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THE ELECTRICITY DAILY 

February 14, 2003, Friday 

US Heads Off UNEP Action on Mercury 

      BODY: 

      Even though the Bush administration is proposing large reductions in mercury emissions from coal-fired

      power plants, it does not want the United Nations telling it to do so. Last week, objections from the U.S.

      delegation prevented the governing council of the United Nations Environment Program from initiating an

      international convention to set binding limits on mercury emissions from major sources. Instead, UNEP is

      charged to begin a process of helping poorer nations devise technical methods for reducing their emissions.

      Last year, the UNEP s Global Mercury Assessment Working Group, an assembly of about 150 experts,

      concluded, "there is sufficient evidence of significant global adverse impacts to warrant international action

      to reduce the risks to human health and the environment arising from the release of mercury into the

      environment." Many delegates to last week s meeting, especially the European Union, supported the

      adoption of a binding treaty limiting uses of mercury, along the lines of the Kyoto Protocol. But the United

      States delegation lobbied successfully to block the move. 

      Under the action plan reached at the meeting, UNEP has been told to assist developing nations and the

      former states of the Soviet Union to cut emissions of mercury from major sources, especially coal-fired

      power plants and incinerators. The agency s measures may include advising countries on cleaner coal

      combustion methods, improving the efficiency of power plants, and advice and help on switching to other

      forms of electricity generation, especially renewable power sources. Assisting countries on reducing other

      sources and causes of mercury pollution, including contaminated waste sites, dental amalgams and

      equipment, will also be part of the plan. The agreement also calls for UNEP to help develop public awareness

      programs on the risks of mercury exposure. 

      The E.U. and Norway supported a binding international treaty, while the U.S., Canada, Colombia, the Czech

      Republic, and Mexico opposed it. The E.U. delegation was able to win language that opens the door to

      future negotiations on a binding mercury treaty. But the next occasion for such talks will be a follow-up

      meeting to be held in South Korea in 2005. 

      The mercury working group report says that coal-fired power stations and waste incinerators account for

      around 1,500 tons, or 70 percent, of manmade mercury emissions to the atmosphere. The lion s share comes

      from developing countries. Asia emissions, 860 tons, are the highest. "As combustion of fossil fuels is

      increasing in order to meet the growing energy demands of both developing and developed nations, mercury

      emissions can be expected to increase accordingly in the absence of the deployment of control technologies

      or the use of alternative energy sources," the report says. The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency

      estimates that mercury emissions from U.S. coal fired power plants are only about 44 tons per year. [DW] _____________________________________________________________________________________

XINHUA 

February 12, 2003, Wednesday 

FIVB joins forces with Global Sports Alliance 

      BODY: 

      GENEVA, Feb. 12 (Xinhua) -- The International Volleyball Federation (FIVB) and Global Sports Alliance (GSA)

      on Tuesday reached an agreement in Lausanne, Switzerland, to join forces to help raise environmental

      awareness through sport. 

      GSA is a non-profit organization committed to the creation of a sustainable society and to developing

      environmentally aware sports culture. 

      The program of cooperation will be launched to coincide with World Environment Day on June 5 this year, a

      FIVB press release said on Tuesday. "We have reached an era where it is important to mobilize human

      resources and there is nothing more valuable to our fundamental existence than to take care of our

      environment," said FIVB president Ruben Acosta, pledging support and cooperation to GSA and their ECO

      FLAG project. 

      Tatsuo Okada, the executive director of GSA was in Lausanne to meet with Acosta to discuss possible

      cooperation. He said his organization was determined to reach a billion people interested in sport, and who

      are already aware of the benefits of a cleaner environment. The GSA worked also with the United Nations

      Environment Program (UNEP). 

      The FIVB will display the Alliance's ECO FLAG at beach volleyball events and will work towards integrating

      environmental awareness into their Park Volley program, and into other grass roots activities. The ECO FLAG

      symbolizes the commitment to the environment of sports enthusiasts and everyone who knows the

      importance and irreplaceable nature of the water, air and greenery that surrounds us. 

      With its five continental confederations and 217 affiliated national federations, the FIVB is the world's

      biggest international sport federation. Through its eight development centers in Africa, Asia and Latin

      America, its Sports Aid Program, as well as its program with UNHCR to bring volleyball to refugees and

      returnees in camps in troubled areas of the world, the Federation works to bring the joy of volleyball to as

      many people as possible across the globe.

__________________________________________________________________________________________

Daily Nation

New initiative to benefit Africa

                      By JEFF OTIENO 

                      Africa will be the first beneficiary of pilot projects aimed at reducing poverty by half by 2015.  

                      The governing council of the United Nations Environmental Programme which met in Nairobi

                      last week, resolved that the continent be the core centre in implementing resolutions passed at

                      the World Summit on Sustainable Development resolutions passed at a meeting held in South

                      Africa last year.  

                      The meeting resolved to give water, energy, health, agriculture and biodiversity top priority in

                      the fight against poverty and achieving sustainable development.  

                      The decision will see Africa benefiting from simple projects like boreholes to major ones like

                      reforestation.  

                      The governing council, the highest decision making body of Unep, also gave the organisation

                      the mandate to co-ordinate efforts to ensure priorities are implemented.  

                      The New Partnership for Africa's Development (NEPAD) was also well received by the 130-plus

                      delegates. who attended the conference which ended last week.  

                      "We are happy that Africa will be the core continent in implementing the WSSD

                      recommendations through Nepad," Mr Ruhakana Rugunda the president of the governing

                      council said.  

                      Senegalese President Abdoulaye Wade, one of the proponents of Nepad, took the opportunity

                      to market the initiative.  

                      Crafted by African leaders, the initiative is yet to be understood by many - a fact President

                      Wade conceded to.  

                      "It is unfortunate that many people in Africa still do not understand Nepad," he said.  

                      The initiative, adopted in the year 2001 at a summit in Lusaka Summit is entering the

                      implementation stage.  

                      Kenya, President Wade said, had been included in the implementing committee alongside

                      South Africa, Senegal, Nigeria and Algeria.  

                      Among the eight priorities of Nepad, infrastructure is top on the list. Others are agriculture,

                      energy, communication and technology, water and sanitation, health and education.  

                      "Since our aim is to boost capital investment we will give infrastructure a priority," said

                      President Wade.  

                      Poor infrastructure is one of the main reasons for slow rate of development in Africa. Many

                      African countries lack good road network, efficient telephone system and reliable power

                      supply.  

                      President Wade and his colleagues view improvement of infrastructure as the foundation of

                      the ambitious initiative on which the priorities can be achieved.  

                      "We need to open up our hinterland to allow our goods reach the market," said President

                      Wade.  

                      Delegates were of the view that the continent needs to rehabilitate its dilapidated roads and

                      extend the railway lines.  

                      "We are still using lines established by colonists to transport products we have not extended

                      the lines," he added.  

                      To kick-start the initiative, President Wade says France-Africa and Europe-Africa conferences

                      will soon be held to brainstorm on the implementation of projects on infrastructure.  

                      The two conferences will provide the opportunity for Africa to justify why it needs Sh64 billion

                      for the infrastructure project.  

                      The architects have already held meetings with the G8 group - which brings together the

                      highly industrialised nations of the world - in one of its many efforts to seek funding.  

                      The delegates mandated Unep to implement all environmental matters in Nepad.  

                      "The environmental matters will centre around poverty and environment, health and

                      environment and also governance and environment," said Mr Rugunda.  

                      President Wade and Mr Rugunda stressed that good governance will be a condition for

                      countries which want to benefit from Nepad.  

