This mix of policies and instruments is essential whatever the form of discrimination, the study concludes. 

Speaking at the launch of the report at UN Headquarters in New York, the chief of the ILO’s Equality and Employment Branch, Lee Swepston, stressed that the agency was trying to promote a concept of decent work.

“I don’t see how it can be argued [that] just because someone is making an income below the poverty level, in terrible conditions and ruining family life…is necessarily better off just because there is employment,” he said, responding to a question whether it was better for immigrants to work under deplorable conditions than to have no job at all. “There has to be balanced action – work and decent conditions,” he said.

* * *

Indigenous forum

12 May – With native peoples continuing to suffer from systemic discrimination and exclusion from economic and political power, Secretary-General Kofi Annan today called for the urgent inclusion of indigenous issues as part of the daily work of the United Nations.

“There is no time to lose in this effort,” as indigenous peoples “are denied their cultural identities, and displaced from their traditional lands,” the Secretary-General said in a message delivered on his behalf by Assistant Secretary-General Angela King to the opening of the Second Session of the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues. “They are more likely than others to suffer extreme poverty, and all too often experience the human misery caused by conflict.”

Some 500 groups are attending the two-week Forum, which aims to focus attention on educating indigenous children in their language and values as key to the preservation of their peoples' unique culture in this age of globalisation.

“We must acknowledge the contributions of indigenous peoples not only in areas such as environmental protection, where those contributions are well established and widely known, but also in other vital areas on the international agenda,” he stressed.

The Secretary-General said information was vital in getting a clear picture of the situation of indigenous peoples and that he fully supported efforts to build capacity in this area. In addition, Mr Annan said legal standards, including through progress on the draft declaration on indigenous rights, were essential.

The Forum – which had its first session last year – advises and makes recommendations to the Economic and Social Council on social development, economic, cultural, human rights, environmental, education and health issues.

* * *

Deputy Secretary-General

12 May – With most of the challenges faced by the world related in one way or another to globalization, the international community faces the fundamental choice of collective or individual action in how it deals with those issues, the Deputy United Nations Secretary-General, Louise Fréchette, said today in Poland, where she is kicking off a weeklong visit to Europe.

In an address to the Diplomatic Academy in Warsaw, the Deputy Secretary-General highlighted some of the challenges faced by the international community, including terrorism and weapons of mass destruction, the crimes of genocide and other violations of human rights, migration and poverty.

“On balance, I still believe that globalization offers more opportunities than dangers. But what is clear is that it presents us with a massive agenda of challenges, and that our response to most of them has so far fallen well short of what is needed,” she said.

“The fundamental choice that faces us, is whether we address these challenges together, as a world community, taking collective decisions in common institutions, or whether countries attempt to tackle them each in its own way, as separate nation states – or in some cases as regional groups, like the European Union.”

In making the case for multilateralism, Ms. Fréchette stressed the need to ensure that it actually delivers. “We must recognize that, if some States do seem impatient with it today or inclined to go their own way, that is because too often it is not responding adequately to the challenges,” she said.

The Deputy Secretary-General also underscored the importance of recognizing – and speaking about – the many ways in which multilateralism has made the world a safer and better place for states and peoples alike. “We need to advance the understanding of the many instances today in which the global interest is the national interest; how the individual interests of states are often more effectively pursued in concert with others; and how a rule-based international order will provide each member with greater security and greater prosperity,” she said.

* * *

Small arms

12 May – Senior government officials and representatives of civil society gathered today in the Republic of the Congo, for the opening of a United Nations seminar aiming to develop a road map to prevent and eradicate the illicit trade in small arms and light weapons in the Central African region.

The UN Standing Advisory Committee on Security Questions in Central Africa – comprising 11 countries in the region – organized the two-day seminar to develop a plan for the implementation of the UN Programme of Action to Prevent, Combat and Eradicate the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons in All Its Aspects (UN PoA) in the region over the next two years.

The road map will also constitute the contribution of the Central African region to the First Biennial Meeting of States on the Implementation of the PoA, to be held in July at UN Headquarters in New York.

Following the seminar on Wednesday, the Committee will kick-off its ministerial meeting to review the current geopolitical and security situation in the region, with particular emphasis on Angola, Burundi, the Central African Republic, Chad and the Democratic Republic of the Congo.

In addition, participants will review the implementation by Member States of previous recommendations and decisions. They will also look into ways and means of strengthening cooperation between the United Nations and the Central African States.

* * *

UNESCO

12 May – Medical ethics in the era of genetic engineering dominate the agenda of a three-day meeting of a United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) panel which opened in Paris today.

