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Navhind Times, India
Growing Problem of Solid Waste

FROM discarded beer cans turning pristine shores blue green to old sofas blocking lush creeks, the world’s small island states are facing another key problem - a rising tide of rubbish and wastes - and need urgent international aid to deal with it, the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) said recently.

As if rising sea levels, over-fishing, water shortages and inadequate sanitation service were not enough, these countries now see waste threatening not only public health but also their livelihoods, according to studies presented to the 8th Special Session of UNEP’s Governing Council and the Global Ministerial Environment Forum in Jeju, Republic of Korea.

Many small island developing states (SIDS) are dependent on income from tourists, and visitors are less likely to return to an island or recommend it to friends if the landscape, shoreline and coastal waters are littered with plastics, old cans, discarded sofas and other industrial and household rubbish, UNEP noted.

“Small islands across the Caribbean, Indian Ocean and the Pacific are some of the most vulnerable nations on Earth,” UNEP executive director, Mr Klaus Toopfer said. “Handling solid wastes from industry, households and tourism is emerging as another issue with which they need advice and help,” he added, noting they were already threatened by extreme weather and rising sea levels due to global warming. “Such wastes are not only unsightly and a threat to wildlife, they can also contaminate rivers and ground waters as they slowly degrade.”

One study, a booklet entitled UNEP and Small Island Developing States: 1994-2004 and Future Perspectives, estimates that since the early 1990s the levels of plastic wastes on SIDS has increased fivefold. It points out that problems of rubbish and litter are part of a wider waste crisis. For example, 90 per cent of waste water is discharged untreated from islands in the Caribbean. In parts of the north-east Pacific, the level of untreated sewage is 98 per cent.

Another report, UNEP’s Global International Waters Assessment (GINA), notes that a short walk along any coastline close to human habitation in the Pacific islands will reveal many example of inappropriate waste disposal, while for Indian Ocean Islands “the most critical issue for the states in the region is the growing problem of solid wastes.” UN Weekly
__________________________________________________________________________________________

All Africa

Governments Meet to Assess Progress Since Johannesburg Summit

United Nations (New York)

PRESS RELEASE

April 14, 2004

Focus on Action Needed to Reach Targets for Water, Sanitation, Slums

More than 60 Ministers will be among the hundreds of Government delegates who will meet at the United Nations over the next two weeks to assess how the world has fared since the Johannesburg Summit in its efforts to implement goals for sustainable development.

To be held from 14 to 30 April 2004, the UN Commission on Sustainable Development's Twelfth Session (CSD-12) is the first substantive review of progress since the World Summit on Sustainable Development, held in Johannesburg in 2002. It aims to critically review what action has been taken towards meeting the targets agreed at the Summit, which include and expand upon the UN Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).

"There is no time to lose to make sure these goals become a reality. We see ourselves as playing a 'watchdog' role to see how far we have come, where we may be falling short and what our priorities should be to get the process back on track," said H.E. Børge Brende, Norwegian Minister of Environment, and Chair of the Commission session.

The Commission will focus its review this year and policy response next year on three of the world's most pressing problems: water, sanitation and human settlements. Progress in each of these areas will be assessed, highlighting obstacles and constraints to meeting the agreed goals. These include halving by 2015 the proportion of people without access to safe drinking water and basic sanitation, and significantly improving the lives of at least 100 million slum dwellers by 2020.

Progress Report: How Is the World Faring?

Reports issued by the United Nations Secretary-General in preparation for the Commission session show that, in the short time since the World Summit, there have been mixed results in terms of progress towards meeting the commitments on sustainable development.

"Some regions are making good progress and are on track to reach the targets while others are falling far behind," said Mr. José Antonio Ocampo, Under-Secretary-General for Economic and Social Affairs, whose office prepared the reports. "We need to look closely at what has been achieved to date and assess where we need to significantly increase our efforts," he continued. Findings include the following:

Improving access to safe water and sanitation

During the 1990s, improved drinking water supply and sanitation reached an additional one billion people in developing countries, roughly one-sixth of the world's population.

The major deficits remain in rural areas, where three out of five people still lack access to improved sanitation and 30 per cent lack access to an improved drinking water source.

Deaths from diarrhoeal diseases have declined by 60 per cent over the past 20 years; still, they remain a leading killer in developing countries, claiming 1.8 million lives, mostly children, in 2002.

In Africa, guinea worm disease has been almost eradicated through improved water and hygiene initiatives, public awareness campaigns, and improved monitoring. Reported cases dropped from 3,500,000 in 1986 to 75,000 in 2000, a decline of 98 per cent.

To achieve the MDG targets by 2015, the UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs estimates that $30 billion could be needed annually in the next eleven years to provide safe drinking water and improved sanitation to an additional 1.6 billion people and 2 billion people, respectively.

Improving the lives of slum dwellers

Almost one-third of the world's urban population, or more than 900 million people, are estimated to live in slums. Without concerted action now, the number of slum dwellers could swell to 1.4 billion by 2020.

Even by meeting the target of significantly improving the lives of 100 million slum dwellers by that year, this will only affect less than 10 per cent of the projected slum population.

East Asia has been especially successful in reducing slums, thanks to high economic growth, poverty reduction policies, targeted slum upgrading, and shelter programmes.

North Africa and parts of Latin America have also undertaken major slum upgrading, with regularization of land titles increasingly seen as essential to promote infrastructure investment and facilitate slum dwellers' access to credit for home improvements.

Some countries in Central America have managed to expand the stock of low-cost housing in step with demand, significantly slowing the expansion of slums.

Partnerships and Capacity Building

A key aim of the Commission session will be to drive forward partnership initiatives involving Governments, non-governmental organizations, UN agencies and the private sector. As part of the Johannesburg Summit process, more than 200 partnerships, with over $235 million in resources, were launched. At CSD-12, a "Partnerships Fair" will showcase innovative approaches and provide an opportunity for all stakeholders to create synergies and explore new opportunities.

Another feature of this session is the "Learning Centre" which will offer a series of capacity-building courses by well-known institutions and organizations. Among them are the universities of Harvard, Columbia, and Hokkaido (Japan), the World Bank, and the Global Environmental Facility as well as several UN entities.

Focus on Small Islands' Challenges

From 14 to 16 April, the CSD-12 session will be devoted to preparations for the United Nations International Meeting to Review the Implementation of the Programme of Action for the Sustainable Development of Small Island Developing States, to be held in Mauritius from 30 August to 3 September 2004. This Programme includes the following issues: climate change, tourism, natural disasters, wastes, marine resources, freshwater, land resources, energy, biodiversity and transport. Other emerging issues that affect small islands which are to be examined in Mauritius include: trade, HIV/AIDS, information technology, new security concerns and island cultures.

__________________________________________________________________________________________

EurActiv

UK Commission assesses Blair's sustainable development record

In short:

"Shows Promise: But Must Try Harder", the report by the UK's Sustainable Development Commission, calls for a halt on economic growth as the sole driving force behind policy decisions.

Brief news:

The UK's Sustainable Development Commission (SDC) issued a report on 13 April calling for a "fundamental policy shift to improve overall quality of life".

Assessing the country's progress towards a sustainable society over the past five years, the Commission challenges the government's "fundamental belief that economic growth should be the driving force behind all policy decisions".

It rates the government's action on a series of indicators including economic growth ("poor"), employment ("disappointing"), poverty ("shows promise"), air quality ("good") and greenhouse gas emissions ("disappointing").

