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Reuters

Set for Ban, DDT Lingers in Battle Against Malaria


By Alister Doyle, Environment Correspondent 

OSLO (Reuters) - Few poisons have ridden such a rollercoaster through environmental history as DDT. 

	
	


Once hailed as a miracle pesticide, DDT will be outlawed as one of a "Dirty Dozen" chemicals from May 17 even as it stays in use as a controversial spray against malaria-spreading mosquitoes. 

The man who discovered its power to kill insects won a Nobel Prize in 1948, while shock at its damage to wildlife awoke a global environmental movement in the 1960s. 

Into the 21st century, countries including South Africa and Ethiopia still swear by DDT to combat malaria, which kills a million people a year. They say there is scant evidence that DDT is carcinogenic for humans. 

"There is still a role for DDT," said Jim Willis, head of the U.N. Environment Program (UNEP) chemicals division, estimating that about 25 countries will use DDT under exemptions from the DDT pesticide ban from May 17. 

DDT is one of 12 industrial chemicals to be outlawed under the U.N.'s 2001 Stockholm Convention on Persistent Organic Pollutants (POPs), which formally comes into force on Monday (May 17) after ratification by 50 states. 

Developing countries have a difficult choice in using a known poison to spray homes yet malaria kills one African child every 30 seconds, according to U.N. estimates. The disease burdens health budgets and curbs economic growth. 

Best known by its "DDT" initials, dichloro-diphenyl-trichloromethylmethane can suppress the immune system and is infamous for threatening bird populations by thinning eggshells. 

NO HEALTH DAMAGE? 

"We have seen no conclusive evidence that it (spraying) has any impact on human health. We put very small quantities of DDT on the wall," said Devanand Moonasar, national malaria program manager of South Africa's National Department of Health. 

"We spray only under the eaves and also inside the houses of traditional mud structures," he said, adding that spraying was normally from August to October when mosquitoes were worst. 

Still, workers use full protective clothing for spraying, and U.N. warnings about DDT and the rest of the "Dirty Dozen" POPs are stark. 

"Of all the pollutants released into the environment every year by human activity, POPS are the most dangerous," said UNEP chief Klaus Toepfer, adding that the world should hunt for alternatives to DDT to control malaria. 

DDT and other POPs including dioxins or pesticides like aldrin or chlordane are found worldwide but build into highest concentrations in the fatty tissues of people in the Arctic and in animals from polar bears to seals. 

In the heavily industrialized northern hemisphere, the chemicals are swept north by ocean currents and winds and end up lodging in fatty tissues in the apparently pristine Arctic. 

"There is a conflict between the interests of the people in the Arctic and those who are living in areas where DDT is used," said Lars-Otto Reiersen, head of the Arctic Monitoring and Assessment Program. 

He said that a main modern source of DDT in the Arctic was Russia -- measurements showed that it was still in use there, perhaps as a crop spray. Russia has signed but not yet ratified the POPs convention. 

Most western countries banned DDT in the 1970s. 

The WWF environmental group said that more efforts should be put into finding less toxic alternatives to DDT in fighting malaria. "It's still a very dangerous chemical," said Samantha Smith, director of the WWF's Arctic Program. 

NAPOLEON'S LICE 

Toward the end of World War II, DDT was found to be potent in killing lice that spread typhus among soldiers. Lice-borne diseases had ravaged armies throughout history, including Napoleon's forces in his ill-fated 1812 march to Moscow. 

"Unexpectedly, dramatically, practically out of the blue, DDT appeared as a 'deus ex machina'," said Sweden's G. Fischer in a speech awarding the 1948 Nobel Medicine Prize to Switzerland's Paul Hermann Muller for his DDT discovery. 

But in 1962, U.S. author Rachel Carson made DDT infamous in her landmark book "Silent Spring," detailing the risks of using industrial chemicals. The book is credited with spurring global environmental awareness. 

UNEP's Willis said there was hope for a world rid of DDT, but that it could take decades. 

"Mexico recently stopped using DDT, and they've seen at the same time a reduction in malaria rates," he said. 

He said that broader anti-malaria policies included clearing stagnant water where mosquitoes breed, placing nets around beds at night, targeted use of alternative anti-mosquito pesticides and development of new medicines. 
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UNEP calls for action to save bamboo
The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) has called for urgent action to be taken to protect one of the world's most ancient life forms and the species that depend on it. 

A new study by the International Network for Bamboo and Rattan (INBAR) estimates that as many as half the world's 1,200 woody bamboo species may be in danger of extinction as a result of massive forest destruction. As a result, many species such as giant pandas and mountain gorillas, that depend almost entirely on bamboo for food and shelter, face an even greater struggle for survival, the report says. 

Millions of people also depend on the plant for construction, handicrafts and food. It is also used as a source for furniture and paper, and international trade in bamboo, mostly from cultivated sources, is worth more than US$2 billion annually - as much as bananas or beef from the US, the report says. 

Klaus Toepfor, UNEP Executive Director said: "This new report highlights how vital it is for the international community to take a far greater interest in these extraordinary plant species. Governments at the World Summit on Sustainable Development two years ago agreed to reduce the rate of loss of biodiversity. This new report makes it clear that conserving bamboo, for the sake of people and for the sake of wildlife, should have a high priority in this global effort." 

The report says that the extraordinary life cycle of bamboo make them especially vulnerable to rapid deforestation, as individuals of each species flower only once every 20 to 100 years. Many species do this simultaneously and then die. Now, some 250 woody bamboo species have less than 2,000 square kilometres of forest - an area the size of London - remaining within their ranges. 

Ian Hunter, Director General of INBAR, said: "This report is the first step towards quantifying existing resources of bamboo. The survival of many potentially important bamboo species may be threatened as they grow in forests that are shrinking under human pressure." 

_________________________________________________________________________
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Bamboo loss potentially devastating – UNEP

Thursday 13 May 2004
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A new report that identifies wild bamboo as ‘at risk’ has raised fears for several endangered species such as mountain gorillas and giant pandas. The investigation, by the UN Environment Programme and INBAR (International Network for Bamboo and Rattan), finds that deforestation has severely reduced the amount of bamboo around the world, leaving a tiny fraction of previous coverage. More than half of the world’s bamboo species face extinction as result, says the report. 

The market for bamboo products, in construction, paper and food, is worth more than $2bn annually. 

UNEP Executive Director Klaus Toepfer said; “Trade in these plants is worth as much as bananas or American beef. Yet until now, their status and condition have been largely ignored with many species taken for granted.” 

It is hoped that the publication of the report will lead to increased conservation measures for bamboo species and stricter deforestation regulations. 

INBAR’s Ian Hunter added; "The report is the first step towards quantifying existing resources of bamboo. The survival of many potentially important bamboo species may be threatened as they grow in forests that are shrinking under human pressure. 

_________________________________________________________________________
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By David Hopkins 
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Dead zones

BYLINE: Ira P. Pedrasa with Sarwell Q. Meniano

BODY:
 While the whole world is counting to 150, the Philippines is too familiar with "dead zones."

Known as "biologically dead" in the country, these are bodies of waters with low levels of oxygen virtually uninhabitable by marine creatures. Remember the Pasig river?

In a study released by Robert J. Diaz, Janet Nestlerode and Minnie L. Diaz for the seventh International Symposium on Fish Physiology, Toxicology and Water Quality in Talinn, Estonia last year, they identified dead zones, or hypoxia, as threatening to ecosystems. 