“The ethics of science and technology is now one of UNESCO’s top five priorities,” the agency’s Director-General, Koïchiro Matsuura, told the opening session of International Bioethics Committee (IBC). “By reconfirming this priority for the two years to come, UNESCO has demonstrated its determination to accompany scientific progress with a process of ethical reflection drawing on the cultural, judicial, philosophical and religious bases of all human communities.”  

The session’s agenda includes a preliminary draft of an International Declaration on Human Genetic Data, due to be presented to UNESCO’s General Conference in October; a report from an IBC working group on the possibility of elaborating a universal instrument on bioethics; an evaluation of the impact of the Universal Declaration on the Human Genome and Human Rights; and an overview of IBC’s work since its founding 10 years ago.

Referring to the discovery 50 years ago of the double helix structure of DNA, which the panel is also commemorating, UNESCO said in a press release: “The human and social implications of such power are sometimes terrifying. How can we protect ourselves against possible abuse of the powers of biomedical research such as reproductive human cloning, for example?

“And how can we make sure that progress resulting from these new capacities will benefit everyone? Ethical reflection that goes far beyond traditional medical ethics has become a necessity,” it added.

IBC tracks the progress of scientific research, particularly genetics, and defends the principles of dignity and individual liberty against the threat of unethical practices in biomedical research or its applications. 

It is the only consultative body in the UN system that focuses systematically on bioethics. Its 36 members, appointed by UNESCO’s Director-General for a four-year term are independent and act in their personal capacity. Culturally diverse, the members are all eminent actors in a broad range of disciplines: doctors and geneticists work side by side with chemists, legal experts, anthropologists, philosophers and historians. 

* * *

UNCTAD

12 May – The state of play of key economic issues, ranging from international trade negotiations to progress toward the Millennium Development Goals and means to revive stagnating world trade and economic growth was the focus of a meeting between United Nations officials and representatives from Member States over the weekend in New York.

Saturday’s meeting between officials from the UN Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) and representatives to the United Nations also aimed to ensure better interaction between the substantive work undertaken in Geneva and international debate on economic and social issues taking place in New York, according to the agency’s Secretary-General, Rubens Ricupero.

UNCTAD serves as a resource for developing countries in improving their trade capabilities, including in trade negotiations, as well as bolstering productive capacity so as to take full benefit of their results. The agency is also a major think tank on international policy issues and agenda, ranging from trade and development to world investment, as well a variety of specialized topics.

The agency has worked over the last decade to help developing countries establish a “positive agenda” in negotiations held in the context of the World Trade Organization. A key WTO ministerial meeting in September in Cancun, Mexico, is expected to assess the progress on a new round of global trade negotiations.

* * *

Boston Globe journalist

11 May – Offering condolences on the recent accidental death in Iraq of Boston Globe journalist Elizabeth Neuffer, a United Nations spokesman today praised her professionalism in covering international events.

“I wish to express our sorrow at the death on Friday of Elizabeth Neuffer,” Manoel de Almeida e Silva, a spokesman for the UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA), told reporters in Kabul. “Afghanistan – the Loya Jirga in particular – was among the many stories that she covered during a 15-year distinguished career at the Boston Globe,” he noted.

The spokesman went on to recall his own experiences with Ms. Neuffer. “I first met her when she was covering the war in Bosnia,” he said. “Our paths crossed again when she was assigned as the Globe’s correspondent at the United Nations in New York and then again here in Afghanistan.”

Mr. de Almeida e Silva praised the reporter, who was killed in a car accident on the road from Tikrit to Baghdad, as “a fine example of a very serious professional journalist and a warm, compassionate human being.”

* *** *

__________________________________________________________________________________________

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

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

     Secretary-General.

           **Elizabeth Neuffer

           Elizabeth Neuffer, the UN-based correspondent for The Boston Globe, was killed in an auto accident on Friday

     north of Baghdad.  Words can’t express the shock we all felt in receiving this news, and the sorrow we feel for her

     family and her companion, Peter Canellos.

           Our spokesman in Afghanistan, Manoel de Almeida e Silva, said Elizabeth was a fine example of a very

     serious professional journalist and a warm, compassionate human being.  We send our heartfelt condolences to all

     those of you whose lives have been touched by knowing her.

           **Noon Guest

           Our guest today is Lee Swepston.  He is Chief of the Equality and Employment Branch of the International

     Labour Organization (ILO).  He’s here to launch ILO’s global report on discrimination in the workplace, which is entitled

     “Time for Equality at Work”.  We’ll have copies of that report in six languages and briefing kits by the door.  We’ll be

     getting to Lee in just a minute. 