The most outstanding result is the "dreadful" rating that road traffic in Britain obtained. "Britain has the most congested roads in Europe, and we spend more time commuting than any other European nation", the report said. Waste policy is the other area that got rated "dreadful": "Municipal waste is rising faster than GDP and faster than in most other European countries. Recycling rates are rising, but are still among the lowest in Europe", it read.

Jonathon Porritt, the SDC Chairman and a former director at Friends of the Earth, insisted on giving a more balanced judgement of Mr Blair's action on sustainable development. "In comparison to most governments around the world, the UK Government is doing a lot. And there’s clearly genuine intent to do more", he added.

The European Union is preparing a mid-term review of its own sustainable development strategy defined in Gotenburg in June 2001.

Links:

EU Actors' positions:

    * UK Sustainable Development Commission: Press Notice: Government must do more to improve quality of life (4 April 2004)

    * UK Sustainable Development Commission: Shows promise. But must try harder - An assessment by the SDC of the Government's reported progress on sustainable development over the past five years (13 April 2004) 
__________________________________________________________________________________________

Mail and Guardian

World set back 10 years by Bush's new world order

14 April 2004 06:31

United States President George Bush has had a "devastating impact" on global sustainable development and set the world back more than ten years, says Jonathon Porritt, the British prime minister's senior adviser on the subject, on Wednesday.

Writing in Guardian Society Porritt, who is the chairperson of the Sustainable Development Commission, says it is hard to exaggerate the damage done to the planet by Bush's drive for a "new world order".

On a whole series of issues including climate change, international aid, family planning, nuclear proliferation, trade and corporate responsibility, "staying true to a discredited model of extreme economic liberalism has set the world back a decade or more", says Porritt.

He says it is not surprising that the rest of the world has done so badly because Bush has given them the perfect "out" from their responsibilities.

"Developing countries are increasingly disenchanted with what they see as a narrow, unfair and protectionist agenda," he says, "Japan is mired in its own economic and political failure, Russia plays the field for whatever it can get out of it, and even the EU has started to lose the plot, with a least five countries seeking to renege on their climate commitments. ..."

Against this backdrop the British government looks like a world leader but even here the title of his report on progress is Shows Promise: But Must Try Harder.

The five-year review says that a lack of political will and a failure to understand that quality of life is not just about economic growth has led to slow progress towards the government's sustainable development goals. But Porritt singles out Tony Blair's leadership on climate change and Gordon Brown's efforts on global debt as bright spots.

He says that in some of the 15 areas he judges the government on, for example waste management and traffic, the performance has been "dreadful". Four areas "show promise" and two -- air quality and river water -- manage a "good". He accepts that the government intends to do more but it is not a brilliant picture.

"Far more effort needs to be made to differentiate between smart growth (that generates wealth and social benefits without damaging the environment) and today's wholly unsustainable growth that inevitably ends up damaging people's real quality of life."

On this criterion he gives Britain's economic growth a "poor" rating and says eco-taxation policy has become bogged down.

The government gets a "disappointing" rating in four areas: employment, because of longer working hours and gender wage gaps; health, because life expectancy in poor communities is not rising; housing, because energy efficiency is low; and greenhouse gas emissions because of increased traffic and air travel. The four areas "showing promise" are poverty reduction, education, wildlife and land use. - Guardian Unlimited © Guardian Newspapers Limited 2004
Mathaba News

World set back 10 years by Bush's new world order, says Blair aide

From: Guardian

George Bush has had a "devastating impact" on global sustainable development and set the world back more than ten years, says Jonathon Porritt, the prime minister's senior adviser on the subject, today.

Writing in Guardian Society Mr Porritt, who is the chairman of the Sustainable Development Commission, says it is hard to exaggerate the damage done to the planet by Mr Bush's drive for a "new world order".

On a whole series of issues including climate change, international aid, family planning, nuclear proliferation, trade and corporate responsibility, "staying true to a discredited model of extreme economic liberalism has set the world back a decade or more", says Mr Porritt.

He says it is not surprising that the rest of the world has done so badly because Mr Bush has given them the perfect "out" from their responsibilities.

"Developing countries are increasingly disenchanted with what they see as a narrow, unfair and protectionist agenda," he says, "Japan is mired in its own economic and political failure, Russia plays the field for whatever it can get out of it, and even the EU has started to lose the plot, with a least five countries seeking to renege on their climate commitments. ..."

Against this backdrop the British government looks like a world leader but even here the title of his report on progress is Shows Promise: But Must Try Harder.

The five-year review says that a lack of political will and a failure to understand that quality of life is not just about economic growth has led to slow progress towards the government's sustainable development goals. But Mr Porritt singles out Tony Blair's leadership on climate change and Gordon Brown's efforts on global debt as bright spots.

He says that in some of the 15 areas he judges the government on, for example waste management and traffic, the performance has been "dreadful". Four areas "show promise" and two - air quality and river water - manage a "good". He accepts that the government intends to do more but it is not a brilliant picture.

"Far more effort needs to be made to differentiate between smart growth (that generates wealth and social benefits without damaging the environment) and today's wholly unsustainable growth that inevitably ends up damaging people's real quality of life."

On this criterion he gives Britain's economic growth a "poor" rating and says eco-taxation policy has become bogged down.

The government gets a "disappointing" rating in four areas: employment, because of longer working hours and gender wage gaps; health, because life expectancy in poor communities is not rising; housing, because energy efficiency is low; and greenhouse gas emissions because of increased traffic and air travel. The four areas "showing promise" are poverty reduction, education, wildlife and land use.
__________________________________________________________________________________________
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World set back 10 years by Bush's new world order, says Blair aide

George Bush has had a "devastating impact" on global sustainable development and set the world back more than ten years, says Jonathon Porritt, the prime minister's senior adviser on the subject, today.

Writing in Guardian Society Mr Porritt, who is the chairman of the Sustainable Development Commission, says it is hard to exaggerate the damage done to the planet by Mr Bush's drive for a "new world order".

On a whole series of issues including climate change, international aid, family planning, nuclear proliferation, trade and corporate responsibility, "staying true to a discredited model of extreme economic liberalism has set the world back a decade or more", says Mr Porritt.

He says it is not surprising that the rest of the world has done so badly because Mr Bush has given them the perfect "out" from their responsibilities.

"Developing countries are increasingly disenchanted with what they see as a narrow, unfair and protectionist agenda," he says, "Japan is mired in its own economic and political failure, Russia plays the field for whatever it can get out of it, and even the EU has started to lose the plot, with a least five countries seeking to renege on their climate commitments. ..."

Against this backdrop the British government looks like a world leader but even here the title of his report on progress is Shows Promise: But Must Try Harder.

The five-year review says that a lack of political will and a failure to understand that quality of life is not just about economic growth has led to slow progress towards the government's sustainable development goals. But Mr Porritt singles out Tony Blair's leadership on climate change and Gordon Brown's efforts on global debt as bright spots.

He says that in some of the 15 areas he judges the government on, for example waste management and traffic, the performance has been "dreadful". Four areas "show promise" and two - air quality and river water - manage a "good". He accepts that the government intends to do more but it is not a brilliant picture.

"Far more effort needs to be made to differentiate between smart growth (that generates wealth and social benefits without damaging the environment) and today's wholly unsustainable growth that inevitably ends up damaging people's real quality of life."