"A Global Perspective on the Effects of Eutrophication and Hypoxia on Aquatic Biota" also underscored eutrophication as the leading cause of low levels of oxygen in bodies of water.

Eutrophication is the increase in the production of organic matter which can be harmful to the ecosystem's natural adapting processes, the study said.

According to the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP), there is an estimated 146 dead zones worldwide, mostly in Europe and the east coast.

The report added that the rise in deoxygenated areas is a major threat to those dependent on fisheries for their livelihood.

In the Philippines, almost half of the population attributes their income to the fishing sector.

Edgardo Tongson, World Wildlife Fund (WWF) vice-president for programs, said some of these bodies of water could not even accommodate life.

He said agricultural excesses and human wastes have displaced oxygen into great quantities of nitrogen and phosphorus. Other organisms like algae even compete for oxygen cycles in aquatic life, he added.

Leaning on agricultural thrusts, the country is host to experimental fertilizers for production and harvests. Nitrogen and phosphorus are musts for biodiversity. However, runoffs, especially in the rainy season, hasten the flow of the fertilizers' excess nutrients into seas and oceans, according to the UNEP. Algae formations occur from these excess nutrients, it added.

The paper also noted other factors inducing dead zones, including global warming and other human activities like blast-fishing.

Citing the case of Pansipit river between Taal Lake and Balayan Bay, Mr. Tongson noted man's negligence as the main cause of deteriorating oxygen supply in the area.

Accounting to economic needs, diverse catches include the Maliputo fish, an expensive if not prominent delicacy there.

"The surrounding bodies of water are populated by fish cages and the unconsumed feeds decompose," he said.

Fish kills and coliform also picture the imminent biological death of Philippine bodies of water. "Even Dagupan and Batangas have had their share of major fish kills a few years ago, caused mainly by pollution," Mr. Tongson said.

In addition, various accounts also report cases of water habitat degradation. A United States magazine said that Manila Bay from afar looked like "a green soup due to dense carpets of algae."

Another also reported that 90% of the coral reefs are dead or deteriorating. Environmentalists said that large amounts of cyanide for blast-fishing are poisonous to water, reefs and organisms.

On the other hand, same cases hound the rest of the world. The study identified large pools of water as major concerns. The Black and Baltic seas are examples, the study said.

Oxygen-depletion as well as other factors in these parts have altered the ecosystem, the study added. It also noted that "response to multiple stressors include increased turbidity, decrease in non-gelatinous zooplankton, decline in biodiversity and replacement of highly valued demersal fish species with less desirable planktonic omnivores."

Dead zones, the study said, differ in size, ranging from one square kilometer to 70,000 square kilometers.

It added that the problem may also be episodic, with a noted case of an annual occurrence for roughly 79 out of the 146 reported dead zones.

Continuous monitoring and sustainable agriculture processes are encouraged by the UNEP to decrease dead zones and its impact.

Meanwhile, the Department of Environment and Natural Resources (DENR) regional office in Tacloban City is conducting an inventory of foreshore lands in Eastern Visayas in preparation for the collection of occupation and rental fees from occupants.

DENR regional technical director Allan Barcena said field offices in the region have been conducting the inventory since last year to prevent other illegal occupants.

They expect to complete the inventory this year, sign foreshore lease agreements with occupants and collect the occupation and rental fees.

"If we don't have this kind of program, the proliferation of illegal occupants in foreshore areas in Region 8 will continue," he said. DENR classifies foreshore as the area three meters from the seashore in urban places, 20 meters from the coast in rural areas and 40 meters from the coast in forest places.

"A foreshore area cannot be titled. This belongs to the public domain. It can only be disposed off through lease agreement. This is the only instrument being issued by the government to legitimize the stay of occupants in foreshore areas," Mr. Barcena said.

He said most of the occupants in foreshore areas of the region are illegal since they have not signed any lease agreement with the DENR.

The tenants are required to pay occupation fees while the foreshore lease agreements are still being processed.

He said most of the occupied foreshore areas are used for residential purposes, while some are used for commercial and industrial purposes.

The DENR regional office here was not able to present figures showing the number of illegal foreshore occupants since the inventory is still ongoing. But, nationwide, almost 60% of the country's total population resides in the coastal zone and almost all of the foreshore occupants are living below the poverty line.

At least 70% of cities and municipalities nationwide are along the coastal areas. In Eastern Visayas, 110 out of 139 municipalities and four cities are coastal areas.
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Grist Magazine

Geoffrey Dabelko, at the Hague 

Dispatches from the Hague Conference on Environment, Security, and Sustainable Development 

Day One | Day Two | Day Three 

Wednesday, 12 May 2004 
THE HAGUE, Netherlands    Recent research suggests that environmental degradation can catalyze violent conflict. But is the opposite also true? Can environmental cooperation foster peace?

The answer is yes, according to a number of participants at the Hague Conference on Environment, Security, and Sustainable Development. Many regions suffering from tensions or simmering conflicts could potentially benefit from peace-building efforts that focus on environmental issues. Environmental cooperation can enhance trust, establish habits of cooperation, forge cooperative bonds between different groups, and create shared benefits, norms, and identities. In such a strategy, environmental cooperation is a tool for building confidence, not the goal itself.

	


Discussions here at the Peace Palace provided some tangible examples. "Peace parks" in former conflict zones can not only conserve biodiversity, but can help former combatants cohabit contested space, provide new jobs for demobilized soldiers, and create a shared sense of responsibility and identity for nearby residents -- if they are set up correctly and involve the local community in their design.

Saleem Ali from the University of Vermont highlighted an ongoing effort to establish a peace park in the Karakoram Range between antagonists India and Pakistan. Nicknamed the K2 peace park because it would contain K2, the second-highest peak in the world, this initiative has gained added momentum with the coming 50th anniversary of the first successful ascent of the mountain.

Two or more countries share rivers in 263 basins around the world. This interdependence, coupled with increasing water scarcity and population growth, leads many politicians and journalists to hail "coming water wars." The Nile River is often flagged as a prime candidate for armed conflict over water, harkening back to Egyptian President Anwar Sadat's threats to bomb upstream Ethiopian hydro-development projects that would decrease flows into downstream Egypt.

Yet cooperation, not conflict, is the real story of transboundary waters. Efforts to move from arguing over water rights to debating water needs, to exploring "shared benefits" among countries and communities, is a transition starting to happen along river basins.

The Nile Basin Initiative is an ongoing high-level government-to-government effort to share benefits up and down the Nile. Facilitated by the World Bank and the U.N. Development Program, this process includes ongoing ministerial negotiations among all 10 "riparians," or countries in the basin.

There is still considerable work to do, however, said Patricia Kameri-Mbote of the International Environmental Law Center in Nairobi, Kenya. While supportive of the objectives of the Nile Basin Initiative, Kameri-Mbote pointed out the need for better integration of civil-society actors into the process, which has largely been dominated by governments. This stakeholder participation and transparency are necessary for the ultimate sustainability and effectiveness of the NBI enterprise, according to Kameri-Mbote, who also serves as chair of Kenya's Discourse-Civil Society Engagement on the Nile.

If we flip the environmental security coin, the other side reveals the impact of the military itself on security. How does war damage the environment and how can post-conflict efforts restore or improve the environment?