           **Democratic Republic of Congo

           After on-again, off-again fighting over the weekend between Hema and Lendu militia in north-eastern

     Democratic Republic of the Congo, two Hema groups joined forces and retook control of the town of Bunia today.  Rival

     Lendu offered little resistance, and the UN Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, which is patrolling the

     town, report low casualties.

           In a brief but violent clash on Saturday, at least 12 people were killed, including three babies, at the home of a

     leading Hema political figure.  The UN Deputy Force Commander, Brig. Gen. Roberto Martinelli, negotiated the

     withdrawal of the two forces on Saturday, and the situation remained stable until this morning.

           The Secretary-General issued a statement Saturday afternoon expressing his alarm at the situation in Bunia. 

     He called on the Government of Uganda to use its influence with the militias to maintain calm and on the international

     community “to make every effort to quickly address this dire situation”.

           From 8,000 to 10,000 internally displaced persons have taken refuge with the UN, most at a compound near

     the airport.  The UN fed those people today and is bringing in fresh water and medicines for them.

           The Security Council will shortly be briefed on the latest situation in Bunia by the Under-Secretary-General for

     Peacekeeping Operations, Jean-Marie Guéhenno.  The full text of the Secretary-General’s statement is available online

     and in my Office.

           **Iraq -- Humanitarian

           During a press briefing in Baghdad today, the World Health Organization’s representative in Iraq, Dr. Ghulam

     Popal, stressed the urgent need for increased security for health workers and facilities.  When asked what WHO’s

     three priorities in Iraq were, he said, “security, security and security”.

           Popal also told journalists that all public health programmes -- control measures, health education and all

     other aspects of public health -- that contribute immensely to the prevention of diseases and the promotion of health

     have collapsed.  WHO, he said, had more than 20 teams in the country trying to assess what the most urgent needs

     are.

           On Sunday, James Morris, the Executive Director of the World Food Programme (WFP), was in Baghdad,

     where he met with local Iraqi officials from the Ministry of Trade, as well as US officials attached to the Office of

     Reconstruction and Humanitarian Affairs.

           In a press conference in Baghdad, Morris said he expected the food distribution system to be fully operational

     by 1 June.  Morris also noted that security continues to be one of the overwhelming issues in terms of WFP’s

     operations in Iraq. 

           In southern Iraq, the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) is now sending in around 67 water tankers daily from

     Kuwait.  This translates into more than 2 million litres of water per day.  UNICEF staff is also working on repairing the

     water distribution system, which has been severely damaged -– both during the war and afterwards by looters.

           Lastly, the Swedish Rescue Service is providing the UN with tents and equipment to enable us to increase our

     international presence in Baghdad.  More staff is expected on Wednesday, including UN human rights officers with the

     UN Humanitarian Coordinator, Ramiro Lopes da Silva.  More information is available on these items in my Office.

           **UNRWA

           A complete closure of the Gaza Strip imposed by Israel on UN international staff has crippled the Gaza

     operations of the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA). 

           This closure, imposed as of last night, has prevented UN international staff from entering or leaving Gaza.  The

     UN’s diplomatic pouch was also blocked.  This follows two weeks of delays, obstruction and interrogations of UN staff

     at the Erez crossing point into and out of Gaza.  None of UNRWA’s 7,800 Palestinian staff in the Gaza Strip have

     been able to enter Israel on duty for the Agency since October 2000.

           Karen Koning AbuZayd, UNRWA’s Deputy Commissioner-General, said, “UNRWA understands Israel’s

     security concerns, but the fact is that nothing has ever been found on an UNRWA international staff member to warrant

     the searches and procedures.”  She said she finds it incomprehensible that all UNRWA staff are locked in or locked

     out of the Gaza Strip.  “The Israeli authorities must lift this closure to allow us to carry out our humanitarian mandate”,

     she said.

           UNRWA’s protests to the Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of Defence have so far had no

     effect.  For more information, please pick up the press release upstairs.

           **Security Council

           The Security Council is holding consultations this morning on Côte d'Ivoire, during which a new draft resolution

     has been introduced.

           Council members also heard briefings from Assistant Secretary-General for Peacekeeping Operations Hedi

     Annabi, and Carolyn McAskie, the Secretary-General's Humanitarian Envoy for the Crisis in Côte d'Ivoire, on the latest

     situation in that country.

           At 12:30 p.m., here in room S-226, Ambassador Jeremy Greenstock of the United Kingdom is scheduled to

     brief you on the upcoming Security Council mission to West Africa.

           Then at 3:30 p.m., the Security Council Sanctions Committee on Somalia is meeting in Conference Room 7.