                      "We were concerned that Kenya might be steeped into violence, but we were happy that

                      sceptics were proved wrong and Africa's image boosted," the interim Secretary General of

                      African Union Amoral Easy said in reference to the past General Election.  

                      The conference called for an end to wars in Africa.  

                      The African Union has resolved to establish a team on to form a section of conflict resolution

                      to end wars in the continent.  

                      "We cannot continue relying on the West to help us solve conflicts, charity has to begin at

                      home and we must make our continent peaceful," said Mr Essy.  

                      The delegates noted that the wars had destroyed the environment, leading to the extinction of

                      many plants and animals.  

                      The delegates recommended that environmental laws be enforced to make organisations

                      polluting the environment pay for their acts.  

                      Pollution of natural resource has been a major deterrent to achieving the goal of cleaner and

                      safer waters.  

                      For many in Africa, the goal of attaining clean water by 2015 is still a pipe dream.  

                      The meeting called for phasing out of leaded fuels. in gasoline and also begin urgent steps to

                      remove it from paint. 

                      "This is a big achievement because Unep has been on the forefront in campaigning for the

                      phasing out of lead we were looking forward for such major agreement that will not only

                      reduce environmental pollution but also protect human health from harmful lead substances,"

                      said Unep executive director Klaus Toepfer.  

                      Disturbed by the destruction of forests, worldwide, the delegates resolved that governments

                      encourage the use of cleaner sources of energy like solar and wind.  

                      Kenya's Planning and National Development Minister Anyang' Nyong'o said priority should be

                      put on energy.  

                      Mr Rugunda said liquified petroleum gas will be one of the cleaner sources of energy that

                      would be encouraged in the continent.  

                      "There has been over-reliance on wood fuel in Africa and it is time we looked for alternative

                      sources of energy," he argued.  

                      The biggest question after the meeting was - where will the money for implementing the

                      priority projects come from?  

                      According to Mr Rugunda, the implementing committee would formulate programmes of

                      attracting corporate investments in priority areas.  

                      "We know the projects will cost billions of dollars, funds that member countries cannot afford by

                      themselves and that is why the major objective of Nepad is to attract corporate investment," he

                      said.  

                      Leading donor organisations like the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund are also

                      expected to chip in.  

                      That is why transparency and accountability in management of private and public affairs will

                      be important if Africa is to win donor confidence.  

                      "Democracy, transparency and rule of law will be guiding forces in Nepad and there will no

                      two ways about it," said Mr Wade.  

                      Unep asked its member states to remit their contributions to enable it finance its programmes.  

                      Unep's 2004-2005 budget for year 2004-2005 stands at $249.7 million (Sh19.2 billion),

                      representing an increase of $41.6 million (Sh3.2 billion) over that for 2002-2003.  

                      The budgetary statement presented by Unep's deputy executive director Shafqat Kakahel said

                      the increase is attributed to a projected rise in expenditure from trust funds and support costs

                      ($19.7 million), counterpart contributions ($11.6 million) and environmental fund expenditure

                      ($10.1 million).  

                      Pollution Mr Kakahel says the largest portion of the budget, $224.2 million or 89.8 per cent,

                      would be spent on support activities and policy-making organs.  

                      The UN is expected to contribute $9.1 million representing 4 per cent of the total budget.  

                      Approximately $130 million has been budgeted for the environmental fund which has

                      received major support from member countries. A programme of work for the fund would cost

                      $110 million.  

                      Some of the tasks the fund would undertake are post-conflict assessment of areas that have

                      been ravaged by war, global assessment of the state of marine environment and global

                      environment monitoring.  

                      Of the total proposed budget for the environment fund, $115 million or 88.5 per cent would

                      finance programme activities and $15 million or 11.5 per cent for budget support.  

                      Environment Minister Newton Kulundu admitted that Kenya was one of the countries lagging

                      behind in remitting its contribution to the organisation.  

                      He pledged that the new government would pay all the money owed to Unep by next year.  

                      Outdated technology According to the minister, Kenya is supposed to pay $45,000 annually to

                      the organisation.  

                      Apart from urging member countries to pay up, some delegates argued that the developed

                      world need to change their consumption patterns.  

                      The delegates, mainly drawn from developing countries, blamed the wasteful consumption in

                      the West for increased pollution worldwide.  

                      However, developing countries were also contributing a great deal to pollution due outdated

                      technologies.  

                      The Senegalese delegation whose urged the rich nations to expedite the transfer of

                      technology to poor countries.  

                      European Union, one of the major funders of Africa, supported the idea saying it was ready to

                      help out.  

                      Ms Vasso Papandreu of Greece, who spoke on behalf of the organisation, said the transfer

                      would be realised only with the co-operation among governments, local authorities and donor

                      agencies.  

                      However, the commission insists that Africa need tough environmental laws to protect their rich

                      biodiversity.  

                      Though the meeting 22nd governing meeting came up with be serious environmental policies

                      and resolutions, the toughest challenge is in implementation.  

__________________________________________________________________________________________

UNWIRE

CLIMATE CHANGE: U.S. Presents Voluntary Steps, Draws Fire 

The United States, the world's largest emitter of greenhouse gases, yesterday announced agreements with a number of industries on voluntary controls of emissions of the gases believed to cause global warming. The move drew immediate fire from critics who said voluntary policies will not produce significant results.

Most of the targets announced yesterday are expressed in terms of emissions "intensity," or the amount of greenhouse gases emitted per unit of economic production, rather than in terms of absolute emissions volume. By contrast, the Kyoto Protocol on global warming, which the United States has rejected, calls for actual reductions in emissions, compared with 1990 levels.

Utilities, which account for about 40 percent of U.S. emissions, pledged to reduce their intensity by up to 5 percent, and the chemical industry agreed to reduce intensity by 18 percent by 2012, compared with 1990 levels. The automobile industry pledged to reduce emissions intensity, but not overall vehicle emissions, by at least 10 percent by 2012, compared with 2002 levels.

White House officials said overall greenhouse emissions are not likely to drop within the next decade but that the plan would help industries get the capital needed to invest in technologies to protect the environment. "It's not going to get smaller immediately," said Christie Whitman, administrator of the Environmental Protection Agency, but "as they develop the technology, they will in fact see an actual reduction" (Jennifer Lee, New York Times, Feb. 13).

Addressing global warming over the long term "requires polices that recognize that sustained economic growth is an essential part of the solution," President George W. Bush said. "Policies that undermine the health of our economy would only hamper America's ability to develop and deploy new energy technologies and invest in energy efficiency and productivity improvements" (White House release, Feb. 12).

Critics said using the overall economy as a context for measuring greenhouse gas emissions is deceptive because the growing parts of the economy tend to be service sectors where emissions are unlikely to be a significant problem. "It's an accounting trick, in our view," said Dan Lashof, the science director at the Natural Resources Defense Council. "Any pollution pegged to economic activity is unprecedented and unwarranted" (Lee, New York Times).

The World Resources Institute yesterday voiced concern over the plan, saying, "Nature does not respond to symbolic gestures." President Jonathan Lash said, "This voluntary program is better than nothing under current political realities, but not much better." He said Bush's plan restates goals already announced last year, adding that World Resources Institute research has indicated emissions will increase significantly under the Bush targets (World Resources Institute release, Feb. 12).

Greenpeace said the Bush administration "hopes that its 'vision,' highly influenced by ExxonMobil, will lead the American public and governments around the world to believe that the U.S. government is serious about global warming" but that "nothing is further from the truth."

The conservation group said voluntary measures do not work in curbing greenhouse gas emissions and likened Bush's focus on emissions "intensity" to "a pack-a-day smoker saying, 'I am going to switch to low-tar cigarettes but smoke two packs a day" (Greenpeace release, Feb. 12).