On this criterion he gives Britain's economic growth a "poor" rating and says eco-taxation policy has become bogged down.

The government gets a "disappointing" rating in four areas: employment, because of longer working hours and gender wage gaps; health, because life expectancy in poor communities is not rising; housing, because energy efficiency is low; and greenhouse gas emissions because of increased traffic and air travel. The four areas "showing promise" are poverty reduction, education, wildlife and land use.
_________________________________________________________________________________________
UN News Centre

Regional groups should play bigger role in aiding small island States: UN official

14 April 2004 – The role of regional organizations such as the Caribbean Community (CARICOM) and the Pacific Islands Forum in the economic development of the world's small island nations should be enhanced because they understand the situation more than international organizations, a senior United Nations official said today.

Anwarul K. Chowdhury, Under-Secretary-General and High Representative for Least Developed Countries, Landlocked Developing Countries and Small Island Developing States (SIDS), told the Commission on Sustainable Development (CSD) in New York that regional groups are often better able to negotiate with development partners.

"They know the region's strengths and weaknesses. They know of the region's capacities and resources," he said. "They are also better placed to initiate and push ahead with projects and programmes with the governments of the region."

He said regional organizations could help overcome the small size and minuscule populations of SIDS by helping to set up regional development programmes that have individual national components.

Mr. Chowdhury was addressing the opening of three days of CSD talks on small island developing States. This week's talks are serving as a preparatory meeting for a five-day conference on the same issue starting 30 August in Mauritius.

The Mauritius summit has been established to review what progress has been made on the programme of action approved at a previous conference in 1994 in Barbados on the sustainable development of SIDS.

That programme includes such issues as climate change, tourism, natural disasters and waste. The Mauritius summit is also expected to examine trade, HIV/AIDS and information technology.

"No single group of countries is as vulnerable" as the world's 40-plus SIDS, Mr. Chowdhury said, calling for a more dynamic process to monitor whether improvements are being made.

CSD Chairman Børge Brende of Norway told the meeting that many of the goals and actions recommended in the Barbados plan have not been implemented yet. Mr. Chowdhury said the Mauritius summit would focus on why there had been such serious shortfalls.

José Antonio Ocampo, Under-Secretary-General for Economic and Social Affairs, introduced the Secretary-General's progress report to today's talks. He said the report highlighted the most critical areas facing SIDS, including climate change and protecting coastal areas from rising sea levels.

Mr. Ocampo said the report also examined challenges that were not anticipated at Barbados in 1994, such as terrorism and transnational organized crime.
_________________________________________________________________________________________
Reuters
El Nino Can Be Predicted Further Ahead, Scientists Say

UK: April 15, 2004

LONDON - The hugely damaging El Nino weather pattern can be predicted further ahead than previously thought, giving farmers crucial time to prepare for its devastating effects, new research shows.

But economists say it will still be difficult to avoid the billions of dollars in damage caused by the phenomenon, when the eastern and central Pacific Ocean heats up, playing havoc with agriculture and causing flooding and drought around the globe.

The last severe El Nino took place between 1997 and 1999, causing massive forest fires in southeast Asia and more than $20 billion of damage worldwide.

In the past, scientists believed they could predict an El Nino only nine months in advance. But a study published this week found that previous El Ninos gave warning signs as far ahead as 24 months before they struck.

"We conclude that throughout the past century, El Nino has been more predictable than previously envisaged," said the study, published in the journal Nature.

Back-testing weather data from the past 20 years, Dake Chen of Columbia University in New York and his colleagues were able to forecast El Ninos in 1982 and 1997 accurately two years in advance.

In a commentary published with the paper, David Anderson of the European Center for Medium Range Weather Forecasts said the team were able to make better predictions by correcting for errors in previous models used to predict future weather.

"If (El Nino) events can be predicted, steps can be taken to mitigate the losses," he wrote.

But economist Jay Bryson of U.S. bank Wachovia Corp said more advanced warnings of a looming El Nino might not be enough to lessen its effects, especially on emerging economies which may depend on a single crop. "Even though you know there is an El Nino coming, does it mean that we can really stop its effect?" he asked. "If you had research that could predict the timing and exactly what parts of a certain area would be hit, that would be more helpful."

REUTERS NEWS SERVICE
__________________________________________________________________________________________
Le Figaro
Copé: la Charte de l'environnement reste une priorité du Premier ministre
[mercredi 14 avril 2004 - 13h14 heure de Paris] 

Le ministre délégué à l'Intérieur et porte-parole du gouvernement Jean-Fançois Copé 

© AFP/Archives Jacques Demarthon 

PARIS (AFP) - La Charte de l'environnement reste l'une des six priorités du Premier ministre Jean-Pierre Raffarin, a affirmé mercredi le porte-parole du gouvernement Jean-François Copé, alors que des associations ont dénoncé "les reports incessants du projet".

"La Charte de l'environnement fait partie des six chantiers prioritaires qui ont été déterminés par le Premier ministre" Jean-Pierre Raffarin, a déclaré le porte-parole.

"Pour ce qui concerne le calendrier parlementaire, je ne peux pas être plus précis à ce stade. Mais bien sûr tout cela s'inscrit dans l'action que le Premier ministre entend conduire", a-t-il ajouté.

Jean-François Copé a rappelé ces "six chantiers prioritaires": la réforme de l'assurance-maladie, l'action en faveur des personnes dépendantes, personnes âgées et personnes handicapées, l'action en faveur de l'emploi et de la cohésion sociale, l'énergie, la décentralisation et la Charte de l'environnement.

Le débat parlementaire sur le projet de loi instaurant une Charte de l'environnement a été repoussé vendredi pour la troisième fois, sans qu'une nouvelle date soit fixée.

La Charte, projet du président Jacques Chirac, doit inscrire dans la Constitution de nouveaux droits et devoirs du citoyen vis-à-vis de l'environnement.

__________________________________________________________________________________________
REGIONAL OFFICE FOR AFRICA - NEWS UPDATE

15 April 2004

General environment news

Criminals Plunder Forest Resources, Activists Recommend Reforms

The NEWS (Monrovia): For the last 14 years, the international community and the people of Liberia have accused successive administrations and belligerent forces of plundering the natural resources to perpetrate their war. Locally, forest activists lay the blame squarely on the ruling class, especially the administration of exiled President Charles Taylor who introduced the largest warring faction, the National Patriotic Front (NPFL), on the Liberian soil in 1989. According to Mr. Silas K.A. Siakor, Director of the Sustainable Development Institute (SDI), since 1990, logging companies, rebel groups, criminal networks, various interim governments and the regime of Taylor allegedly colluded with their foreign financiers to plunder the country natural resources. Siakor, who had worked as environmentalist in Liberia, stated in a draft proposal prepared on behalf of the forest sector reform group that during the period mentioned, the timber sector witnessed what he termed as "plethora" of illegal activities and practices. The proposal, which the group said when finalized, copies will be sent to relevant Government agencies and international organizations, indicates that logging companies operated in rebel held territories without any form of regulation from the Forestry Development Authority (FDA), a forestry regulatory arm of the Government. Most frustratingly, they indicate that following the election of Taylor in 1997, the then rebel leader began to reward allies who financed his rebellion without going through the due process as established by Liberian laws. The group also reports that during this period, logging companies that operated did not have their concession agreements ratified by Legislative Acts. The group recommends that the Transitional Government commission an independent judicial inquiry into all existing concessionaires. 