Pekka Haavisto, chair of the U.N. Environment Program's new Post-Conflict Assessment Unit, said he is often asked whether people in immediate post-conflict situations can afford to care about the environment. He responds with a definitive yes. Returning refugees have immediate questions about whether they can drink the water and whether the area is contaminated by remnants from munitions. Disseminating this kind of information, and helping establish means to assess and improve conditions, are critical functions this UNEP unit has now provided in Liberia, Kosovo, and Afghanistan, among others. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________
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School from India Wins Volvo Adventure Environmental Award; U.S. Team Participates in Finals 


	



	A group a students from India won the 2004 Volvo Adventure Environmental Award and received a check for $10,000 to continue to fund ongoing environmental education projects. 
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GOTHENBURG, Sweden--(BUSINESS WIRE)--May 13, 2004--A group of students from India won the first place prize of $10,000 in the Volvo Adventure Environmental Award, Volvo announced last week. The project - Turning Over a New Leaf - from Environment to Empowerment - focused on vermicomposting, a cost-effective process which converts dry leaves into organic manure using earthworms. The students reached out to women in the rural villages of India and taught them the process for converting the leaves as an alternative to burning the leaves, which pollutes the air. After the conversion process, the women can sell the nutrient-rich organic manure. 

The second place prize of $6,000 was awarded to the group from Mauritius. Their project, Demonstration House, showed how simple technologies can be used to collect rainwater, recycle waste water, produce compost and grow vegetables organically. The $4,000 third place prize was awarded to the student from Croatia for his project Save the Species Next to Us - demonstrating that one person really can make a difference. 

The U.S. team tied for fourth place with their project South Florida's Water Quality: A Life, Leisure, Legacy, about non-point source pollution in Lake Worth Lagoon. 

All 92 students attending the Volvo Adventure finals in Sweden contributed to the Volvo Adventure Statement to World Leaders to be presented to the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP). The students, representing 15 countries, outlined what environmental issues they feel are most important and what action they think needs to be taken. 

The annual competition is currently seeking participants for the 2004/2005 contest. Volvo Adventure asks students to get involved in their local communities by identifying and researching an environmental issue, then creating and carrying out an action plan to improve the current situation. Young environmentalists have until Dec. 15, 2004 to submit entries on the Volvo Adventure Web site www.volvoadventure.org. 

Volvo Adventure is an Internet-based global environmental competition for young people, aged 10 to 16. The purpose of Volvo Adventure is to increase environmental awareness amongst young people worldwide, as well as encourage young people to take on practical projects that will demonstrate they can make a difference to the environment in which they live. 

Volvo Adventure is a joint project between AB Volvo and Volvo Cars. More information about Volvo Adventure is available at www.volvoadventure.org.
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UNEP: OVER 50% OF SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA NOW LEAD-FREE

       Kenya on Friday promised to switch to unleaded gasoline by 1 Jan., 2006, putting the entire African continent on track to remove lead from gasoline by the end of next year, the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) announced.
       More than half of all gasoline sold in sub-Saharan Africa is already lead-free, UNEP announced. "Most of he countries that have not yet switched are in the process of developing action plans to ensure a complete phase-out by the end of 2005," UNEP said, adding that "12 countries with refineries have
committed to lead phase-out."
       Nine countries including Cape Verde, Ethiopia, Eritrea, Ghana (refiner), Mauritania, Mauritius, Nigeria (refiner), Rwanda, and Sudan (refiner) have already switched entirely to unleaded fuel,
UNEP said.
       The announcements came last week at a conference organized jointly by the World Bank (the Clean Air Initiative for Sub Saharan Africa) and UNEP, which is hosting the Partnership for Clean Fuels and Vehicles. The conference has been identifying the remaining barriers to delivering the full and final phase-
out of leaded petrol, according to UNEP.
       While the lead phase-out is important for health reasons -and the ability to introduce modern, cleaner vehicles -it's not he ending point, said Patrick Bultynck, senior urban transport economist for the World Bank 's Africa region.
       "There are numerous other pollutants produced by transport and industry that also need to be tackled. The fact that we can rid cities of lead pollution give us all the confidence and clear signal that these other pollution concerns are within our reach," he said.
       By the end of the conference, UNEP expected the finalization of action plans from those countries that have not yet done so.
       UNEP's has set a lead-free deadline of December 2005 for sub-Saharan Africa.
       Jeremy Glunt
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TEDA Attaches Importance to Environmental Protection 

    TIANJIN, China, May 13 /PRNewswire/ -- Tianjin Economic Development Area (TEDA) in north China has been selected by State Environmental Protection Administration of China as the first national eco-industrial demonstration park in recognition of its achievements for environmental protection. TEDA is

chosen from the 49 state-level economic development areas in the country.

    After more than 20 years of reform and opening up to the outside world, China's economic development areas now begin to take the ecological industry as their main development mode in addition to their original development code focusing on export-oriented economy, and ecological industry in China's development areas will become an important means for attracting investment.  Eco-industrial parks put emphasis on the integrated design for energy flow, logistics, materials flow and information flow so as to reduce resource and

energy consumption, raise production efficiency, minimize the discharge of pollutants and lower social average costs.

    Tianjin Economic Development Area, a pioneer in environmental protection,  has made remarkable achievements in ecological design, less-pollution production and the recycling of waste gas, water and industrial residues. They include the ecological design for Motorola company, comprehensive utilization

of slag and coal ash in the thermal power company and the recycle of waste water in Novozymes company.

    TEDA adopted the ISO14000 environmental management system in 2000 and became a national environmental management demonstration area. In 2001, it became the "Environmental Management Pilot Project for Chinese Industrial Parks" sponsored by the State Environmental Protection Administration and the

United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). TEDA was also selected as a pilot project for EU-China Environmental Management Cooperation Program (EMCP) in 2003.

    TEDA has so far made much substantial progress in building the eco-industrial park. Work on construction of a "Toyota eco-industrial community" with the Toyota auto project involving an investment of 1 billion US dollars is underway. According to Dr. Wei Hongmei from TEDA Environmental Protection Bureau, two companies supportive to the Toyota auto project have been set up in TEDA this year. One of the companies will process the leftovers and scrap steel from the Toyota factory and its affiliates, while the other, the Toyota

Mould Factory, will use the products of the former as its raw materials. The latter will be the first cast steel plant in China to recycle leftovers and scrap steel.

    As an EMCP pilot project with assistance from EU, TEDA has carried out a series of activities in regard of environmental management, such as the establishment of a club for waste minimization, a waste recycling center and an eco-industrial information network to provide technical support for information exchange between the TEDA administration and enterprises, and the formulation of policies related to the management and recycling of wastes and water resources as well as the response system for emergency accidents.

    "The ecological construction lays a foundation for future development of economic development areas and the building of eco-industrial parks in development areas will play an exemplary role for industrial development and environmental protection in China," says an official from State Environmental Protection Administration.

________________________________________________________________________________________

AMI

Mauritanie - Environnement 

Ouverture d'un atelier de sensibilisation sur les produits appauvrissant la couche d'ozone 

Nouakchott, 11 Mai (AMI) - Un atelier de sensibilisation d'une journée sur la mise en oeuvre du protocole de Montréal relatif aux produits appauvrissant la couche d'ozone a débuté mardi à Nouakchott. 