The administration's approach "is business as usual," said Steven Nadel, executive director of the American Council for an Energy-Efficient Economy. "We need serious commitments that reduce carbon emissions -- these agreements merely tweak the long-term trend that keeps emissions on the increase."

"Their approach is clever in that it shows apparent progress by reducing intensity," said Bill Prindle, policy director for the council. "But we would have to double our current rate of intensity reduction to see meaningful drops in emissions" (ACEEE release, Feb. 12).

(Back to Contents)

UNWIRE
BIOSPHERE RESERVES: UNESCO Seeks To Add Arab Sites 

A UNESCO expert this week called for locations across the Arab world to be designated as Biosphere Reserves, Gulf News reports today.

Speaking Monday at a seminar in the Omani capital, Muscat, on the sidelines of the Gulf Eco environmental exhibition, UNESCO Natural Sciences Program specialist Benno Boer said his agency is seeking to establish reserves in the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Libya and Sudan. At present, he said, none of the 400 reserves spread across 90 countries is in the Arabian Peninsula.

Boer also spoke of UNESCO initiatives in biosalinity research, with the goal of helping Arab countries address a shortage of freshwater and better use abundant saltwater.

Speaking at the same meeting, U.N. Environment Program West Asia deputy director Habib el-Habr said UNEP is helping to implement an Arab League sustainable development plan presented at the World Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg last year. The initiative addresses key development issues in the region, such as water scarcity, land degradation, desertification, biodiversity conservation and the management of chemical and hazardous waste, el-Habr said (Gulf News, Feb. 13).

(Back to Contents)
____________________________________________________________________________________

BBC

Friday, 14 February, 2003, 00:53 GMT 

Coal fires are 'global catastrophe'
               Smouldering mountain: The fires can be difficult to tackle

               By Jonathan Amos 

               BBC News Online science staff in Denver 

               Hundreds of coal fires are burning out of control around  the world, pumping huge quantities of carbon dioxide and pollutants into the atmosphere. 

               The problem was described as a  "global catastrophe" on Thursday  by researchers at the American Association for the Advancement  of Science's (AAAS) annual  meeting in Denver. 

               They said that putting out the fires in China alone would cut CO2 emissions equivalent to the volume produced   by all US automobiles in a year. 

               "We need to get the word out to people to explain to  them just what a problem this is," said Glenn Stracher of East Georgia College. 

               Still ablaze 

               The coal fires are burning on the surface and  underground. 

               They are most severe in countries such as China, India, and Indonesia, although smaller fires are still burning   in the United States, for example in Colorado and Pennsylvania. 

               These ultra-hot fires can occur naturally - the right combination of sunlight and oxygen can cause  spontaneous combustion - but they are frequently caused by humans. 

               In these cases, the burning coal may be located either  in abandoned mines or waste piles, or in coal seams ignited by heat from above-ground fires set to clear the  landscape for farming. 

               In Indonesia, the forest fires that began during drought conditions in 1982 started fires in surface outcrops of  coal that still burn today, said Alfred Whitehouse, of the US Ministry of Energy and Mineral Resources Coal Fire  Project. 

               "In 1997-98, five million hectares of forest burnt in Borneo. Of the resulting coal fires that started, 159 are  still burning; 106 we have extinguished," he said. 

               Coal fires now threaten some of Indonesia's national parks and a nature reserve that is being used as a

               reintroduction site for the endangered orangutan. 

               'Shaving gel' 

               Technologies are being developed to tackle the infernos  that are often in hard-to-access locations, such as  deep-mine tunnels. 

               Gary Colaizzi's engineering firm, Goodson and  Associates Inc, has produced a heat-resistant "grout", a  mixture of sand, cement, fly ash, water, and foam that can be pumped around burning material. 

               The grout has the "consistency of shaving gel". 

               "It eliminates the fire's oxygen sources, it reduces the  heat and actually isolates the burning coal," he said. 

               "It can address underground coal fires, coal stockpile  fires, and surface fires in open pits. And it's economical  because we using fly ash a primary waste material from coal burning power stations." 

               Climate change 

               Satellites are now being used to try to gauge the scale of the worldwide problem. In China in particular, this is  helping the authorities detect and monitor the fires in  the northern regions of the country. 

               The remote sensing data are being used to explore how  such fires evolve and what the best approaches might  be for extinguishing them. 

               Curbing coal fires could be a way of mitigating the  effects of climate change by reducing CO2 emissions.  Some estimates suggest the Chinese fires could be accounting for as much as 2-3% of the annual world emissions of CO2 from burning fossil fuels. 

               "It's in no-one's interest to have these fires burning. It costs the coal resource, it's contributing to the   greenhouse, it's a public safety and health problem and  it's an ignition source for new forest fires," said Alfred               Whitehouse. 

               "This is an opportunity to go after a source of CO2  emissions that doesn't hurt anyone's present               consumption but will reduce the overall numbers."

____________________________________________________________________________________

ENS

Devastated Nepal Cuts Funds for Environment 

                      By Sanjaya Dhakal 

                      KATHMANDU, Nepal, February 13, 2003 (ENS) - Although seven years of  insurgency have destroyed Nepal's environment, triggering massive deforestation and a spurt in timber smuggling and rhino poaching, the cash  strapped Nepalese government has slashed this year's environment budget  by 14 percent. 

                      Environment has been put on the back burner by the government in the fragile Himalayan nation. "Recently, the government made environment a low priority sector," said Purushottam Prasad Tiwari, spokesperson at the Ministry of  Population and Environment (MOPE). According to him, the government had                      decided to stop financing new environment programs, diverting the budget originally earmarked for environment to worker salaries and other overhead costs. 

                      This year's total budget allocation to MOPE is approximately US$670,087 - down by 14 percent from last year. Less than half of the funds are slotted for environment conservation programs in the region. The bulk of the funds will  be utilized for population control. 

                                                      One-horned rhino in Royal Chitwan National Park (Photo credit unknown)

                                                      Although no formal assessment has been made linking the direct impact of                                                  insurgency on environmental degradation, examples abound. Apart from deforestation, timber smuggling and poaching of  the endangered one-horned rhino, rampant exploitation of  herbal resources and the diversion of personnel from  environment protection to security operations are some of the fallouts of the  prolonged conflict. 

                      In the last couple of years, thousands of officials and workers of the forest department - rangers, foresters and others - have ceased patrolling due to the  fear of encountering the rebels. Dr. Tirtha Man Maskey, spokesperson for the Ministry of Forest and Soil Conservation, said, "It is true that many rangers                      and foresters abandoned their fields to migrate to district headquarters or city areas out of fear." 

                      With most rebel hideouts based in forests, forest officials were forced to flee, leaving precious natural resources to their fate. "This vacuum was fully exploited by smugglers and some unscrupulous local residents," confessed a forest department official. 

                      The devastation of natural resources was unimaginable. According to Maskey, Maoists have destroyed 271 offices of the forest department including district level offices, area posts and training centers, apart from nine offices of national parks. Scores of rangers and other officials survived physical threats from rebels, while there was a sharp rise in deforestation in the past two years. 

                      Ranger patrols Royal Chitwan   National Park, 1994. (Photo by   Rainer Stalvik)

                      "It's only natural that  deforestation and rampant axing of forests has accelerated due to             the inability of forest officials to travel in the  field," said Megh Nath  Kaphley, a ranger  working at a district                      office in Nepal's central Lalitpur district, adjoining the capita  Kathmandu. Kaphley expressed his                      helplessness in guarding 12,000 hectares of forests here. 