http://allafrica.com/stories/200404140455.html

New Policy That May Have Forest Ban Lifted

The East African Standard (Nairobi): The government is preparing a fresh policy blueprint for the controversial shamba system that could lead to the lifting of a ban it imposed early this year. The new proposals are thought to benefit stakeholders and at the same time protect the environment. The government now admits "a system failure" that has considerably contributed to the perpetual dwindling of the country's forest cover that now stands at about 1.7 per cent. Assistant Minister for Environment, Natural Resources and Wildlife Prof. Wangari Maathai said this has been prompted after the government's realization that the shamba system has over the years been grossly abused leading to wanton destruction of forests. "The original concept of the shamba system was noble. It was good to start with ...only it was abused and corrupted over the years until it became an agent of forest destruction rather than re-afforestation," Maathai said. Speaking yesterday at the Green Belt Movement centre in Langata, Nairobi during the close of a regional workshop, Maathai said the new blueprint duly takes care of community interests. "The government is now in the process of re-engineering the system and is committed to working with local communities in re-afforestation programmes and protecting existing forests," she said. There has been an outcry by squatters occupying forests following the ban early this year. The squatters appealed to the government to at least allow them time to harvest their crops. It is understood that local communities will among others have access to forest products and proceeds when the new symbiotic system comes into operation. At the same time Maathai warned Kenyans against imminent landslides, on steep slopes in Murang'a, Nyeri and Meru districts, as the seasonal long rains pound the country.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200404140039.html

Floods, Rain Leave a Trail of Misery, Destruction

The East African Standard (Nairobi): Torrential rains and floods continued to wreak havoc across the country, leaving a trail of misery and destruction. At least 20 people were reported dead in the floods over the Easter weekend, with thousands rendered homeless. Homes were submerged, household goods and livestock swept away, as gloom descended on many rural towns and villages. The raging floods destroyed bridges, leaving many regions inaccessible, as the roads became impassable, paralyzing farming, fishing and other economic activities. Eleven family members were among the flood victims after they drowned when the vehicle they were traveling in to a wedding ceremony in Turkana District was swept away. There were also fears of displacement and destruction in the flood-prone areas of Budalangi, where the government is racing against time to construct dykes to spare the residents the agony of homelessness. However, no incidents of flooding had been reported by yesterday evening. Four Members of Parliament appealed to the Minister in the Office of the President in-charge of National Security, Dr Chris Murungaru, to tour the disaster areas and assess the damage and witness the anguish those affected are going through. They asked the government to urgently provide assistance to the victims and institute measures to prevent further destruction and loss of life.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200404140029.html

3000 Rendered Homeless

P.M. News (Lagos): No fewer than 3000 people were rendered homeless yesterday, when men of the Lagos State Task Force on the Environment demolished over 300 houses at Ogunbiyi Village, Ikeja, and an action, which will further push up housing demand in the state. Eyewitnesses told P.M.News that the bulldozer came calling around 9 a.m., while some residents were still in bed, with others preparing to go to work. It was learnt that the demolition exercise was carried out just five days after a quit notice was served on the people. PMNews learnt that all the houses in the village neither had certificate of occupancy C of O nor approved building plans.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200404140764.html

__________________________________________________________________________________________
UNEP China Office’s input to ROAP media update –15 April 2004

General Environment News
Drying of the Yellow River caused by global warming and environment degradation

China Environment News 2004-04-15

The headwater areas of the Yellow River suffer long time drought this year. Three main reasons have contributed to the disaster. Firstly, as a result of global warming, the drought happens with high frequency in the headwater areas which has led to the decreasing of precipitation; Secondly, degradation and desertification of the grasslands in this area have resulted in sharp decline of the water conservancy capacity of the grassland ecosystem; Thirdly, deterioration of the environment leads to the shrink and drying of many lakes in the headwater areas. The experts said it was urgent to take measures to prevent and control the further deterioration of the environment in the headwater areas of the Yellow River Basin. 

Environmental protection projects for 2008 Olympic Games

China Environment News 2004-04-15

According to the Beijing Organizing Committee for the Games of the XXIX Olympiad (BOCOG), 23 projects have been proposed for the environmental protection with a total investment of 265.78 million RMB for 2008 Olympic Games. 

Desertification of the western part of Northeast Plain

China Environment News 2004-04-15

The area suffering desertification in the western part of Northeast Plain reaches 72,000 km2 which covers the western part of Heilongjiang, Jilin, Liaoning Provinces and some counties of Inner Mongolia. According to the survey, sharp decline of the precipitation, destruction of vegetation and construction of large water hydropower projects are believed to be the main causes.

China ranks first in mercury consumption

China Environment News 2004-04-15

According to the statistics, the annual consumption of mercury in China is about 900 tons, the biggest in the world. China is one of the countries with most serious gaseous mercury pollution. There is an increasing trend of mercury pollution in the air, land, rivers and seas. However, the study on the mercury pollution is inadequate. Up to now, there are limited data of the production, consumption, processing, import and emission of mercury. Besides, in many mercury production and consumption enterprises, necessary facilities for the control of mercury pollution are still in urgent need.
__________________________________________________________________________________________
Prepared by News Services Section
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W E D N E S D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S

*
UN confident Iraqi interim government will be formed ahead of transition – Brahimi

*
Security Council condemns rebel group’s atrocities against children in Uganda

*
UN urges reducing number of people killed by road crashes annually

*
Regional groups should play bigger role in aiding small island States: UN official

*
UN peacekeeping chief heading to Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana

*
Sri Lanka’s Tamil rebels free largest number of child soldiers, UNICEF reports

*
UN health agency says polio from Nigeria spreads further afield to Botswana

*
Community consensus needed to curb drug abuse, UN anti-narcotics chief says 

*
UN, Caribbean bloc work out regional assistance needs

*
UN rights commission concerned by negative stereotyping of religions

* * * *

Iraq

14 April – Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Special Adviser, Lakhdar Brahimi, said today the United Nations was confident an Iraqi caretaker government could be formed ahead of the transfer of power at the end of June to guide the country until free and fair elections are held in January 2005.

“We are confident that it will be possible to form such a government in a timely manner, that is, during the month of May 2004,” Mr. Brahimi told a press conference in Baghdad following some 10 days of consultations with a cross-section of Iraqi political leaders and civil society representatives.

He said the transitional government would be “led by a Prime Minister and comprising Iraqi men and women known for their honesty, integrity and competence,” and that there would also be a President to act as Head of State and two Vice-Presidents.

According to an agreement reached last November, the United States-led Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) is scheduled to transfer power to an Iraqi government on 30 June and the current 25-member Governing Council will be dissolved. As Mr. Brahimi noted today, some of the Governing Council members are already assuming other responsibilities while other members “will no doubt be called upon to participate in various State institutions.”

The UN envoy is scheduled to return to New York in the coming days to brief the Secretary-General and the Security Council before returning to Iraq to hold more consultations. While Mr. Brahimi’s recommendations would not be finalized until his return, he outlined a number of preliminary observations and a few tentative ideas.

Mr. Brahimi said the current security situation made it all the more urgent for the political process to continue. “Let me emphasize…the elections scheduled to take place in January 2005 are the most important milestone,” he said. “There is no substitute for the legitimacy that comes from free and fair elections.”