Organisé par le ministère du Développement Rural et de l'Environnement à travers le bureau national d'ozone avec la collaboration du Programme des Nations Unies pour l'Environnement (PNUE), cet atelier d'une journée vise la sensibilisation des parties concernées par la problématique de la couche d'ozone dans notre pays. Cette rencontre intervient après un inventaire de tous les produits appauvrissant la couche d'ozone qui a prouvé que le secteur industriel est le plus grand utilisateur de ces produits. 

La mise en oeuvre du protocole de Montréal a connu deux phases dont la première a été réalisée grâce à l'appui de la Coopération Française à travers l'organisation de campagnes de sensibilisation, la formation de techniciens et de douaniers, la substitution de produits appauvrissant la couche d'ozone au niveau de six sociétés dont cinq à Nouadhibou et la signature d'un arrêté conjoint entre le ministère du Developpement Rural et le ministère du Commerce relatif à la rentrée de ces produits dans notre pays. La seconde phase en cours d'exécution est réalisée avec la collaboration du PNUE. 

Dans son mot d'ouverture, le secrétaire général du ministère du Développement Rural a rappelé que le développement économique a coïncidé avec la production et l'utilisation de plusieurs produits chimiques dans le domaine industriel. Il a ajouté que certains de ces produits ont une incidence néfaste sur la santé et l'environnement. Ce qui a conduit la communauté internationale à signer la convention de Vienne sur la protection de la couche d'ozone en 1985 et le protocole de Montréal sur les produits appauvrissant cette couche en 1987. 

Le Dr. Limam Ould Abdawa a ensuite rappelé que la problématique des produits appauvrissant la couche d'ozone constitue une partie de la problématique environnementale générale qui est liée au développement durable dans nos pays dont les ressources constituent la base essentielle de l'économie. Il a précisé que notre pays, sous la conduite du Président de la République, Monsieur Maaouya Ould Sid'Ahmed Taya a ratifié toutes les conventions relatives à la protection de l'environnement, y compris le protocole de Montréal. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

ENS

Flame Retardant Chemicals Found in Household Dust 

OAKLAND, California, May 13, 2004 (ENS) - U.S. researchers have found high levels of chemicals used as flame retardants in household dust within every home they sampled. The human health impacts of the chemicals, known as polybrominated diphenyl ethers (PBDEs), are not well known but scientists have found they cause neurological damage in laboratory animals. 

PBDEs are added to plastics, electronics, textiles, and construction materials as components of a common fire retardant. 

In the first national tests for PBDEs in household dust, the Environmental Working Group (EWG) found the average level from nine homes was more than 4,600 parts per billion (ppb), well above the average in any previous U.S. dust study. 

A tenth sample, collected in a home where products with fire retardants were recently removed, had more than 41,000 ppb of PBDEs - twice as high as any other dust study worldwide. 

The PBDE concentrations measured in household dust by the Washington, DC based research organization are much higher than levels previously reported in people, animals or the environment. The organization says they pose a more direct risk of exposure to people, especially children, who continually ingest or inhale dust. 
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Brominated flame retardants are found in upholstery and furniture foam cushions, and in electronics. (Photo credit unknown)
EWG's tests indicate that consumer products such as computers, TVs, furniture, carpets and drapes, not industrial releases, are the most likely sources of the rapid buildup of PBDEs in people, animals and the environment. 

The research group says its findings indicate neither the pending federal phase out of two kinds of PBDEs nor regulations enacted or under consideration in seven states go far enough. 

Under a voluntary agreement brokered last November by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and chemical manufacturers, two of the three main PBDEs in use, Penta and Octa, will be taken off the U.S. market at the end of 2004. 

Penta is primarily used in furniture foam and Octa in plastics for personal computers and small appliances. 

But no such agreement has been reached to ban the use of a third compound known as Deca. 

Deca is the most heavily used of the PBDEs - it is added to televisions, stereos, computers, hair dryers, toasters, draperies, and upholstery fabrics. 

In 2001 alone, North American industry used 49 million pounds of Deca, accounting for almost half the world market. 

The chemical industry argues that Deca molecules were too big to be absorbed by people's bodies and a recent risk assessment by the European Union found little public health risk from the compound. 

But environmentalists and public health advocates point to evidence that disputes those positions. 

Computers and office furniture emit flame retardant dust (Photo credit unknown)
Researchers have found that Deca - although less easily absorbed by the body than other PBDEs - breaks down under sunlight and during metabolic processes into chemical components of Penta. 

In addition, research shows that Deca escapes into the environment because it is not chemically bound to products to which it is added. 

One recent study of American women's breast milk found levels of Deca in 16 of 20 women tested, and a study from the University of Texas found a maximum level of Deca 40 times higher than industry's estimated maximum body burden for women who make their living disassembling computers that contain Deca. 

In half of the homes sampled by EWG, the predominant PBDE present was the type solely found in Deca. 

"It is no longer possible to ignore the evidence that Deca poses a threat to health and the environment," said EWG analyst Renee Sharp, principal author of the new study. "The EPA can not leave it to the states to regulate Deca on a patchwork basis. The evidence demands prompt action." 

California was the first state to take action on PBDEs, enacting legislation to ban Penta and Octa beginning in 2008. 

Six other states have passed or are considering bans or regulation of PBDEs. Of those, New York, Maine and Washington address Deca. 

The European Union (EU) has banned the use of all PBDEs in consumer electronics beginning in mid-2006. 

The EU ban was in part reaction to a Swedish study that found levels of the chemicals in breast milk in Sweden had increased 40 times from 1972 to 1997. 

In September 2003, nationwide tests by EWG found record levels of PBDEs in the breast milk of American mothers. 

Developed in the 1960s, the chemicals are known to be extremely persistent and accumulate in the body, much like mercury, lead and PCBs. 

When it announced the voluntary phase out of Penta and Octa last year, the EPA said it has not concluded that PBDEs pose an unreasonable risk to human health or the environment and does not believe that there is a need to remove or replace products that may contain these chemicals. 

Environmentalists contend there are safe alternatives to Deca and the other PBDEs that meet fire safety standards. 

Ericsson, a global manufacturer of cell phones and other electronics, has banned Deca and other PBDEs from its products and applications and has found replacements at comparable cost. 
_________________________________________________________________________


InterPress Service

May 12, 2004

UN  Warned of Death Trap in Iraq
by Thalif Deen
As the United Nations prepares to organize elections and help create a new interim government in Iraq starting in July, skepticism is growing about the wisdom of risking UN lives in a country swirling in violence and chaos..

The UN mission in Iraq is bound to fail, predict many Middle East analysts and UN staffers, because the world body is being increasingly viewed "not as an independent broker but as a glorified sub-contractor to the United States".

"Keep off Iraq," warns the 5,500-strong UN Staff Union, which has just adopted a unanimous resolution urging the world body to take immediate additional steps to address "the serious flaws in the security management system".

"We are dismayed that Secretary-General (Kofi Annan) continues to send staff to Iraq despite the present highly volatile and insecure environment," the resolution said.

A new UN Security Council resolution, which is expected to be adopted before the U.S.-run Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) withdraws from Baghdad on Jun. 30, will call for the creation of new multinational force for Iraq. But so far, there appear to be few volunteers.

India and Pakistan, two of the largest troop contributors to UN peacekeeping missions worldwide, have indicated they will not provide soldiers for any such force.

