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Pollution and drought may trigger war

	[image: image1.jpg]




	Environmental damage has contributed to conflict in the Democratic Republic of Congo, observers say (Reuters/Finbarr O'Reilly)


The U.N. wants to study links between the environment and human conflict to see how future wars might be sparked by factors like global warming, according to a senior official. 

Pollution, droughts, floods, storms, rising sea levels and desertification are among possible triggers of wars in a world with more and more people competing for limited resources. 

"The environment can be a trigger of conflict but we don't know enough about it," said Professor Steve Lonergan, director of the U.N. Environment Programme (UNEP) division of early warning and assessment in Nairobi, Kenya. 

A new UNEP survey of governments round the world showed that the two main gaps in environmental understanding were links between the environment and conflict, as well as the environment and poverty, he said. 

"Under climate change we expect more extreme events, more floods, more droughts," said Lonergan, a Canadian scientist. 

He added that global warming could in turn lead to instability by forcing people to move to other areas, causing conflict with people already living there. 

Many scientists say that emissions of gases like carbon dioxide, mainly from cars and factories, are blanketing the planet and driving up temperatures. 

"But this is not just about climate change. Resource scarcity and abundance can also contribute to conflict," he said. Abundant natural resources like diamonds and metals can also cause conflicts. 

He said that environment ministers from around the world, due to meet in South Korea in late March, were likely to approve a new drive to widen U.N. understanding of the environment and links to conflicts and poverty. 

UNEP might set up a new secretariat on environmental peace and conflict, he said. 

"The classic case is water scarcity in the Middle East," said Lonergan. Lack of water is one underlying cause of conflict between Israel and Syria and Israel and the Palestinians. 

Environmental damage has been a factor in political unrest in nations from the Democratic Republic of Congo to Haiti, he said. 

Yahoo News

UN Aims to study link between environment, wars

By Alister Doyle 
OSLO (Reuters) - The United Nations (news - web sites) wants to study links between the environment and human conflict to see how future wars might be sparked by factors like global warming, a senior official said Tuesday. 

	
	


Pollution, droughts, floods, storms, desertification and rising sea levels are among possible triggers of wars in a world with more and more people competing for limited resources. 

"The environment can be a trigger of conflict but we don't know enough about it," Steve Lonergan, Director of the U.N. Environment Program (UNEP) division of early warning and assessment in Nairobi, told Reuters. 

A new UNEP survey of governments round the world showed that the two main gaps in environmental understanding were links between the environment and conflict, as well as the environment and poverty, he said. 

"Under climate change we expect more extreme events, more floods, more droughts," said Lonergan, a Canadian scientist. 

He added that global warming could in turn lead to instability by forcing people to move to other areas, causing conflict with people already living there. 

Many scientists say that emissions of gases like carbon dioxide, mainly from cars and factories, are blanketing the planet and driving up temperatures. 

"But this is not just about climate change -- resource scarcity and abundance can also contribute to conflict," he said. Abundant natural resources like diamonds and metals can also cause conflicts. 

He said that environment ministers from around the world, due to meet in South Korea (news - web sites) in late March, were likely to approve a new drive to widen U.N. understanding of the environment and links to conflicts and poverty. 

UNEP might set up a new secretariat on environmental peace and conflict, he said. 

"The classic case is water scarcity in the Middle East," said Lonergan. Lack of water is one underlying cause of conflict between Israel and Syria and Israel and the Palestinians. 

Environmental damage has been a factor in political unrest in nations from the Democratic Republic of Congo (news - web sites) to Haiti, he said. 

______________________________________________________________________________________
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Economic losses due to natural disasters estimated at $60B in 2003 


Natural disasters, the lion’s share of which were weather-related catastrophes, cost the world over $60 billion in 2003, up from around $55 billion the year before. 

The high economic losses, highlighted in a report by experts with the Finance Initiative of the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP), are part of a worrying trend that is being linked with climate change. 

UNEP is calling on governments, business and industry to back emerging emissions-trading markets as one way of tackling the crisis. The extreme summer heat wave, in which crops and livestock wilted across many parts of Europe and some 20,000 people were killed, is expected to have been the most costly single event with agricultural losses alone estimated to be over $10 billion. The second most costly events are likely to have been the floods along the Huai and Yangtze Rivers in China between July and September. Some 650,000 apartments were damaged with overall losses estimated at nearly $8 billion. The biggest insured losses were in the United States, where a series of tornadoes ripped through the Midwest in April and May leaving a trail of destructions in their wake. They are calculated to have cost insurers more than $3 billion. 

These are just some of the preliminary "snapshot" findings from Munich Re, one of the world’s biggest re-insurance companies, which has been tracking the economic and insured losses as a result of natural and weather-related catastrophes since the 1950s. 