                      The situation in remote regions where the Maoists hold sway is anybody's  guess. 

"Exploiting the lax security, smugglers too have stepped up their activities,"  said Kaphley, blaming this on the fact that "the system of registering  complaints and launching investigations has been severely hampered by the  troubled situation." 

                      In the first week of February, there were reports of massive tree felling in  forests surrounding Durbani in the east Nepal district of Bara. Matters  worsened to the extent that the Maoists themselves began battling smugglers.

                      In the remote Dhorpatan hunting reserve in west Nepal, which straddles three  districts, one of which was the hub of Maoist activities, rebels destroyed the office, forcing officials to flee to the district headquarters. 

                      Officials said the activities of smugglers have multiplied manifold since security forces evacuated the reserve. 

                                                Hammer and sickle marks the end of Maoist  territory between Dhorpatan and Sahartara.  (Photo by James Milne)

                                                The Dhorpatan reserve is famed for  precious herbal resources like Yarsa                                              gumba, known for its aphrodisiac  qualities, among other medicinal plants. It is also home to endangered animals like the snow leopard, musk deer and red bear. 

                                                It is reported that the celebrated one-horned rhino, pride of the famous                                                Royal Chitwan National Park in western Nepal, has fallen prey to poachers since the Nepal government's declaration of emergency in 2001. 

                                                Reports said the rise in poaching could  be blamed on the reduction in Army                      forces earlier stationed in the park. But Colonel Deepak Gurung, director of  public relations in the Royal Nepalese Army, said the number of Army posts  within the RCNP has dived from 40 to 10. Denying this had resulted in an  increase in poaching, he said, "Eighteen rhinos have died since April/March 2002, but most died of natural causes, with only nine falling prey to  poachers." 

                      According to a security official, Maoists are using the impenetrable forest as cover for training sessions and other activities. "Many groups of Maoists live in the forests, so they often cut down trees to light fires, and end up polluting  water sources of nearby villages as well," complained an environmentalist. 

                      The prolonged insurgency has indirectly impacted the environment as well.  According to the nongovernmental organization Clean Energy Nepal,   Bhushan Tuladhar, the migration from villages to cities of rural residents who  leave their fields uncultivated and barren, has triggered uncontrolled soil  erosion. "These locals were, in a sense, guardians of the environment,  managing and protecting natural resources," the group says.

_________________________________________________________________________________________
ROE

UNEP or UN in the news

Unesco plans eco-reserves in Gulf states 
Oman, 13 February: Dr Benno Boer, a specialist at the UN agency's Natural Sciences Programme, highlighted Unesco's efforts to establish biosphere reserves in a number of Gulf and Arab states and revealed that sites have been identified in Abu Dhabi and Sharjah with a potential to be developed as reserves….

Dr Habib el Habr, Deputy Director of UNEP's Regional Office for West Asia, offered a detailed insight into the far-reaching Arab Initiative on Sustainable Development, presented by the Arab League at the Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg last September… "UNEP in partnership with the governments of the region, regional and international organisations as well as all concerned stakeholders is working towards achieving the implementation of this initiative," he pointed out.
http://www.gulf-news.com/Articles/news.asp?ArticleID=77211
________________________________________________________________________________________

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

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

     Secretary-General.

           Good afternoon.

           Sorry for the delay.  Our guest at today’s briefing is no stranger to you.  He is Stephen Lewis, the

     Secretary-General’s Special Envoy for HIV/AIDS in Africa and he’ll brief you on a trip to southern Africa he undertook

     recently with James Morris, the Secretary-General’s Special Envoy for the Humanitarian Crisis in Africa.  Also, the

     report they did to the Secretary-General is out today.  Unofficially, we have some copies on the table there, and you

     can get more copies in my office.

           ** Iraq -- Security Council

           The President of the Security Council, Ambassador Gunter Pleuger, yesterday announced that the Security

     Council decided that tomorrow’s briefing on Iraq by Hans Blix, Executive Chairman of the UN Monitoring, Verification

     and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC), and Mohamed ElBaradei, Director-General of the International Atomic Energy

     Agency (IAEA), will be an open one.  The briefing is scheduled to start at 10:15 a.m.

           Members of the Council will have a chance to speak in an open meeting, to be followed by a closed meeting

     for the members of the Council in the formal chamber.  A short break is expected between the end of the open meeting

     and the start of the closed meeting.  A speaker’s list is not yet available, and at least 10 foreign ministers are

     expected to attend.

           Upon request of the Non-aligned Movement, Security Council members adopted a proposal to hold an open

     debate on Iraq on Tuesday, February 18, 2003 at

     10 a.m.  Non-members of the Council will get the floor first, and a limit of

     five to seven minutes per speaker was agreed upon.

           **Security Council

           The Security Council began its work today with an open briefing on the Middle East by

     Under-Secretary-General for Political Affairs, Kieran Prendergast, who warned that violence between Israelis and

     Palestinians has continued unabated over the past month, while the humanitarian crisis in the occupied Palestinian

     territory is worsening.

           He welcomed reports about a private meeting last week between Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon and the

     Speaker of the Palestinian Legislative Council, Ahmed Qurei, which he said would hopefully mark the beginning of a

     renewed dialogue between Israel and the Palestinian Authority toward reaching a ceasefire understanding.  Mr.

     Prendergast also noted the meetings of the envoys of the “Quartet” -– which brings together the United States, the

     United Nations, Russia and the European Union –- in London from 18 to 20 February.  The Council then went into

     consultations to discuss the matter further, and it’s just concluded now.

           **Security Council -– PM

           At 12:15, Council members are scheduled to go to the Secretary-General’s conference room, where he is to

     brief them informally on the status of UN Secretariat humanitarian contingency planning for Iraq.  After that briefing, at

     approximately 1:15, we expect that Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs, Kenzo Oshima, will brief you in

     this room on that subject.

           And when that session in the Secretary-General’s conference room is over, we’ll squawk it.  Mr.Oshima will be

     down here about 15 minutes after the end of the session upstairs.  I understand he’ll also have a hand-out, a kind of

     fact sheet to give you at that time.

           This afternoon, at 3:30, the Council will reconvene, and will first adopt a resolution condemning the violence in

     Bogota.  Then it will hold an open meeting on the Democratic Republic of the Congo, and Under-Secretary-General for

     Peacekeeping Affairs, Jean-Marie Guéhenno, will update the Council on the work of the UN Mission in the DRC and on

     the military situation in the north-east of that country.

           High Commissioner for Human Rights, Sergio Vieira de Mello, will also brief the Council on his visit to the

     country last month and on the alarming human rights situation there, including sexual violence against women and

     girls, especially in rebel-controlled territories, and the impunity of perpetrators of gross human rights violations.

           **Statement attributable to the Spokesman for the Secretary-General

           We have the following statement attributable to the Spokesman, concerning the incident in Bolivia:

           “The Secretary-General is concerned about the violent incidents that took place in Bolivia yesterday and

     deplores the loss of life.

           “The Bolivian people and their leadership have worked hard and made sacrifices to modernize the economy

     while preserving and strengthening their democratic institutions.  Yet, much remains to be done to reduce inequity and

     poverty.  The Secretary-General appeals to the Government and to the people of Bolivia to seek solutions to their

     problems through dialogue and full respect for the institutions of democracy.

           “The Secretary-General also appeals to the international community to demonstrate flexibility and

     understanding in helping Bolivia find solutions to the difficult problems it confronts”.

           **Secretary-General

           The Secretary-General will be travelling this weekend.  I can give you a few details.

           On Monday evening, he has been invited by the President of the European Union, Costas Simitis, who is the

     Prime Minister of Greece, to join a meeting of heads of State and governments of the European Union, to examine the

     latest developments in Iraq and the Middle East.