The UN envoy said he agreed with the suggestion by a number of those he consulted that a large national conference be held to promote national reconciliation and consensus. Such a gathering could be held in July and aim to elect a consultative assembly to serve alongside the caretaker government until the January 2005 elections.

He added that even though the UN electoral team has been able to progress in its work, “it is important and urgent that, on the Iraqi side, the necessary steps are taken, so that elections can take place” in time. “Naturally, the security situation has to improve significantly for these elections to take place in an acceptable environment,” he added.

Mr. Brahimi also said many Iraqis had appealed to him regarding the thousands of Iraqis who are being detained without charge. “They should be either charged or released, and their families and lawyers must have access to them,” he said, adding that it was “difficult to understand” that thousands of sorely needed Iraqi professionals were dismissed during the de-Baathification process.

“All these are ideas which will be submitted to the Secretary-General and further discussed both during the wide consultations scheduled to be organized by the committee set up for this purpose by the Governing Council and by our own team,” he said.

Mr. Brahimi added that he believed that the political framework he outlined for the setting up of the interim government, the organization of a national dialogue conference, combined with a number of confidence-building measures addressing real concerns of the Iraqis, “should, I hope, help this country to move forward towards recovery, peace and stability.”

* * *

Uganda

14 April – Highlighting the abduction and forced recruitment of children as soldiers and sex slaves, members of the United Nations Security Council today strongly condemned the atrocities being committed by the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) rebel group in northern Uganda.

In a statement to the press issued by its President for April, Ambassador Gunter Pleuger of Germany, Council members demanded that the LRA immediately stop all attacks against civilians.

The 15 members said it was vital that the warring parties in northern and eastern Uganda explore “all peaceful avenues to resolve” their conflict, and allow aid workers unrestricted access to civilians. They also said the Ugandan Government must step up its protection of displaced persons.

The statement followed a private briefing earlier today from the Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs and Emergency Relief Coordinator, Jan Egeland, who later told reporters that “a major humanitarian emergency” was unfolding in Uganda.

“I would say this is perhaps the most under-reported story in the world today,” he said. “Because where else would there be 10,000 kidnapped children in the course of only 18 months who have been terrorized into becoming killing machines, terrorized into attacking their own villages, killing their own relatives?”

The envoy said that most of the soldiers and most of the victims of the war are children. “By some estimates minors make up 80 per cent of the LRA soldiers,” he said.

The children are abducted and forcibly recruited into the LRA, he said, with many girls also serving as sexual slaves for the senior commanders of the group, which wants to impose the Ten Commandments of the Christian Bible as the law in Uganda.

During a field visit late last year, Mr. Egeland said, he spoke to a girl – she has now escaped from the LRA – who said that she and other captives were once forced to take another child who tried to flee and “literally tear apart that child with her own teeth.”

“The psychological trauma of these acts is incalculable. The atrocities are unspeakable and they affect thousands and thousands and thousands every month,” he said.

The LRA’s policy of abductions had also created a new phenomenon known as “the night commuter,” he said, where as many as 40,000 children and mothers walk for hours every night to sleep outside hospitals, town halls and community centres because they feel it is unsafe anywhere else.

In its press statement, Council members said such crimes as abductions, sexual violence and sexual exploitation “should not remain unpunished.” It also expressed concern about the large-scale displacement of civilians.

Mr. Egeland said the number of people uprooted from their homes because of the fighting has almost trebled to more than 1.5 million now from 550,000 in January 2002. The UN World Food Programme (WFP) has been able to provide basic supplies to most of those people.

Only 10 per cent of the $127 million in donations sought by the UN to relieve the suffering in Uganda has been received so far, he said, adding that more is needed to prevent a break next month in the process that delivers cereals to the needy.

He said the Ugandan Government, regional organizations and the international community have done “far too little” for the people of northern Uganda, but he was heartened that Council members today pledged to devote greater funds and attention to the problem.

* * *

Road safety

14 April – Although fatalism is being encouraged by use of the word “accidents” for vehicular collisions, people must be made aware that the crashes, now causing 1.2 million deaths per year, can be reduced or prevented, United Nations Deputy Secretary-General Louise Fréchette said today.

“People hold a fatalistic view of road crashes, often encouraged by the use of the word ‘accident’ instead of ‘crash’ or ‘collision.’ Yet many of the risks involved are entirely within our control. Many crashes can be prevented, while the effects of many others can be reduced,” she told the first General Assembly plenary session devoted to road safety.

“We have a lot to do to raise awareness,” she said.

For a multi-sectoral problem, the UN system, including the World Health Organization (WHO), the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF), the UN Development Programme (UNDP) and the World Bank, would continue its international role, while national ministries of health, finance, environment, education, justice, police and others would have to work with transport sectors to improve road safety, she said.

Ms. Fréchette urged Member States and civil society to take concerted action on such issues as wider dissemination of safety devices, improved designs of roads and vehicles, and firmer action against those who drive under the influence of alcohol or drugs and against those who speed.

A resolution before the meeting requests the Assembly to appoint WHO as the lead agency in coordinating a worldwide response to the growing problem of traffic problems, noting that while solutions implemented had to be local, developing countries and countries in transition often lacked the resources to reverse the trend.

The plenary session follows up on last year’s two UN resolutions on road safety and UN Secretary General Kofi Annan’s report on the global road safety crisis calling for an urgent international response to a major public health issue.

WHO has calculated that road accidents worldwide cause one death, 43 injuries and a loss of nearly $500,000 every 30 seconds. On World Health Day last week, WHO Director-General Lee Jong-wook called for immediate action to prevent a projected 80 per cent increase in traffic fatalities in low- and middle-income countries alone by 2020.

“We must now use every day to act on road safety, and implement effective sustainable action to prevent injury and death on the world’s roads,” Dr. Lee said today.

Road crashes are the second leading global cause of death among young people aged 5 to 29 and the third leading cause of death among people aged 30 to 44 years, draining from low- and middle- income countries more than the total of $65 billion they receive in official development assistance (ODA), WHO and the World Bank say.

The costs are more than financial and economic, however.

“The social costs are incalculable,” said the Acting General Assembly President, Ambassador Mohammad Javad Zarif of Iran.

“The loss of breadwinners and the long-term care of people disabled in road accidents drive many families into poverty, or further into poverty, particularly in the developing world. From this perspective, the potential consequences for sustainable development are clear,” he said.

* * *

Small island States

14 April – The role of regional organizations such as the Caribbean Community (CARICOM) and the Pacific Islands Forum in the economic development of the world’s small island nations should be enhanced because they understand the situation more than international organizations, a senior United Nations official said today.

Anwarul K. Chowdhury, Under-Secretary-General and High Representative for Least Developed Countries, Landlocked Developing Countries and Small Island Developing States (SIDS), told the Commission on Sustainable Development (CSD) in New York that regional groups are often better able to negotiate with development partners.

“They know the region’s strengths and weaknesses. They know of the region’s capacities and resources,” he said. “They are also better placed to initiate and push ahead with projects and programmes with the governments of the region.”

He said regional organizations could help overcome the small size and minuscule populations of SIDS by helping to set up regional development programmes that have individual national components.

Mr. Chowdhury was addressing the opening of three days of CSD talks on small island developing States. This week’s talks are serving as a preparatory meeting for a five-day conference on the same issue starting 30 August in Mauritius.

The Mauritius summit has been established to review what progress has been made on the programme of action approved at a previous conference in 1994 in Barbados on the sustainable development of SIDS.