Salim Lone, a former spokesman for Under-Secretary-General Sergio Vieira de Mello, who died in a suicide bombing in Iraq last August, says that greater involvement of UN staff should only flow from a new Security Council initiative that would launch a new political and security mission independent of U.S. control.

"Such a Security Council involvement should be the pre-requisite for the return of UN staff. The only way to end this is to convince Iraqis that the international community is determined to ensure that their country becomes a genuinely free nation," he added.

Hans von Sponeck, a former head of the Oil-for-Food Program, says "a UN mandate would be one of the few possible ways out of the current quagmire.."

"Such a mandate, however, is no option unless two fundamental pre-conditions are met: security conditions must permit a UN presence, and a UN role must be in no way dependent on the authority of the CPA."

If neither of these preconditions is met, he argues, it would be irresponsible for the Security Council to allow a return of UN staff to Iraq.

"Lack of security would endanger UN lives, lack of a clear and independent mandate would further endanger the credibility of the United Nations," Von Sponeck added.

Award-winning journalist Naomi Klein says that 40 percent of U.S.-trained Iraqi soldiers have walked off the jobs, along with their weapons.

"There is a way the United Nations can redeem itself: it could choose to join the mutiny," adds Klein author of the best-seller 'No Logo'.

"Asking UN staff to work in Iraq is the equivalent of throwing innocent lives into a lion's den," says Merrill Cassell, a former budget director who served in Bangladesh, Thailand and Myanmar for the UN Children's Fund (UNICEF).

"Every UN staff member is a potential target in Iraq à sending UN staff to work in Iraq without security guarantees is one of the cruelest management decisions the United Nations can make, as US staff are unarmed and cannot defend themselves," Cassell told IPS.

A widely publicized report released last week said the al-Qaeda terrorist group had specifically directed death threats against Annan and his special representative in Iraq, Lakhdar Brahimi, and that both men have a price on their heads.

"Obviously, we take it seriously, and we will have to take precautions and then carry on with my life and my work. And that's what we're going to do," Annan told reporters.

Both present and former UN staffers are unanimous in their contention that the world body is walking into a "death trap" in Iraq.

The United Nations already has an auditing and monitoring team on the ground in Iraq. An electoral team, headed by an international commissioner, is expected to be dispatched to the country after July and will be tasked to ensure that the electoral process remains free and fair.

Carina Perelli, director of the U.N.'s Electoral Assistance Division, who made a preliminary visit to Iraq last month, told reporters after returning that "violence during the electoral process had to be minimized, and candidates should not be intimidated."

Because of security conditions, she said, the United Nations would have to rely on US forces for protection during the election processes.

Perelli said it would take eight months to complete the technical work required to hold a vote in Iraq.

But Staff Union Vice President Guy Candusso says that no UN staff – "not even in small numbers" – should be dispatched to Iraq.

Annan did not do justice to the 22 international staffers who died in last August's bombing of the UN compound in Baghdad, Candusso told IPS, because he failed to hold accountable senior UN officials "whose managerial incompetence and gross negligence failed the staff."

Lone told IPS that it would be a great folly at the moment to send UN colleagues to undertake an elections mission in "Iraq's deadly environment." At best, he said, any UN mission would make a marginal difference in easing that "tortured country's woes."

"But that cannot justify the terrible risks colleagues would be taking, since our effort would further cement our identification with the (US) occupation," Lone said.

"The anti-occupation insurgency continues to gather greater popular support and strength by the week and you can be sure our staff would be prime targets," he warned.

(Inter Press Service)

 _________________________________________________________________________________________ 

ROAP Media Update – 14 May 2004

UN or UNEP in the news

School from India Wins Volvo Adventure Environmental Award; U.S. Team Participates in Finals
GOTHENBURG, Sweden--(BUSINESS WIRE)--May 13, 2004--A group of students from India won the first place prize of $10,000 in the Volvo Adventure Environmental Award, Volvo announced last week. The project - Turning Over a New Leaf - from Environment to Empowerment - focused on vermicomposting, a cost-effective process which converts dry leaves into organic manure using earthworms. The students reached out to women in the rural villages of India and taught them the process for converting the leaves as an alternative to burning the leaves, which pollutes the air. After the conversion process, the women can sell the nutrient-rich organic manure.
…All 92 students attending the Volvo Adventure finals in Sweden contributed to the Volvo Adventure Statement to World Leaders to be presented to the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP). The students, representing 15 countries, outlined what environmental issues they feel are most important and what action they think needs to be taken.
http://home.businesswire.com/portal/site/google/index.jsp?ndmViewId=news_view&newsId=20040513005104&newsLang=en 

TEDA Attaches Importance to Environmental Protection 

TIANJIN, China, May 13 /PRNewswire/ -- Tianjin Economic Development Area (TEDA) in north China has been selected by State Environmental Protection Administration of China as the first national eco-industrial demonstration park in recognition of its achievements for environmental protection. TEDA is chosen from the 49 state-level economic development areas in the country.
… TEDA adopted the ISO14000 environmental management system in 2000 and became a national environmental management demonstration area. In 2001, it became the "Environmental Management Pilot Project for Chinese Industrial Parks" sponsored by the State Environmental Protection Administration and the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). TEDA was also selected as a pilot project for EU-China Environmental Management Cooperation Program (EMCP) in 2003.
http://www.prnewswire.com/cgi-bin/stories.pl?ACCT=104&STORY=/www/story/05-13-2004/0002173637&EDATE= 

************************

General Environment News

Landslide defeat outs Vajpayee
Bangkok Post, May 14, 2004 (New Delhi, AP) – India’s ruling Hindu nationalist party conceded defeat yesterday, opening the way for Sonia Gandhi to become the country’s first foreign-born leader and restore her family’s dynasty to power in a dramatic election upset.
Results indicated millions of rural poor abandoned Indian Primer Minister Atal Bvihari Vajpayee, believing they had been left out of his economic boom, and rejecting his Hindus-first message in favour of the seculatism of Mrs. Gandhi’sCongres Party.

 A quarter of China's population at risk as glaciers start melting 
Source: Agence France-Presse English Wire Date: May 13, 2004  - BEIJING, May 13 (AFP) - Global warming may cost China two thirds of its glaciers by mid-century, putting 300 million people at risk, state media reported Thursday. 
The country's glaciers are melting at an unprecedented rate, threatening the livelihoods of Chinese dependent on the water they provide, the China Daily said, citing local experts. 
"Glaciers are much more than scenic gifts from nature," the paper said. "They allow room for bio-diversity and are a crucial source of water by storing snow in the winters and releasing water in hot dry summers." 
As many as 64 percent of China's glaciers may be gone by 2050, said Yao Tandong, director of the Institute of Tibetan Plateau Research at the Chinese Academy of Sciences. 
This sounds the alarm bells for the 23 percent of the country's 1.3 billion people living in oases in western China, Yao warned. 
Desertification, already among China's top environmental worries, could become even worse, he said. 
The looming crisis has been highlighted by the dramatic shrinkage of the Yulong Snow Mountain glacier in southwestern Yunnan province, the paper said. 
Over the past two decades, its main component, the Baishui No. 1 Glacier, has receded 250 meters (830 feet), according to the report. 
If the Yulong Snow Mountain glacier is indeed shrinking at an ever faster rate, the same is likely to be the case for China's other glaciers, said He Yuanqing, a researcher at the institute. 