           On Tuesday, he will fly to Rome where he will have lunch with Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi, and then in the

     evening, he will have an audience with his Holiness, Pope John Paul II.  On Wednesday, still in Rome, he will address

     the twemty-fifth anniversary session of the Governing Council of the United Nations International Fund for Agricultural

     Development.  He leaves for Paris that evening and on Thursday morning, meets with President Jacques Chirac before

     addressing the Africa-France Summit, which will be taking place over the next two days.  He will have a number of

     bilateral meetings in the margins of that Summit, which he will attend through Friday. 

           He is also planning visits to Ankara, Turkey and Athens, Greece, starting on Monday.  And in that connection,

     the Secretary-General has concluded consultations on Cyprus with his Special Adviser, Alvaro de Soto.  Mr. de Soto

     today telephoned His Excellency, Mr. Glafcos Clerides, the Greek Cypriot leader, and His Excellency, Mr. Rauf

     Denktash, the Turkish Cypriot leader, to inform them of the Secretary-General’s intention to visit Cyprus at the end of

     February, following visits to Ankara and Athens.  The Secretary-General's trip to the region will be with a view to

     bringing the search for a comprehensive settlement of the Cyprus problem to a decisive conclusion by 28 February, as

     foreseen in his revised proposal of 10 December 2002.  Details of the Secretary-General’s itinerary will be announced

     shortly.

           Mr. de Soto is returning to Cyprus today and will host the next scheduled meeting of the two leaders tomorrow

     afternoon, 5 p.m. at the United Nations Protected Area in Nicosia.

           **UN Relations with Civil Society

           The Secretary-General, in a statement that we have available upstairs, announced today the establishment of

     a Panel of Eminent Persons on United Nations Relations with Civil Society, and the appointment of former Brazilian

     President Fernando Henrique Cardoso as his Special Adviser and Chairman of the Panel.  He said he would look

     forward to receiving the panel’s report and recommendations within the next 12 months.

           In his statement, the Secretary-General says, “The goals of the United Nations can only be achieved if civil

     society, as well as governments and international agencies, are fully engaged”.

           He added that he would look to the panel, under Cardoso’s able chairmanship, to take stock of the United

     Nations work with civil society and to recommend how it can be improved.  He added, “Such improvement can only

     benefit the peoples in whose name the United Nations was founded”.  We have the full statement available upstairs,

     which also lists all of the panel members.

           **Western Sahara

           We also have a statement issued today from the UN mission for the Referendum in Western Sahara

     welcoming the announcement by the Frente POLISARIO of its decision to release 100 Moroccan prisoners of war to

     mark the day of Eid-al-Adha.

           The Special Representative of the Secretary-General William Lacy Swing welcomes this announcement,

     which responds to Security Council resolution

     1429 (2002), and expresses his hope for an early release of all remaining prisoners of war in full compliance with

     international humanitarian law.  The Special Representative also calls on the parties to continue to cooperate with the

     efforts of the International Committee of the Red Cross to resolve the fate of all those unaccounted for since the

     beginning of the conflict.

           **Côte d’Ivoire

           The Secretary-General’s new Special Representative for Côte D’Ivoire, Albert Tevoedjre, has taken up his

     duties in Abidjan.  Yesterday, he held the first follow up committee meeting of the agreement reached among the

     Ivorian parties last month in France.

           **Literacy Decade

           The United Nations Literacy Decade (2003-2012) was launched this morning here at UN Headquarters.  The

     theme of the Decade is “Literacy is Freedom” and it aims to bring more visibility to the worldwide effort to reduce the

     high rates of illiteracy. 

           At the launch, Deputy Secretary-General Louise Fréchette noted that one adult in five cannot read or write and

     two-thirds of those are women.  “There is no time to lose”, she urged, “if we are to meet the goal agreed by the world’s

     governments to increase world literacy rates by 50 per cent by the year 2015”.

           She underscored the importance of female literacy:  “We know from study after study”, she said, “that there is

     no tool for development more effective than the education of girls and women.  That is why the first two years of the

     Decade will be focused on ‘literacy and gender’.”

           This evening, the Secretary-General will speak at a launching ceremony for the Decade at the New York

     Public Library, where Mrs. Laura Bush and Mr. Natsag Bagabandi, the President of Mongolia, will be among the

     guests, as will Nane Annan, the Secretary-General’s wife.  In his remarks, the Secretary-General will stress that

     literacy is a human right and the fact that 20 per cent of the world's adults are deprived of it should fill us all with

     shame.  He will appeal to the world’s governments to translate into reality their pledges to increase global literacy

     rates by 50 per cent by the year 2015.

           Travelling in Kenya today, Carol Bellamy, Executive Director of the UN Children's Fund, noted that the majority

     of illiterate adults are female and emphasized that girls’ education is key to reducing adult illiteracy in future

     generations.

           **UN-HABITAT

           This afternoon, the United Nations Human Settlements Programme

     (UN-HABITAT) will have a briefing on the Global Partnership on Urban Youth Empowerment in Africa.  This initiative

     aims to improve the lives of those living in slums by addressing the issues of crime and delinquency, employment

     generation and sustainable livelihoods.  Among the key participants is entertainer Harry Belafonte, and you are all

     invited to go down to Conference Room 2 for the briefing which begins at 2 p.m.

           **UNDP

           Mark Malloch Brown, the Administrator of the UN Development Programme (UNDP), is on an official visit in

     Ottawa, Canada, today to discuss the Millennium Development Goals and further develop a partnership between UNDP

     and the Government of Canada in reaching those goals.  This morning he met with the Canadian Minister of

     Development Cooperation, Susan Whelan.  This afternoon, he is scheduled to meet with the Standing Committee on

     Foreign Affairs and International Trade of Parliament.

           **Press Releases

           In Geneva today, the Food and Agriculture Organization and the World Health Organization launched a trust

     fund to help the world’s poorest countries to participate in Codex Alimentarius, which sets food standards to protect

     the health of consumers.  The trust fund aims to raise $40 million and is expected to run for 12 years and will provide

     assistance to 120 developing countries and countries in transition.  We have a press release with more details on that.

           **Budget

           Budget news today -- three more payments in full for the regular budget.  Czech Republic with a payment of

     more than $2.7 million, the Maldives paid over $13,000 and Namibia more than $94,000.  There are now 45 Member

     States paid in full.

           **Press Conferences and Arrangements

           I mentioned Mr. Oshima’s press conference at approximately 1:15 p.m.  Press arrangements for tomorrow: 

     Please be advised that the Media Accreditation Office will stay open today until 9 p.m. and will open tomorrow at 7

     a.m. to serve the journalists who will be accredited for the Security Council.  The Media Accreditation and Liaison Unit

     on the second floor has 100 tickets for the Security Council gallery which will distributed this afternoon, starting at

     5 p.m. on a first-come, first-served basis.

           And, finally, for the Security Council stake-out, the Accreditation Liaison Unit will distribute 250 tickets for

     journalists, photographers and TV cameramen –- 250 tickets for the stake-out area.  Resident correspondents will have

     access to that area without any additional passes or tickets.  I have also been asked to tell you that there will be only

     one stake-out camera which will be the one outside the Security Council Chamber.  [He later said there would be a

     second stake-out at the Delegate’s entrance.]

           That’s all I have for you.  We’ll go to Stephen in just a minute.

           Questions and Answers

           Question:  Ankara is not all that far from Baghdad.  At least, they’re in the same time zone. Any chance of a

     visit there by the Secretary-General?