That programme includes such issues as climate change, tourism, natural disasters and waste. The Mauritius summit is also expected to examine trade, HIV/AIDS and information technology.

“No single group of countries is as vulnerable” as the world’s 40-plus SIDS, Mr. Chowdhury said, calling for a more dynamic process to monitor whether improvements are being made.

CSD Chairman Børge Brende of Norway told the meeting that many of the goals and actions recommended in the Barbados plan have not been implemented yet. Mr. Chowdhury said the Mauritius summit would focus on why there had been such serious shortfalls.

José Antonio Ocampo, Under-Secretary-General for Economic and Social Affairs, introduced the Secretary-General’s progress report to today’s talks. He said the report highlighted the most critical areas facing SIDS, including climate change and protecting coastal areas from rising sea levels.

Mr. Ocampo said the report also examined challenges that were not anticipated at Barbados in 1994, such as terrorism and transnational organized crime.

* * *

Côte d’Ivoire

14 April – The United Nations chief of peacekeeping is heading to post-conflict Côte d’Ivoire for an official visit starting tomorrow, 10 days after UN forces began their deployment in the West African country.

During his 15 to 19 April trip, Jean-Marie Guéhenno is scheduled to meet separately with President Laurent Gbagbo, the Transitional Government’s Prime Minister, Seydou Elimane Diarra, and the Ministers of Foreign Affairs, Defence and National Security as well as the head of the National Armed Forces of Côte d’Ivoire (FANCI).

Mr. Guéhenno is also slated to make a one-day visit to neighbouring Ghana to meet President John Agyekum Kufuor, who is also the current chairman of the Economic Commission of West African States (ECOWAS). Mr. Kufuor has been active in peace talks between the Côte d’Ivoire factions.

ECOWAS troops form the core of the UN Operation in Côte d’Ivoire (UNOCI).

* * *

Sri Lanka

14 April – In the single biggest formal release of child soldiers by Sri Lanka’s main rebel Liberation Tamil Tigers of Eelam (LTTE), the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) has facilitated the return of nearly 150 children out of the hundreds and possibly thousands still in rebel ranks.

“For too long these children have had to live as soldiers and have been denied the rights of other children to learn, play, and live in the security of a family environment,” UNICEF’s Representative in Sri Lanka, Ted Chaiban, said after yesterday’s release in the eastern part of the Indian Ocean island.

Tamil separatists in the north and east have waged a two-decades-long war that has taken 60,000 lives and displaced millions of people. Peace talks between the government and LTTE have been under way for two years under the auspices of the Norwegian Government.

“Although we are very glad to see these children being reunited with their families, there are hundreds and possibly thousands more still in the ranks of the LTTE,” Mr. Chaiban said. “All of these children deserve to experience what these children are feeling today. The joy of meeting their families again. The joy of going home.”

UNICEF is still working to confirm the total number being released and has so far met and registered over 100 children. It said potentially hundreds of other child soldiers from the eastern region had also given up arms and were returning home of their own accord. It asked parents of such children to contact the UN agency so that it can assess their condition and provide follow up assistance for their reintegration.

“We hope that this large release of children is the beginning of a new trend by the LTTE towards the large-scale demobilization of child soldiers and meeting their commitments under the peace process and the Action Plan for Children Affected by War, which was approved by both the Government of Sri Lanka and the LTTE,” Mr. Chaiban said.

UNICEF said all of the children released were from the eastern region, and it called on the LTTE to begin releasing equal numbers of underage recruits from the northern cadres as well.

The agency has secured a mobile health clinic to provide any child that needs it with immediate medical care. It is also working with Save the Children to provide social workers to meet with the children and their families to support the reintegration process.

* * *

Botswana

14 April – Underlining the spreading risk to polio-free areas of imported infection from northern Nigeria where immunization was suspended last year, the United Nations health agency today reported the first case in 13 years of the paralyzing and sometimes fatal disease in the southern African country of Botswana.

“Children across Africa will continue to be at risk of polio from such importations until the disease is eradicated everywhere,” the Geneva-based World Health Organization (WHO) said.

The magnitude of the risk posed to polio-free areas is compounded by the growing vulnerability of populations to polio globally after the cessation of preventive polio immunization campaigns in most polio-free countries in 2002 to 2003, it added.

In the past 18 months new cases genetically linked to the poliovirus endemic to northern Nigeria have occurred in the previously polio-free west and central African countries of Benin, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Central African Republic, Chad, Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana and Togo.

These cases have been associated with an extensive outbreak in Nigeria after immunization was suspended in some northern states in August 2003 when religious and other leaders voiced concern over the safety of the oral vaccine. As of March 2004, all Nigerian states with the exception of Kano had resumed mass polio immunization.

In the Botswana case a seven-year-old boy from Ngami in the northwest had onset of paralysis in February. The government, WHO, the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and partners are currently preparing an emergency response, including heightened disease surveillance and a nationwide immunization campaign to ensure that any transmission is stopped rapidly.

Neighbouring countries are being notified of the importation, and urged to further strengthen their surveillance for polio and routine immunization coverage.

* * * 

Drugs

14 April – The head of the United Nations anti-narcotics agency today stressed the importance of preventive and therapeutic action before drug abuse becomes a health, social and financial burden.

“Every dollar invested in treatment and prevention saves a multiple – $7 to $10 – for drug-related crime and health costs,” Antonio Maria Costa, Executive Director of the UN Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), told the World Federation of Therapeutic Communities in Palma de Mallorca, Spain, an annual gathering of grass-roots and volunteer organizations involved in efforts to reduce drug abuse and its impact on societies worldwide.

“But it is not only a matter of money,” he added. “Treatment and rehabilitation reduce drug abuse, improve health and the social functioning of people. The risk of infectious diseases is lower, and so is crime.”

On current trends in global illicit drugs production and trafficking, Mr. Costa noted that major decreases have been seen over the past few years in the cultivation of opium in the Golden Triangle and of coca in the Andean region. At the same time, new threats such as the HIV/AIDS epidemic continue to be fuelled by drug abuse, especially in Eastern Europe and Asia, as well as an increase in production and trafficking of synthetic drugs.

Mr. Costa insisted on the importance of drug abuse prevention, warning that “as long as demand persists at over 450 tons per year of heroin and almost twice the amount of cocaine, these substances would be produced somewhere – whether Afghanistan, Colombia or elsewhere.”

As for the effectiveness of prevention measures, Mr. Costa pointed to a recent paradoxical development – in certain rich countries, where a consensus emerged on tightening regulations against tobacco use, there are small, vocal and well-funded groups advocating the relaxation of drug controls.

“Just as in the case of tobacco, drug abuse prevention needs to involve society at-large: schools, sports centres, work places, media, leisure settings, courts, life insurance policies, places of faith and, above all, family,” he said, noting that this consensus approach has produced tangible results against tobacco as smokers are on the defensive and public support for banning smoking is asserting itself more and more.

“We need the same consensus against drug abuse,” he added.

* * *

CARICOM

14 April – In a two-day meeting between the United Nations and the Caribbean Community (CARICOM), the regional body called for assistance with protecting intellectual property rights, coordinating agricultural policies with global policies and building local capacities for combating small arms smuggling.