           **Côte d’Ivoire Refugees

           The UN refugee agency chief, Ruud Lubbers, today met with Côte d'Ivoire's top leaders to discuss possible

     solutions for refugee populations in the strife-torn West African country.  The High Commissioner for Refugees said

     UNHCR was particularly concerned about an estimated 9,000 Liberian refugees in Nicla camp, in the west of the

     country.  There’s more on the UNHCR Web site.

           **Cyprus

           The UN Mission in Cyprus tells us that over the weekend a new crossing point opened in West Nicosia. This

     will be fourth crossing point between the two sides.  The UN Chief of Mission, Zbigniew Wlosowicz, welcomed the fact

     that "another road to reconciliation on the island has been opened".

           **Indigenous Forum

           The Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues began its second session this morning, and Assistant

     Secretary-General Angela King, at the opening of the meeting, read a statement on behalf of the Secretary-General

     saying that it is all the more urgent now to establish indigenous issues firmly as part of the UN system’s daily work.

           The Secretary-General said there is no time to lose, since indigenous peoples continue to be subjected to

     systematic discrimination and exclusion from economic and political power, and are more likely than others to suffer

     extreme poverty.  We have copies of his message upstairs.

           Among the many events taking place in conjunction with the Permanent Forum is an exhibit in celebration of

     indigenous peoples that will be officially opened tomorrow at 6:30 p.m. in the Public Lobby, with a reception to follow

     afterward.  The press is invited. 

           **Signings

           In a short while, Lithuania is expected to ratify four treaties, including the Rome Statute of the International

     Criminal Court.  We have a complete list in my Office.

           And that’s all I have for you. 

           Questions and Answers

           Question:  Regarding the Congo, can you go into more detail about what exactly the UN Peacekeeping

     Department is requesting in terms of some rapid deployment force in the Congo?  Also, to what extent the UN

     Secretariat might be concerned that, while Iraq remains the sort of focus of attention in the Security Council, there’s a

     serious crisis taking place in the a region without enough attention.

           Spokesman:  On Friday, the Under-Secretary-General for Peacekeeping Operations, Jean-Marie Guéhenno,

     briefed the Council and relayed the Secretary-General’s strong concern about the situation there and indicated that

     something stronger was needed in the way of a military force to deal with the problems in Bunia.  The peacekeeping

     troops we have there are neither trained nor equipped to deal with the kind of violence that erupts from time to time. 

     They’re there to help implement a peace agreement, not to deal with militia that are at war.

           So that is the reference in the statement that I read from that the Secretary-General released on Saturday,

     when he calls on the international community “to make every effort to quickly address this dire situation”.  The Council

     is being updated this morning.  We’ll see what kind of response we get.  There’s always the risk that Iraq can

     dominate everything that the Council is doing and thinking about. 

           If you recall, the reason the Secretary-General cut short his last trip to Europe was Iraq and the situation in

     north-eastern Democratic Republic of the Congo.  He has been intensely following the dramatic developments there. 

     There was a question on Friday about a comparison with Rwanda.  The Hema are ethnically people from the north, like

     the Tutsi, traditional herders who gravitated to this area.  The Lendu are people from the west, who are traditional

     farmers, like the Hutu.

           So there’s the ethnic similarities, and the fact that these two groups have been fighting since time

     immemorial, which is also similar to the situation in Rwanda.  That’s why we think it’s explosive.  When the Ugandans

     withdrew, as they were obliged to do under the peace agreement, from the eastern Democratic Republic of the Congo,

     this fighting erupted.

           Follow-up Question:  Is it possible to be more specific about what kind of rapid deployment force the

     Secretariat might be suggesting?

           Spokesman:  I can’t give you any more than I’ve given you now.  These discussions are going on in closed

     consultations of the Council.  Until the Council gives a formal reaction, I don’t think we want to get into any more detail

     as to what we’re proposing.

           Question:  Does the Secretary-General agree with the description of the UN’s role in post-war Iraq as a vital

     role, as contained in the resolution introduced by the US?  Does he think that’s what it really amounts to?

           Spokesman:  I’ve said in the past that the adjective used to describe it is irrelevant without a definition.  The

     definition is being debated by the Council now and I’ll repeat what I said on Friday, that the Secretary-General doesn’t

     want to get in the middle of this debate among Member States.  He will not tell you what he thinks about the draft. 

           Even at the retreat he had with Security Council members over the weekend, there was no formal discussion

     of the draft.  They were there to discuss new threats to international peace and security.  They pretty much stuck to

     that agenda.  I’m not saying that there weren’t views exchanged in the margins, but the Secretary-General did not

     share his views and will not at this time.

                                              * *** *

__
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