           Spokesman:  I think the Secretary-General answered that question quite emphatically last week when he said

     that he has no plans to go to Baghdad. He still has no plans to go to Baghdad.

           Question:  Is he discussing this with the Security Council?

           Spokesman:  It depends on whether the Council brings it up.  He’ll not.

           Question:  Why are there no specific dates for Cyprus?

           Spokesman:  We said we’ll give those details when we are ready, in another day or so, perhaps beginning of

     next week.  This trip is still being finalized, so we don’t have programmes at every stop.

           Question:  Had the phone calls been made before or after the meeting the Secretary-General had today with

     Sir David Hannay (Special Representative of the United Kingdom for Cyprus) and Ambassador Weston (US

     Coordinator for Cyprus)?

           Spokesman:  I’ll have to check with Mr. de Soto’s office.  I assume that it was after, but I can’t say whether

     there is any connection between the two events.

           Question:  Also, what at this point is the main obstacle for the parties to agree on the revised plan?

           Spokesman:  I don’t want to get into the details of this process.  It’s a very complex operation -– operating

     under very tight time constraints.  The Secretary-General is weighing-in personally to try to wrap it up by the 28th, and

     I don’t want to discuss the particulars.

           Question:  I want to ask about security in New York City.  Is Headquarters also under highest alert security?

           Spokesman:  I don’t know about New York’s alert level.  I was told that nothing has changed in New York

     security.  I said a few days ago that our security, of course, is always responding to national or New York City alert

     levels appropriately, but we won’t discuss the details.

           Question:  Is there any concern that a second resolution supporting a conflict in Iraq will result in this building

     being seen symbolically as a target for supporting a war in Iraq?

           Spokesman:  I don’t want to speculate about that. Okay.

· *** *
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*
Long-term care for ill and disabled presents difficult ethical questions, UN reports

* * * *

Middle East

13 February – The best path towards achieving a comprehensive regional peace in the Middle East remains moving forward with the road map of the diplomatic Quartet, a senior United Nations official told the Security Council today.

In an open briefing of the Council on the situation in the Middle East, including the Palestinian question, Under-Secretary-General for Political Affairs Kieran Prendergast said the situation in the region remained very serious. He stressed that without the prospect of some forward movement on the political front, it was difficult to see how the current cycle of violence and counter-violence in the Middle East could be stopped.

Early implementation of the road map of the Quartet, which is comprised of the UN, European Union, Russian Federation and United States, would break the current stalemate and allow Israelis and Palestinians to actively pursue their legitimate aspirations across the negotiating table, Mr. Prendergast said.

“The longer its implementation is delayed, the farther apart Israel and the Palestinians will move and the longer it will take for them to build the trust and confidence that is a prerequisite for their mutual security guarantees and, ultimately, a just and comprehensive settlement,” he said.

Mr. Prendergast also welcomed reports about a private meeting last week between Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon and Speaker of the Palestinian Legislative Council, Ahmed Qurei. “This will hopefully mark the beginning of a renewed dialogue between the Government of Israel and the Palestinian Authority towards reaching a cease-fire understanding,” he said.

Meanwhile on the humanitarian front, Mr. Prendergast said that the UN Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA) had warned that by the end of next month, the organization was in danger of running out of resources to feed 1.1 million people in the occupied Palestinian territory. UNRWA’s $94 million appeal had gone largely unheeded, he said, calling on the international community to respond generously to the Agency’s needs.

* * *

DR of Congo

13 February – Deeply concerned by the continuous heavy fighting in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), despite the signing of ceasefire agreements, two top United Nations officials today briefed the Security Council on the military situation and the deteriorating human rights conditions in that country.

The Under Secretary-General for Peacekeeping Operations, Jean-Marie Guéhenno, updated the Council on the persistent instability in the northeastern part of the country and steps taken by the UN Organization Mission in the DRC (MONUC) to achieve a peaceful resolution to the conflict.

MONUC has been working hard in the past weeks to defuse tensions among various factions and recommend peace-building mechanisms, Mr. Guéhenno said. He noted that the Mission was deeply concerned by the claims of the leader of the Union des Patriotes Congolais (UPC), Thomas Lubanga, that he has sole legitimate right to control the entire Ituri region.

“If there is no end to the present culture of impunity in the DRC, the progress we seek on the political front may be hard to achieve,” Mr. Guéhenno said, adding that thousands of people were displaced and suffered human rights abuses.

In echoing the view of Mr. Guéhenno, the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, Sergio Vieira de Mello, told the Council in his briefing that the human rights situation has “deteriorated significantly.” He said that information gathered “reveals that prosecution on ethnic and tribal grounds, extortion of property, rape and other forms of sexual violence against women, extra-judicial executions, and the forced recruitment of children are being committed.”

In view of these “gross violations of human rights” Mr. Vieira de Mello recommended that there was an “imperative need” to continue to monitor closely and report on the human rights situation in the DRC. He said consideration should be given to the establishment of an international commission of inquiry to look into such violations.

“The Council may wish to demand again that the belligerents and their foreign supporters put an immediate end to human rights violations and to the culture of impunity, and that those responsible for such crimes be immediately arrested – including those who continue to exercise military command functions – and eventually brought to justice,” the High Commissioner said.

* * *

Colombia

13 February – The United Nations Security Council today strongly condemned last weekend’s bomb attack in Bogotá, Colombia, saying that it regards such acts, like any act of terrorism, as a threat to international peace and security.

In a unanimously adopted resolution, the Council urged all States, in accordance with their obligations under landmark resolution 1373 on terrorism, “to work together urgently and to cooperate with and provide support and assistance to the Colombian authorities in their efforts to find and bring to justice the perpetrators, organizers and sponsors of this terrorist attack.”

The Council also voiced its “reinforced determination” to fight all forms of terrorism in accordance with its responsibilities under the UN Charter.

The resolution expressed the Council’s deepest sympathy and condolences to the people and the Government of Colombia and to the victims of the 7 February bomb attack and their families.

* * * 

Iraq: relief

13 February – Underscoring the belief of Secretary-General Kofi Annan that war in Iraq is not inevitable, a senior United Nations relief official today outlined the world body’s plans for humanitarian assistance to that country in the event of armed conflict.

Speaking at a press briefing at UN Headquarters in New York, Kenzo Oshima, Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs, stressed that contingency planning by the UN should not be misconstrued as indication to the contrary.

“The Secretary-General continues to believe that inspections can work and that all avenues should be explored to find a peaceful solution,” he said. “But it is also important to underline that it is the responsibility of the United Nations to be ready for any contingency in Iraq, as indeed, anywhere else.”

Mr. Oshima’s briefing came after the Secretary-General gave an informal presentation earlier Thursday to Security Council members on the status of humanitarian contingency planning for Iraq by the UN Secretariat.

Under a “medium-case scenario” used in its planning assumptions, Mr. Oshima said that up to 10 million people – which would include internally displaced persons, refugees and the general public – may require food assistance during and immediately after the start of the conflict, while up to half of the population may be without access to potable water. He added that 2 million people could become internally displaced, and that there was the potential for between 600,000 to 1.45 million refugees and asylum seekers.

The Under-Secretary-General said the UN’s role will be to make sure that enough measures are in place that will allow the UN and the international humanitarian community to alleviate suffering and provide life-saving assistance. “Of course parties to the conflict will be expected to meet their obligations to protect and assist civilian populations under international humanitarian law,” he added.

* * *

Iraq: inspections

13 February – As United Nations officials conducted another interview with an Iraqi citizen today, UN weapons monitors carried out inspections at several facilities throughout the country.

According to a UN spokesman in Baghdad, the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) conducted a private interview with a senior engineer connected to Iraq’s utilization of aluminium tubes.