In a joint statement issued today on the 12 to 13 April meeting, the two organizations said they needed to put in place “further cooperation on regional security efforts among the UN, CARICOM and the OAS (Organization of American States) in early warning, conflict prevention, peace-, confidence- and security-building measures.”

These would include projects to help the 15 CARICOM members “to ratify disarmament-related treaties and to build national and regional capacities for combating the illicit trade in small arms and light weapons.”

“Security threats – from political violence through money laundering to drug trafficking and smuggling – have serious consequences for the functioning of the region’s economies, for governance and stability, and for social well-being,” UN Deputy Secretary-General Louise Fréchette had told the third general meeting.

Protecting intellectual property rights (IPRs) would also “promote wealth creation and social and cultural development” in the region, the statement said.

A CARICOM report of August 2001 on IPRs says regionalization and trade liberalization have positive and negative effects on access to local genetic resources and traditional knowledge and the regional negotiating skills to be used in various international forums must be strengthened.

The joint statement pointed out the need for an enhanced agricultural policy, as well as “further cooperation on sustainable land development and efficient marine management to ensure food self-sufficiency.”

* * *

Human Rights

14 April – The United Nations Commission on Human Rights has expressed concern at the negative stereotyping of religions in some regions and the frequent and inaccurate association of Islam with terrorism and human rights violations.

Meeting at its annual session in Geneva, the Commission adopted a resolution yesterday noting with deep concern that the defamation of religions and the ethnic and religious profiling of Muslim minorities had intensified since the terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001.

The 53-member body also voiced its concern at programmes and agendas pursued by extremist organizations and groups aimed at defaming religions, particularly when sponsored by governments. The resolution was adopted with 29 States in favour, 16 against and seven abstaining.

The Commission also adopted a resolution on the right to development, which included an agreement for it to consider during its next session whether to renew the mandate of the Independent Expert on the right to development. It also decided to renew the mandate of the Working Group on the issue for another year.

The Commission adopted this text by a vote of 49 members in favour and three countries – Australia, Japan and the United States – against. There were no abstentions.

The Commission, which is holding its 60th annual session this year, runs until 23 April. Yesterday it also heard from many representatives of international non-governmental organizations (NGOs) about human rights issues around the world.

* *** *
__________________________________________________________________________________________
14 April 2004

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 Marie Okabe, Associate Spokesperson for the Secretary-General.


Good Afternoon.


**Guest at Noon


I just would like to inform you that the Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs, Jan Egeland, is currently briefing the Security Council on the humanitarian situation in northern Uganda.  And should he get out while this briefing is still going on, he will join us here at the noon briefing.  Otherwise, if the briefing is over, he will go to the stakeout and brief you there.


I will let you know before the end of the briefing.

**Brahimi

Turning to Iraq.  The Secretary-General’s Special Adviser Lakhdar Brahimi briefed journalists in Baghdad a short while ago before returning to New York to brief the Secretary-General and the Security Council.

He said that, despite the security situation which limited his movements, he and his team managed to meet with a wide scope of Iraqis.  Brahimi also expressed once more his deep sorrow for the loss of life and destruction that has befallen Fallujah, parts of Baghdad and other parts of Iraq.

While his recommendations would not be finalized until a further trip to Iraq for more consultations, he outlined a number of preliminary observations and a few tentative ideas.

The current security situation, he said, makes it all the more urgent for the political process to continue.  Therefore, the election planned for January 2005 is the most important milestone for the country, he said. 

Brahimi said he was confident that a caretaker government could be formed during the month of May.  He outlined that the Government should be led by a Prime Minister and constituted by men and women known for their integrity, competence and honesty. 

Brahimi said he agreed with the suggestion that a large national conference be held to promote national reconciliation and consensus.  Such a gathering could be held in July, with the aim of electing a consultative assembly to serve alongside the caretaker government. 

He noted that the security situation needs to improve for elections to take place in an acceptable environment.

Last, he said that many Iraqis had appealed to him regarding the thousands of Iraqis who are being detained without charge.  These people, he said, should either be charged or released and their families and lawyers should be given access to them.  He also noted that it was difficult to understand that thousands  

of sorely needed Iraqi professionals were dismissed during the de-Baathification process.

We have copies of his opening statement at today’s press conference upstairs.

Earlier today, Brahimi met with a wide range of Iraqi officials and professionals in Baghdad.  And you can have the list of those, if you are interested.

**Security Council

As I mentioned at the beginning, the Security Council this morning is holding consultations to review its programme of work for April, and under “other matters”, the Council received a briefing from Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs Jan Egeland who is also the UN’s Emergency Relief Coordinator, on the humanitarian situation in northern Uganda.

The President of the Security Council intends to read out a press statement on that situation once consultations have adjourned.

Egeland also discussed recent developments in the Darfur region of the Sudan in today’s Council consultations.

As I mentioned at the beginning, we hope he will join us at the briefing as soon as he is done.

**UNICEF/Child Soldiers

The UN Children’s Fund, UNICEF, facilitated the release yesterday of nearly  150 former child soldiers by the Tamil Tigers in eastern Sri Lanka.  This latest demobilization is the single biggest formal release of child soldiers by the Tamil Tigers.

UNICEF says it hopes that this release is the start of a new trend by the Tigers towards the large scale demobilization of child soldiers.  We have more in a press release from UNICEF upstairs.

**Road Safety -- Deputy Secretary-General Speaks at General Assembly

This morning, the General Assembly focused on road safety for the first time in its history.  Speaking at the opening meeting, Deputy Secretary-General Louise Fréchette noted that until now the road safety crisis has been largely off the radar screen of public policy, which is surprising, given that 1.2 million men, women and children are killed in traffic accidents every year.  

She added that more than 80 per cent of those deaths occur in low- and middle-income countries and that most of them are preventable.

The Deputy Secretary-General called upon Member States and civil society to take action to use safety devices, improve the design of roads and vehicles, and take firmer action against speeding and those who drive while impaired by alcohol or drugs.

Road safety is no accident, she said.  The less we do about it, the more lives will be shattered.  The full text of her remarks is available in our Office.

A press conference on road safety initiatives will be held in this room after the briefing.

**WHO/Botswana Polio

A case of polio has been reported in Botswana –- a country which had been polio-free since 1991.

The World Health Organization (WHO) says the virus has been closely linked to polio virus endemic to northern Nigeria. 

The WHO, along with the Government of Botswana, UNICEF and other parties, is currently preparing an emergency response.  We have more in a press release available upstairs.

**Efforts to Reduce Drug Abuse

Antonio Maria Costa, the Executive Director of the UN Office on Drugs and Crime, has called for greater community consensus in order to curb drug abuse. 

Costa made the comments in Spain, at a conference of grass-roots and volunteer organizations involved in efforts to reduce drug abuse.

**Small Islands Meeting

And a three-day meeting on small island developing States has begun here at UN Headquarters.

We have a press pack on the meeting available at the documents counter.

The meeting is part of the twelfth session of the Commission of Sustainable Development.

The current Chair of the Commission, Norway’s Environment Minister Børge Brende, will be our guest here tomorrow, to brief you on this session.

**Project LINK

And finally, 100 economists from 60 countries and several international organizations today opened a three-day meeting in Conference Room 5, here at UN Headquarters as part of Project LINK, a research venture organized by the United Nations and the University of Toronto.

Copies of the economists’ report, Global Economic Outlook 2004, will be made available to you today. The report’s contents are embargoed until noon tomorrow.