Nepal palace nominee quits as PM
The Telegraph (Ca - lcutta, India)Kathmandu, May 7: Royalist nominee Surya Bahadur Thapa today resigned as Nepal’s Prime Minister, a move that could pave the way to resolving the country’s political crisis.
…In the absence of a consensus, there is also speculation that Taranath Ranadhat, the speaker of the last parliament, may be asked to be the Prime Minister while the leaders of the alliance will be part of an advisory group to help him run the government. 
http://www.telegraphindia.com/1040508/asp/foreign/story_3221893.asp 
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T H U R S D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
*
Annan writes Sudanese President urging disarmament of militias

*
UN agency plans for repatriating Sudanese refugees to south

*
In Iraq, Brahimi continues talks on political transition

*
UN relief agency calls for respect of its ambulance services after incident in Gaza

*
Fatigued top UN envoy to Kosovo hospitalized in France

*
Facing escalating crisis in Uganda, UN food agency appeals for urgent funding

*
An expanded European Union affords opportunity to boost children’s rights – UN

*
UN reports new voter registration sites in Afghanistan expected to increase quickly

*
Former Rwandan militia leader enters not guilty plea to genocide at UN tribunal
*
Arab journalists urged to give full picture of UN’s work in region

*
World’s human rights workers unite to face challenges, UN official says

* * * *

Sudan

13 May – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan has urged President Omar Hassan al-Bashir of Sudan to disarm the militia whose attacks on civilians in the western region of Darfur have led to a grave humanitarian crisis, and to improve the access of humanitarian workers to those uprooted from their homes, Mr. Annan’s spokesman said today.

In his letter, Mr. Annan also asked Mr. al-Bashir to maintain the humanitarian ceasefire and facilitate the early deployment of African Union (AU) observers throughout the area, while negotiating a political settlement to the crisis, spokesman Fred Eckhard told the daily briefing at UN Headquarters in New York.

Earlier this month, the AU sent a mission to consult with the Sudanese Government and the two rebel movements in Darfur, the Sudan Liberation Army/Movement (SLA/M) and the Justice and Equality Movement (JEM), as well as with UN agencies and non-governmental organizations (NGOs), about establishing a ceasefire commission.

The humanitarian ceasefire agreement on the Darfur conflict, signed last month in western neighbour Chad, provides for such a commission.

Meanwhile, the Secretary-General’s Special Adviser on Africa, Mohamed Sahnoun, met Kenyan Foreign Minister Kalonzo Musyoka in Nairobi and delivered Mr. Annan’s thanks for Kenya’s efforts on behalf of the regional Inter-Governmental Authority on Development (IGAD), which is sponsoring peace talks for Sudan and Somalia.

He went on to meet Sudanese Vice-President Ali Osman Taha and the Chairman of the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement/Army (SPLM/A), Dr. John Garang, at Naivasha, where the talks are taking place.

Mr. Sahnoun said the Secretary-General was encouraged by the cohesiveness shown by the IGAD Ministers on Somalia when they met last Thursday and was looking forward to the cooperation of the Somali leaders at the next meeting on 20 May.

* * *

Sudan

13 May – The United Nations refugee agency is making plans to repatriate 150,000 refugees to southern Sudan once the Government, allied militias and the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement/Army (SPLM/A) sign a peace agreement being negotiated in Naivasha, Kenya.

“Even if the peace would be signed tomorrow, it will still be an uphill task to get the ground fully prepared to receive returnees and to absorb them into communities properly,” Daisy Buruku, head of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees’ (UNHCR) South Sudan Team, said of plans to return people to the south during the first 18 months after an accord has been reached.

Years of fighting and neglect of infrastructure in the south has made considerable investment necessary to bring roads, schools, water supplies and medical services up to the standard needed to support the refugees when they return home, the agency said.

UNHCR has estimated that the 21-year Sudanese civil war has displaced more than 3 million people inside the country, while a further 600,000 are living in neighbouring countries as refugees.

The biggest numbers of southern Sudanese refugees are in Uganda, with 223,000, while Ethiopia has 88,000, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, 69,000 and Kenya, 60,000, UNHCR said.

* * *

Iraq

13 May – United Nations Special Adviser Lakhdar Brahimi continued his consultations in Iraq today, meeting with a former head of government as part of the effort to prepare for the transition to sovereignty set for 30 June.

In addition to having talks with ex-Prime Minister Najib Taleb, Mr. Brahimi met with representatives from a group of Arab nationalist parties. 

The envoy also held a meeting with members of the network of Iraqi women, representing women active in civil society, as well as with political and religious leaders from Fallujah.

Meanwhile in New York, Secretary-General Kofi Annan was asked about the scandal over images of Iraqis being abused by prison guards. “There’s no doubt that the mistreatment of the prisoners has caused a real and deep damage,” he replied.  “We are carrying on with our work, and Mr. Brahimi is in touch with a large group of Iraqis and I hope they’ll be able to focus on the work ahead in establishing an interim government without letting the prison issue…hold them back.”

He also reiterated how horrible the image of the beheading of a US civilian had been. “We need to really urge everyone to respect the international norms and the rules of law and treat prisoners decently in accordance with the Geneva Convention,” he said.

* * *
Middle East

13 May – The main United Nations relief agency helping Palestine refugees today called on all the parties to the conflict in the occupied Palestinian territory to respect the integrity of its ambulance services and the neutrality and impartiality of its staff, a UN spokesman said.

The appeal by the UN Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA) comes after an incident Tuesday in Gaza City in which armed Palestinian militants threatened the lives of an UNRWA ambulance team – a driver and a paramedic –and forced them to transport an injured gunman and two of his armed colleagues to a hospital in Gaza City, spokesman Stephane Dujarric said in New York.

“UNRWA condemns this action in the strongest possible terms,” he said. “While its ambulances do not make any distinction between the injured, whether they are injured fighters or non-combatants, at no time and under no circumstances should armed men enter any UNRWA vehicle.”

* * *

Kosovo

13 May – The top United Nations envoy to Kosovo, Harri Holkeri, was admitted to hospital in Strasbourg, France, last night suffering from fatigue due to his heavy work schedule.

Mr. Holkeri, Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Special Representative, is expected to remain in hospital on his doctors’ advice for a few days for further observation, the UN Interim Administration Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK) announced today.

Just two days ago Mr. Holkeri told the Security Council that a wave of violence between Kosovo’s ethnic Albanians and Serbs in March, in which 19 people were killed and nearly 1,000 injured over days of rioting, shook the UN mission “to its foundations” but it remained resolute in its task to help prepare the province for self-governance.

The UN took over administration of Kosovo nearly five years ago when NATO forced the withdrawal of Yugoslav troops after fighting between the province’s Albanian and Serb communities.

* * *

Uganda

13 May - With daily rebel attacks spreading fear among hundreds of thousands of innocent civilians in northern Uganda, the United Nations emergency feeding agency today appealed for urgent donations to meet the growing food needs of at least 1.6 million displaced people in the area, where the crisis threatens to worsen dramatically. 

“The people of northern Uganda are suffering on a massive, shameful scale,” said World Food Programme (WFP) Uganda Country Director Ken Davies. “They are urgently in need of help, and we risk failing them unless we receive new donations very soon.”