Meanwhile, an IAEA team conducted a car-borne radiation survey at the Saddam facility and in the Falluja area, 50 kilometres west of Baghdad. A second IAEA team performed an inspection at the Ibn Al-Haytham north of Baghdad.

In other inspection activities, a chemical team from the UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC) continued the destruction of chemical ammunitions filled with mustard gas at Al Mutanna. “The team started to detoxify mustard from some of the shells by chemical means,” said spokesman Hiro Ueki.

One UNMOVIC missile team visited the Al Feda Factory, which is involved in the production of missiles launchers, while another inspected the Bader State establishment, which manufactures dies and moulds for missile components.

About 45 kilometres north of Baghdad, an UNMOVIC biological team inspected an airfield as another team held discussions at the Iraqi National Monitoring Directorate (NMD) relating to documents supplied by Iraq to UNMOVIC Executive Chairman Hans Blix during his latest visit last weekend.

An UNMOVIC multidisciplinary team inspected the Ibn-Roshd State Company, a quality control centre, adjacent to the Mechanical Engineering Design Centre. “The team continued to verify Iraq’s declarations and to determine any cooperation for the military industry,” Mr. Ueki said.

* * *

Bolivia

13 February – The United Nations Secretary-General, Kofi Annan, today voiced concern about the violent incidents that took place yesterday in Bolivia and deplored the loss of life.

“The Secretary-General appeals to the Government and to the people of Bolivia to seek solutions to their problems through dialogue and full respect for the institutions of democracy,” said a statement issued in New York by a spokesman for Mr. Annan.

“The Bolivian people and their leadership have worked hard and made sacrifices to modernize the economy while preserving and strengthening their democratic institutions,” the statement added. “Yet much remains to be done to reduce inequity and poverty.”

The Secretary-General also appealed to the international community to demonstrate “flexibility and understanding in helping Bolivia find solutions to the difficult problems it confronts.”

* * *

HIV/AIDS

13 February – It would be an “unspeakable humanitarian tragedy” if the rumour of war, or an actual war, in Iraq subverts the struggle against AIDS in Africa, a United Nations envoy warned today.

“It would be the ultimate triumph of conflict over the human imperative,” Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Special Envoy on HIV/AIDS in Africa, Stephen Lewis, said during a press briefing on the trip to southern Africa he took with James Morris, the Secretary-General’s Special Envoy for the humanitarian crisis in Africa.

Drawing attention to the report of the mission, which went to Lesotho, Malawi, Zambia and Zimbabwe in January, Mr. Lewis said it contained very strong and uncompromising language because there was no room for ambiguity– 40 million people worldwide, 30 million of them in Africa, were at risk due to the AIDS epidemic.

“HIV/AIDS is the most fundamental underlying cause of the southern African crisis,” he stated, referring to the on-going debate about the role of drought in the food shortage. The findings during the mission, he said, conclusively support the new variant of a different kind of food shortage and agricultural decimation significantly caused by HIV/AIDS.

Quoting from the report, Mr. Lewis said, “the apparent lack of urgency, leadership, direction and responsibility in the response of the United Nations, national governments, and the international community to the pandemic’s effects on women and girls is deeply troubling.”

Mr. Lewis said he was “disconsolate” about the lack of follow-up or implementation to the gender policy discussions, saying, “Women are terrifyingly vulnerable.” He said he was also extremely concerned about the extraordinary proliferation of orphans in Africa and stressed that the focus must be on finding a solution to that problem.

* * *

Secretary-General

13 February – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan is set to begin this weekend a two-week trip to Europe, where he will hold talks with continental leaders on several issues, including Iraq, the Middle East and Africa.

According to a UN spokesman, the Secretary-General has been invited by Prime Minister Costas Simitis of Greece, which currently holds the Presidency of the European Union, to join a meeting on Monday of Heads of State and Government to examine the latest developments in Iraq and the Middle East.

On Tuesday, the Secretary-General is scheduled to fly to Rome, where he will have lunch with Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi, and then have an audience that evening with Pope John Paul II. While in Rome, Mr. Annan will also address the twenty-fifth anniversary session of the Governing Council of the UN International Fund for Agricultural Development on Wednesday.

The Secretary-General is expected to leave for Paris that evening and on Thursday morning, meet with President Jacques Chirac before addressing the Africa-France Summit, which will be taking place over the next two days.

The UN spokesman said Mr. Annan would have a number of bilateral meetings in the margins of the Summit, which he will attend through Friday. The Secretary-General is also planning visits to Ankara and Athens, starting on 24 February.

* * *

Western Sahara

13 February – A top United Nations envoy for Western Sahara today welcomed the announcement by the Frente POLISARIO of its decision to release 100 Moroccan prisoners of war to mark the day of Eid-al-Adha.

William Lacy Swing, the chief of the UN Mission for the Referendum in Western Sahara (MINURSO), hailed the decision, which was announced on Monday and came after the intervention of a Member State. He said it was responsive to Security Council resolution 1429, and expressed his hope for an early release of all remaining prisoners of war in full compliance with international humanitarian law.

Mr. Swing also called on the parties to continue to cooperate with the efforts of the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) to resolve the fate of all those unaccounted for since the beginning of the conflict.

* * *

Côte d’Ivoire

13 February – The humanitarian situation in Côte d’Ivoire is extremely serious and risks further deterioration unless the parties on all sides of the conflict moved quickly to implement the peace accord signed two weeks ago in Paris, the top United Nations envoy for the crisis in that country said today.

Having just returned from her five-nation assessment mission to West Africa, Carolyn McAskie told reporters at UN Headquarters in New York that although President Laurent Gbagbo issued a statement accepting at least the spirit of the Linas-Morcoussis Agreement, “we are currently waiting to see if the rebels will in fact take that as full implementation of the accord and come to the table.”

“At the moment, they are not yet accepting to come back to the table,” said Ms. McAskie, the Secretary-General’s Humanitarian Envoy for the Crisis in Côte d’Ivoire. “We are very concerned about the breakdown of society in the country, and my sense is that even should the peace accord suddenly jump into life, it would take months if not more than a year to stabilize the population and the country.”

Recalling that her mission – with stops in Liberia, Guinea, Ghana, Burkina Faso and Mali – also examined the effects of the Ivoirian conflict on neighbouring countries, Ms. McAskie said the fighting has been characterized by attacks on so-called foreigner nationals of other West African countries living and working in Côte d’Ivoire. “Those people, some of whom have lived and worked in Côte d’Ivoire for generations, have now fled because of the fighting,” she said, adding “we’re talking about 200,000 or 300,000 people, and the numbers are growing.”

Ms. McAskie said that even in Government-controlled areas, life was not very easy for Ivoirians. “The current attitudes on the Government side are not acceptable,” she said, recounting troubling incidents highlighted in the report of the recent fact-finding mission to the region by the Deputy High Commissioner for Human Rights. Those included attacks on shantytowns, harassment by police and harassment by young vigilantes who had been authorized by the Government for “self-defence” of certain areas.

After such a brutal conflict and serious tensions that spread through the whole West African region, there was no guarantee that people would just go back to their homes, she added. “We’ll have to help the country reconstruct a lot of its services.” She said the funding is not where it should be and she will shortly be making a humanitarian appeal for more donor support. Follow-up on the economic impact of the crisis will also have to be undertaken.

Meanwhile, in Abidjan, the Secretary-General’s new Special Representative for Côte d’Ivoire, Albert Tevoedjre, has taken up his duties. Yesterday, he held the first follow up committee meeting of the agreement reached among the Ivoirian parties last month in France.