Also, tomorrow at 11:15 a.m., Nobel Laureate Lawrence Klein, the founder of Project LINK, will hold a press conference in this room to present the economic forecast.

And that’s all I have for you. Do you have any questions for me?  Yes, Akram?


**Questions and Answers

Question:
Dr. Brahimi in his trip to Iraq, has he been able to meet with Grand Ayatollah Sistani and others in Najaf or Karbala and other places?

Associate Spokesman:  As we’ve been reporting to you daily of Mr. Brahimi’s meetings plus his own press conference today, he is saying that he has been able to meet with a wide range of Iraqis during his now 11-day mission.  Specifically on your initial question; I answered that question the other day.  He was not on the list.  But we can provide you with a comprehensive list on the daily meetings he’s had.  Yes?

Question:
Again back to Mr. Brahimi.  His news conference today seemed to mark a milestone in his emergence as a figure in Iraq.  What does this say and what is the evolution of Mr. Brahimi and the UN role in Iraq? 

Associate Spokesman:  You saw his press briefing today.  You have seen him speak to you on various occasions now.  He clearly, as you said, laid down a marker today a culmination of the various consultations that he has had on the ground there for the past 11 days.  As he said, he wants to now have those ideas discussed in Iraq and also come to New York to discuss them further with the Secretary-General, the Security Council, etc.  So, I think we should pose this question on his return and ask him his own evaluation of his role there.  Yes?

Question:
Marie, as a follow-up.  The Secretary-General yesterday sounded a very cautious note when talking about a road map, so to speak, for restoring stability in Iraq and for engaging UN’s role there.  Brahimi today sounded less cautious and he was much more forward-looking than the SG did yesterday.  Has the UN changed tone overnight?

Associate Spokesman:  I don’t think I want to make a comparison between what Mr. Brahimi sounded today versus what the Secretary-General said yesterday.  First, I did not see Mr. Brahimi’s press conference myself.  I was not able to watch him.  So, I can’t make that comparison at first glance.  I think the Secretary-General, in speaking to you yesterday, was responding to questions that were posed to him.  And these were questions about the security environment in which the UN was working, you know.  Given the security environment, what were the chances of the UN going back in large numbers?  I think he was responding to specific questions.  I think in terms of his overall thoughts on Iraq, he has made them clear on a number of occasions.  Even the statements over the weekend, as I said, emphasize the importance of the work on the political process given the violence.  I think Mr. Brahimi had an opportunity today to make a statement, and as I said, put down a marker at the end of a substantive visit there.  The Secretary-General yesterday was simply responding in a press encounter.  Yes,    Mr. Abbadi?

Question:
Ambassador Brahimi sees great merit in having the national assembly be held in Iraq and preferably committees set up to prepare the work of that conference.  Is he doing it in along the lines of the Loya Jirga in Afghanistan where he had (Inaudible)?

Associate Spokesman:  I think you’d have to ask him that when you see him next.  Yes?

Question:
When do you expect Brahimi in New York?

Associate Spokesman:  Probably towards the end of the month.

Question:
Secretary-General Annan’s statement notwithstanding, when we hear Mr. Brahimi laying out something of a vision; can we not say that the UN is taking a role in laying out what a post-occupation Iraq will look like -- a greater role?

Associate Spokesman:  Well, that’s precisely why the Secretary-General had asked Mr. Brahimi to go to Iraq to make these explorations and to come up with these proposals.  So, what Mr. Brahimi is doing is part of the Secretary-General’s wish to bring about the political process that Mr. Brahimi outlined today.  I don’t have anything further than that.  Yes, Akram?

Question:
We had a week earlier, a lot of Iraqi people and others involved in the uprising wrote to the United Nations and to the Secretary-General.  Is there a response to their correspondence?  Has anything happened to accommodate their questions?

Associate Spokesman:  I am not clear on your question.  Can you ... (Interrupted)? 

Question:
The people of Iraq ...

Associate Spokesman:
Yes.

Question: ... during what is happening in Iraq, they have asked the United Nations to be involved and they wrote to the Secretary-General; they appeal to him a few times.  Any response to those views?

Associate Spokesman:  Well, the Secretary-General, as you know, issued two statements in the course of 48 hours -- on Thursday and again on Saturday during the violence -- in which he raised his grave concern for the lives of civilians in Iraq.  I have seen the reports that you’re mentioning.  Ross Mountain, who is the acting Special Representative for Iraq, issued a statement yesterday on the humanitarian access situation for places like Fallujah.

Question:
Are they available to the press?

Associate Spokesman:  There are three statements that were public statements.  Yes, Mr. Abbadi?

Question:
Is the electoral team in Iraq coming back with Ambassador Brahimi or are they staying longer there?

Associate Spokesman:  I can’t comment on how long either of these teams are on the ground for.  But we will let you know when they come out, as we have done up to now.

Question:
My try one more time on the evolution of the relationship between Mr. Brahimi and his team and that of the CPA?  The CPA is preparing to exit.  Is there an evolution of the roles of the relationship there that ... (Inaudible)?

Associate Spokesman:  I think Mr. Brahimi, by outlining his vision for the transitional government, I think he was also discussing the transition for the CPA as well.  And I think he was asked about relations with the United States and I think he says that they are in constant touch.  But beyond that I really don’t have much more beyond what Mr. Brahimi told the press conference, which all of you heard and now have seen.  Yes?

Question:
The group which is with Mr. Brahimi; are there specialists in some negotiations in military or in what kind of ... (Inaudible)?

Associate Spokesman:  They’re his aides.  I don’t think I can go further than that.  It’s a small team of his aides, just as the electoral team is a small team on the ground, as well.

One more question since Mr. Egeland has joined us.  I just wanted to point out that Mr. Egeland needs to go to another appointment.  So, if he can come up as soon as possible we can hear more about the briefing he just gave the Security Council.  Yes?

Question:
My question deals with something completely different, actually.

Associate Spokesman:  Yes?

Question:
With the Commission for Sustainable Development.

Associate Spokesman:  Yes.

Question:
You distributed here the small island/big sates envelope and I am reading here; “tremendous efforts need to be made by small islands to build expensive sea walls in situations where that would seem to be the only solution ...”.  Now, this Commission, this year is supposed to deal with water sanitation and human habitat.  Luckily, the subject of the SIDS (small island developing States) was added to this.  That is where there is the possibility to tackle questions like climate change.  And all these disasters that are actually the common ground for what is being discussed here today; which includes Iraq, which all these disasters really come from the subject of using oil.  Now, is the Secretary-General ready to tackle the subject of using oil as the common factor to the disaster impending of the small islands, developing independent States, Members of the United Nations; 43 of them; and all these other subjects?  Is there a possibility to see a common denominator?

Associate Spokesman:  I think you should probably raise this issue when the Chair of the Commission, the Norwegian Minister, comes to talk to you tomorrow and the noon briefing.  I think ... (Interrupted).

Question:
But I am asking actually about the Secretary-General; if he sees this common thread going between the different subjects?

Associate Spokesman:  I don’t have any specific comment on that now.

Question:
Could you ask him to comment?

Associate Spokesman:  I will certainly look into it.  [It was later announced that the Secretary-General’s High Representative for the Least Developed Countries, Landlocked Developing Countries and Small Island Developing States is available for interviews in relation to any issues involving small island developing States.]

Question:
Thank you.

Associate Spokesman:  Mr. Egeland?

* *** *
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