An 18-year rebellion against the government by the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) is behind the immense population displacement. Rebels continue to attack camps for displaced people, burn homes, loot assets, abduct children, rape and kill, in a brutal campaign of violence, according to WFP. They have also disrupted road travel by ambushing vehicles.

The number of people in need, 80 per cent of them women and children, has doubled in the past year and the sheer scale of the crisis is stretching the agency’s resources in Uganda to the breaking point. Some $56 million is required before the end of the year. But unless significant donations are received in the coming weeks, stocks of cereals will be exhausted by July. WFP needs $21 million now to continue to supply food until August, when the harvest is due. 

Without new funding, WFP will be forced to cut rations drastically. This month, it had to cut fortified blended food for young children from the standard household ration, conserving dwindling supplies for therapeutic feeding centres and primary schools. To make matters worse, displaced farmers missed the April planting season. As a result, even if the rebel attacks cease, many Ugandan civilians will need assistance until the end of the year to survive. 

Frequent attacks are preventing people leaving camps to tend fields and gather firewood, making an already precarious existence even more difficult, the agency said. In the past week, LRA rebels are reported to have attacked three women and a child who were returning home from selling goods at a market, forcing them to strip before killing them and then mutilating their bodies. The rebels also killed more than 50 others in the same period, either during raids on their villages or on market days. Ugandan army efforts to protect its civilians have proved only partially successful.

“Vicious raids by marauding rebels create a climate of terror that prevents farmers from reaching their fields to plant crops,” Mr. Davies said. “We are dealing with a critical, ongoing crisis.”

* * *

Children

13 May – “The world has become a scary place for children” with millions of them falling prey to trafficking, exploitation and abuse, and the expansion of the European Union (EU) offers an opportunity to enhance their rights, the head of the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) said today.

“In Europe and Central Asia, millions of children are falling through the cracks to be trafficked and traded, exploited and abused, excluded and alienated in ways that affront the intelligence, shame the conscience and break the heart,” UNICEF Executive Director Carol Bellamy told government ministers from across Europe and Central Asia.

“We know how to prevent this from happening, so what exactly is holding us back?” she asked the representatives from more than 50 countries and delegations of young people, donors and civil society gathered in Sarajevo, Bosnia and Herzegovina, for the Second Intergovernmental Conference on Making Europe and Central Asia Fit for Children.

“EU expansion has generated a new sense of optimism and opened minds across the whole of this region to issues of human rights, an opportunity we should seize to deliver on child rights obligations under the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child,” Ms. Bellamy added.

Hosted by the governments of Bosnia and Herzegovina and of Germany, the three-day conference will focus on five areas for priority action: investing in children; children moving across borders; violence against children; social exclusion and cities fit for children.

The conference will also identify and prioritize measures for action at country level to end child trafficking and illegal adoptions, violence in the home, the school and the community, and exclusion from participation in the mainstream of life.

“We must create a protective environment for and with children,” Ms. Bellamy said. “We must ensure that the cracks that exist now are plugged with sound, inclusive policies and legislation; with a social service system that is accessible and friendly to all children irrespective of gender, ethnicity, religion or culture; and with a supportive family and community environment.

“It is not beyond our means or reach, for example, to make this the first region to eliminate child poverty,” she added. “What we need right now is more political will and leadership.”

* * *

Afghanistan

13 May – Only 340 of the 4,000 anticipated sites for the second stage of registration for Afghanistan’s general elections in September are now operating “but they are expanding geometrically,” the United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) said today.

“Ten days ago we had a little bit over 100 – now some 10 days later we have close to 400. So that’s the idea of Phase 2 – these registration sites will expand,” UNAMA spokesman Manoel de Almeida e Silva told a news briefing in Kabul, the Afghan capital.

In the first phase of registration, which began last December and was confined to eight mainly urban centres, such as Kabul and Kandahar, some 2 million people registered, about 30 per cent of them women.

Mr. de Almeida e Silva also lowered the estimate of total potential voters from about 10.5 million to “9 million or so,” based on numbers provided by the Central Statistics Office (CSO), which is conducting a pre-census household listing throughout the country.

* * *

Rwanda

13 May – A former Rwandan militia leader appearing before the United Nations International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) pleaded not guilty today to charges that he directed and participated in massacres of Tutsi minorities in two south-western Rwandan provinces during the 1994 genocide.

Yussufu Munyakazi pleaded not guilty to two of the charges against him: genocide or complicity to genocide; and extermination as a crime against humanity. He was indicted by the ICTR in November 2000, but was arrested just last week in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) and transferred Friday to the tribunal’s detention facilities in Arusha, Tanzania.

The 69-year-old Munyakazi, formerly a prominent businessman and farmer, is accused of leading the Interahamwe militia of Bugarame commune in the Rwandan province of Cyangugu. The militia carried out widespread massacres in both Cyangugu and neighbouring Kibuye province between 6 April and 17 July 1994.

According to the indictment, he is alleged to have planned, instigated, ordered, participated in and otherwise aided and abetted the killing of Tutsi civilians who took refuge in several churches.

* * *

Middle East

13 May – With Western Asia and the Middle East grappling with “profound unease” and “disappointed aspirations,” the top United Nations communications official today called on the region’s media experts and journalists to help refine a strategy aimed at bringing the Arab world and the UN closer together.

“I, for one, am convinced that if people in the region are better able to understand what we are and what we do, they will support our efforts,” the Under-Secretary-General for Communications and Public Information, Shashi Tharoor, told experts gathered in Beirut for the Strategic Communications Meeting for the Middle East and the Arab Region.

With upheaval in Iraq and the ongoing suffering of the Palestinian people, Mr. Tharoor said that, perhaps more so than at any other time in recent memory, this was a time of profound unease, “reflection and self-questioning in the Arab world.”

But with the daily struggle of ordinary people for dignity and justice, the many UN activities designed to improve the lives of Arabs deserve to be better known in the region, he said. “We…want to find ways to help you inform your constituents and your audiences of UN Development Programme (UNDP) projects to eradicate poverty and of UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) efforts to eradicate polio.”

He said that the UN Department of Public Information (DPI) wanted journalists to join mine-clearing teams in south Lebanon and TV camera crews to document water desalination and environmental projects in Cairo. “We want to help you highlight (the UN Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees) UNRWA’s income-generation projects in the occupied Palestinian territories,” he said, appealing to the media in the region to present the full picture – “a picture that is far more complex and diverse than most people imagine.”

Mr. Tharoor said the meeting also planned to discuss how best to strengthen the role of civil society in the region, as it was “an increasingly important partner in our efforts to advance the noble goals of the UN Charter.” He said one way “might be to re-energize and, where necessary, reactivate the work of the Arab United Nations Associations.”

But the aim was not to divert attention away from the “big ticket” issues of Iraq and the occupied territories, he said, noting that the discussions in Beirut were a follow up to a 2003 meeting held in New York where UN system communications experts had pooled their knowledge and their skills, and developed a strategic framework that is now serving as the foundation of the world body’s efforts to help the Arab world better understand the Organization.

That meeting had come as “the United Nations was looking down the barrel of a regional crisis of confidence in the Organization,” brought about largely, but not entirely, by events in Iraq, Mr. Tharoor noted. DPI had subsequently joined with the UN Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia (ESCWA) to organize today’s follow-up to “put more flesh on the bones” of the 2003 meeting, in particular by building a concrete Plan of Action to deliver on that strategic framework, he said.