* * *
Panel of eminent persons

13 February – Secretary-General Kofi Annan today announced the establishment of a panel of prominent persons, headed by former President Fernando Henrique Cardoso of Brazil, to examine the relationship between the United Nations and civil society, and to make recommendations for strengthening such ties.

“Improving the interaction between the United Nations and the many diverse actors in civil society is an essential step towards reforming the United Nations,” the Secretary-General said in a statement announcing the formation of the Panel of Eminent Persons on United Nations Relations with Civil Society, and the appointment of Mr. Cardoso as his Special Adviser.

“The goals of the United Nations can only be achieved if civil society as well as Governments and international agencies are fully engaged.”

The Secretary-General originally announced the creation of the panel on 30 September 2002 as part of a broad set of reform measures designed to make the United Nations more efficient and more capable of responding to the new demands of the twenty-first century.

In today’s statement, the Secretary-General said he would look to the Panel to take stock of the United Nations work with civil society and to recommend how it can be improved. “Such improvement can only benefit the peoples in whose name the United Nations was founded,” Mr. Annan said.

In addition to Mr. Cardoso, the members of the 12-person Panel, who are affiliated with governments, non-governmental organizations, academia and the private sector, include Bagher Asadi of Iran, Birgitta Dahl of Sweden, Peggy Dulany of the United States and André Erdös of Hungary.

The remaining members are: Asma Khader of Jordan; Juan Mayr of Colombia; Malini Mehra of India; Kumi Naidoo of South Africa; Mary Racelis of the Philippines; Prakash Ratilal of Mozambique and Aminata Traoré of Mali.

* * *

Literacy Decade

13 February – In a bid to extend literacy to the 861 million adults worldwide who cannot read or write and the 113 million children out of school, the United Nations today launched the Literacy Decade.

“Literacy remains part of the unfinished business of the 20th century. One of the success stories of the 21st century must be the extension of literacy to include all humankind,” Deputy Secretary-General Louise Fréchette said at the ceremony to kick-off the Decade at UN Headquarters in New York.

Emphasizing that literacy is a prerequisite for a “health, just and prosperous world,” Ms. Fréchette noted that there is no tool for development more effective than the education of girls and women and that is why the first two years of the decade will focus on “Literacy and gender.”

“When women are educated and empowered the benefits can be seen immediately: families are healthier; they are better fed; their income, savings and reinvestment go up,” the Deputy Secretary-General said. “And what is true of families is true of communities – ultimately, indeed, of whole countries.”

Joining Ms. Fréchette at the ceremony was the Director-General of the UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), Koïchiro Matsuura, under whose direction the Decade, which has the theme, “Literacy as Freedom,” will be coordinated.

In his remarks, Mr. Matsuura said through literacy, the downtrodden could find their voice, the poor could learn how to learn and the powerless could empower themselves. In that light, the drive for universal literacy was integrally linked to the human rights agenda. Literacy was not a universal panacea for all development problems, but, as a tool of development, it was both versatile and proven.

For his part, President Natsagiyn Bagabandi of Mongolia, the driving force behind the initiative, warned that the international community would fail to guarantee equal human rights for all as long as it accepted illiteracy. Literacy was not only the primary requirement for economic well-being, but also a solid base for a lifelong investment in a better and happy life.

Notwithstanding the progress and development made in the new information-based century, he added, the virtual elimination of illiteracy called for an effective partnership based on redoubled efforts, resource mobilization and coordination of relevant policies and strategies at the global level.

The implementation of the Decade’s plan of action, prepared by UNESCO, will be organized around themes with biennial focuses such as gender, poverty, health, peace and freedom.

* * *

Afghanistan


13 February – The overwhelming donor response to the crisis in Afghanistan –with some $2 billion delivered in 2002 – has officials from the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) hopeful that, whatever happens on the international scene in the coming months, the long-suffering Afghan people will be able to continue their march towards recovery.


Lauding the commitment of the international community during a press conference at UN Headquarters, two senior UNDP officials said yesterday that current estimates were that donor assistance would not be less than $2 billion this year, and most of the major donors had made commitments already and were delivering. 

“We’re very hopeful that no matter what else might happen on the international scene, the commitment to continue aid to Afghanistan will continue, and we look forward to helping the Government play a more and more important role in carrying out is duties,” said David Lockwood, Deputy Director of UNDP’s Regional Bureau for Asia and the Pacific.

Asked if the Iraq crisis could undermine the donor community’s pledged assistance to Afghanistan in the near term, Mr. Lockwood said, “We certainly hope it won’t.  The commitments made by countries that are already engaged are well and truly on the table.  And we’re assuming that countries will honour those commitments”.  

He stressed that it was critical that countries lived up to those pledges, at least for existing commitments, because if they did not, Afghanistan could easily slide back to what had happened in the early 1990s. “I think their sincerity at this point is guaranteed,” he added.

Also joining the press conference was Ercan Murat, the UNDP Country Director for Afghanistan. He said the agency had been working to make the presence and the visibility of the Government as strong as possible not only in Kabul, but also – more importantly and more challengingly – outside of the capital.  

“Currently, the UNDP is working with a number of government ministries to enhance their presence in about 32 provincial locations,” Mr. Murat said, adding that eventually he hoped nearly 400 district level locations throughout the country could be reached. 

Stressing that a number of formidable challenges still lay ahead, chiefly security, which continued to be the number one priority, Mr. Lockwood said UNDP was playing a major role in building a national army and a national police force, as well as in the demobilization and reintegration of ex-combatants, and addressing the ongoing drug and mine problems.  

* * *

WHO

13 February – Asserting that long-term care for people with chronic illnesses and disabilities presents an urgent challenge around the world, the United Nations lead health agency said today there is a fundamental ethical obligation to provide care for all, particularly the weak and vulnerable.

The existing systems of care have come under great strain and are unable to fully meet growing demands, according to a report launched by the World Health Organization (WHO) in Geneva.

The report, entitled “Ethical Choices in Long-Term Care: What Does Justice Require?” illuminates the many ethical and social issues at stake, and is a product of a July 2002 consultation at the University of Chicago that brought together philosophers, experts in public health and long-term care and professionals knowledgeable about developing countries.

Noting that most societies are faced with resource limitations and difficult decisions about which of the competing needs to meet, the report discusses answers to such questions with the hope of providing guidance in the design of long-term care systems that are responsible, accessible, efficient and accountable, and address the wide variety of human needs with dignity and respect.

The report calls on societies to invite dialogue about the ethical framework within which equitable, fair, rational, and transparent decisions about long-term care can be made. It also says that governments have a crucial role as they must anticipate needs, ensure that resources are available and distribute them equitably and efficiently. Little has been done to address the current challenges, much less to prepare for the future.

The universal problem of long-term care is intensifying, due to a combination of demographic and epidemiological forces.

* *** *




UNEP and the Executive Director in the News


� HYPERLINK  \l "Mercury" ��THE ELECTRICITY - US Heads Off UNEP Action on Mercury�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Sports" ��XINHUA - FIVB joins forces with Global Sports Alliance� 


� HYPERLINK  \l "Initiative" ��Daily Nation - New initiative to benefit Africa�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Climate" ��UNWIRE- CLIMATE CHANGE: U.S. Presents Voluntary Steps, Draws Fire�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Biosphere" ��UNWIRE- BIOSPHERE RESERVES: UNESCO Seeks To Add Arab Sites�





Newspaper articles


Asian Age - Put poverty to the sword and defend environment 


Asian Age 12 Feb- India scores over UNEP on Asian cloud issue


The Statesman - India scores a point at environmental meet


India Express - India blows away ABC from UN agenda
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