* * *

Human rights

13 May – Although oppressive governments sometimes defend one another, the “human rights idea” has spread around the world through intergovernmental groups, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and educational institutions, the United Nations’ Acting High Commissioner for Human Rights said.

Bertrand Ramcharan was addressing the “Universal Forum of Cultures in Barcelona 2004” yesterday on the question “Agents in the global agenda: can they work together?”

“My answer to this question from the human rights perspective is that human rights actors are indeed working together across the globe for a common cause, namely, the universal realization of human rights and fundamental freedoms,” he said.

When the UN General Assembly approved the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948, it called on every individual and all organs of society to teach and to learn with a view to achieving the universal observance of the Declaration’s precepts, Mr. Ramcharan said.

The call has led to the development of a worldwide human rights movement working together for the promotion and protection of human rights, he said.

The record of human rights enforcement across the world was uneven, however.

“Unfortunately, gross violations are rampant across the world – and oppressive governments sometimes band together to defend one another. This is a distressing phenomenon. The international human rights movement, however, is not daunted by this. Rather, it gathers strength by working together to stand up and expose these tyrannical regimes,” he said.

Forum Barcelona was hosting 5,400 children today. It launched its dozens of “dialogues” on Tuesday with King Juan Carlos of Spain speaking on “The Role of Europe in the World.” Other subjects to be investigated from May to September include globalization, sustainable development, cultural diversity, spirituality, freedom and peace.

Among the speakers scheduled to appear at the 141-day Forum are Mikhail Gorbachev, participating in the Dialogues on Water, and such members of the Parliament of World Religions as the Dalai Lama, Iranian Nobel Peace Laureate Shirin Ebadi, Swiss theologian Hans Küng and South African Member of Parliament and winner of the Community of Christ International Peace Award Ela Gandhi.
* *** *
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 HIGHLIGHT:

Health remains the cruelest inequality of all, and the countries that could help

sadly are not.

   Women suffer countless disadvantages compared with men. Even after decades of

progress, we make up two thirds of the world's 880 million illiterate adults and

up to 70 percent of its poorest citizens. But health remains the cruelest of all

inequalities. In much of the world, women simply do not get equal medical

attention. It is a fact with huge consequences for all of us. Maternal health

translates into family health because healthy women are able to care for

others--and family health is the foundation of any society's health. Experience

shows that even small investments in women's health can pay large social

dividends. Unfortunately, few of those who could make such investments are doing

so.

   The gender gap in health is especially dramatic in the HIV/AIDS epidemic. In

sub-Saharan Africa, 60 percent of all AIDS victims are women. "It is a shocking

fact," U.N. Secretary-General Kofi Annan said recently, "and one of which I, as

an African man, feel ashamed, that a girl in some parts of sub-Saharan Africa is

six times more likely to be affected than a boy." Polygamy, sexual coercion and

violence against women all contribute to this shameful fact. Girls are

frequently pressured into sex with older men in exchange for food, clothing or

school tuition--or forced into it for nothing.

   Abstinence and monogamy make for fine rhetoric, but they are inadequate

defenses for women who are married off young and deprived of education and

social status. In Zambia, only 11 percent of women in a recent survey thought a

woman had the right to ask her husband to use a condom--even though women are

twice as likely as men to contract HIV from a single sex act. In Senegal, at

least half the women living with HIV/AIDS have no risk factor other than living

in a monogamous union. In India, where 90 percent

of female infections occur within marriage, women who stand up to their

husbands risk violence--and those who get infected by their husbands are often

shunned by their families. Lacking other skills, they may survive by selling

sex--which, of course, spreads the disease further. Any real solution to the

AIDS pandemic will have to empower women through education, information and a

guarantee of rights.

   AIDS is not the only threat women face. Consider the current state of

reproductive health. An estimated 350 million couples want effective

contraception but are unable to get it. The result: approximately 80 million

unintended pregnancies each year, some 19 million of which are terminated under

unsafe conditions. Those unsafe abortions cause 13 percent of the 600,000 deaths

women suffer annually during childbirth. Wealthy nations could prevent this

tragedy for a fraction of what they spend on the military. Thoraya Ahmed Obaid,

director of the  United Nations  Population Fund, noted recently that one day's

global military budget could "improve the lives of millions of women and

families in developing countries."

   Sadly, the current U.S. administration is not providing the leadership in

this critical area. Driven by ideology, it has withheld its annual $34 million

contribution to the U.N. Population Fund, the world's largest provider of

family-planning services, since 2002. The Bush administration has also reimposed

the so-called global gag rule, which effectively bars any organization that

receives U.S. funds from discussing the full range of family-planning and

reproductive-health services. At a recent regional meeting of 38 Latin American

and Caribbean countries, the United States was the lone opponent of a

declaration of support for women's right to reproductive-health care and

services.

   When women lack reproductive-health services, they also miss opportunities to

prevent and treat such killers as malaria and tuberculosis. Young children and

pregnant women account for most of the world's 1 million annual malaria deaths,

90 percent of which occur in Africa. And as HIV destroys women's immune systems,

they become ever more vulnerable to tuberculosis, the leading cause of death

among people with HIV/AIDS. TB now causes half the AIDS-related deaths in

Africa. This highly contagious disease can be cured with a $10 regimen of

antibiotics, yet U.S. support for international treatment efforts is declining.

   Equally preventable is cervical cancer, which kills 190,000 women each year,

primarily in developing countries. This malignancy is caused by certain forms of

human papilloma virus (HPV), or genital warts, a sexually transmitted infection

whose complications are treatable at early stages. HPV is still common in

developed nations, but routine Pap smears and early treatment reduced cervical

cancer in the United States, for instance, by 74 percent between 1955 and 1992.

The story is different in developing countries, where testing and treatment

remain distant dreams for most women.

   Disease isn't the only threat to women's health. Every year some 2 million

girls and young women worldwide are subjected to genital mutilation, a brutal

practice that can cause infertility and long-term ill health. And far more

experience rape, assault and sexual coercion. Almost half of all girls from 10

to 25 say their first sexual encounter was forced, and the U.N. estimates that

one in three girls will fall victim to violence in her lifetime. When women lack

the right to property or inheritance, they often stay in abusive relationships

for fear of losing their home or their children. Educated women with economic

rights are far less likely to become victims. And when women aren't victims,

their whole societies benefit.

   Last year during a trip to India I met with a group of adolescent girls in

the slums of New Delhi. Some were as young as 12. Most of their friends were

already married--their futures foreordained and severely circumscribed. But the

girls I met still had their hopes and dreams. The question is whether they and

their sisters will be able to protect themselves in a world where the balance

still tilts heavily against them. The answer will be decided not only in the

slums of South Asia but in the capitals of the world's wealthiest nations and in

the halls of great international institutions.

GRAPHIC: PHOTO: No Space: AIDS sufferers in a Malawi hospital; PHOTO: High Risk:

Women in a poor section of Mumbai, India
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� HYPERLINK  \l "DDT" ��Reuters - Set for Ban, DDT Lingers in Battle Against Malaria�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Bamboo" ��Environmental Data Interactive - UNEP calls for action to save bamboo�


� HYPERLINK  \l "UNEP" ��Green Consumer Guide - Bamboo loss potentially devastating – UNEP�
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� HYPERLINK  \l "Protection" ��PR Newswire - TEDA Attaches Importance to Environmental Protection�
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