Thomas Loster, head of Weather/Climate Risks Research at the company and head of the Climate Change Working Group of the UNEP Finance Initiative, said that the years of the late 1990 and early 21st Century had been marked by increasingly "extreme" weather and climate-related events. 

Klaus Toepfer, executive director of UNEP, added: "Climate change is not a prognosis, it is a reality that is, and will increasingly bring human suffering and economic hardship. Developed countries have a responsibility to reduce their emissions, but also have a responsibilty to help developing countries adapt to the impacts of global warming." 

________________________________________________________________________________________

Africa News
January 14, 2004 Wednesday

 Kenya;
Kibaki Meets German Envoy

BYLINE: The East African Standard

BODY:
President Kibaki yesterday held talks with German Ambassador Bernd Braun at State House, Nairobi. 

The discussions centred on next week's three-day official visit to Kenya by German Chancellor Gerhard Schroeder.

Schroeder is expected to hold talks with President Kibaki, tour projects sponsored by Germany and visit the United Nations Environment Programme headquarters in Gigiri, Nairobi.

Separately, the President received credentials from six envoys accredited to Kenya.

They included Stanslas Nsabuwanka of Burundi, Volodymyr Zabigailo of Ukraine and Syed Zahid Hussain of Pakistan.

LOAD-DATE: January 14, 2004
ENS

Summit of Americas Has Little Time for Environment 

MONTERREY, Mexico, January 14, 2004 (ENS) - Environmental concerns were sidelined at the Special Summit of the Americas which concluded Tuesday with a declaration by the 34 heads of the democratic governments in the hemisphere. 

At this first Summit of the Americas held since the terrorist attacks on New York and Washington, DC in September 2001, the leaders focused on democratic governance, free trade, and combating terrorism. 
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Prime Minister Paul Martin of Canada addresses fellow leaders at the Summit of the Americas. (Photo courtesy Office of the Prime Minister)
The summit gave President George W. Bush his first meeting with Canada's new Prime Minister Liberal Paul Martin. The two leaders stressed the importance of the relationship between the two countries in joint remarks to reporters following a breakfast meeting Tuesday in Monterrey. 

"It's a vital relationship," Bush said. "We share the same values of family and human dignity and treating people decently. And I really look forward to working with Prime Minister Martin." 

"We share a continent and we share values and we share a perspective on what's the best thing for our people," Martin said, adding that "essentially, working together is really the way we are going to do the best thing for our people." 

On the issue of mad cow disease both leaders said they would work closely together and rely on science to deal with the disease, but gave no specifics. On December 23, the U.S. Agriculture Department announced that one cow with the fatal disease had been found. The cow has been traced to a herd from Alberta, Canada. 

President Bush said he personally has not stopped eating beef because he believes the food supply is safe. "We've got a lot of beef going across our border. We've got beef on the hoof and beef in the box. And the cattle industries are very important for our respective provinces and states," he said. 

"The best way to make sure that we're able to satisfy the consumers in both our countries, as well as around the world is there ought to be very close coordination on regulation, on information and on the science," the President said. 

"This is a North American industry and the solutions are science based," said Prime Minister Martin. "And those science-based solutions are going to be arrived at between the two of us. And that's where the coordination comes in." 

On Monday, President Bush and met privately with Mexican President Vicente Fox to discuss Bush's newly proposed temporary worker program and other topics, but not the environment. 

President George W. Bush and President Vicente Fox of Mexico participate in a press conference January 12, 2004. (Photo by Paul Morse courtesy The White House)
At a news conference after their meeting, Bush outlined his proposal for a temporary worker program that he said will "further the cause of safe, legal and orderly migration" to the United States. The program, he said, will match willing foreign workers with willing American employers when no American workers can be found to fill the jobs. 

President Fox called it a "valuable" proposal and a "step forward" on the issue of migration flow between the two countries. 

The Mexican President mentioned the existence of several working groups that are making plans to normalize the market in automobiles, food, agriculture products, construction materials and consumption goods, trade and services. "Another one is working on energy, another one in scientific and technological cooperation, another one regional cooperation on trade and investment," President Fox said. 

The U.S. State Department said President Bush came to the Summit to urge leaders to strengthen the foundations for democracy and economic growth in the hemisphere by taking action to promote democracy and good governance, to spur private sector led growth and reduce poverty, and to improve health and education. There was no mention of environmental protection in the U.S. agenda. 

President Bush got some of what he wanted at the summit. In Monterrey, the hemisphere's leaders reaffirmed their support for completing the Free Trade Area of the Americas, on schedule, by 2005, and expressed their shared interest in advancing the World Trade Organization's current round of negotiations. 

In their final declaration, known as the Declaration of Nuevo León for the Mexican state in which the gathering was held, the leaders made several vague and general references to environmental protection. 

They expressed their concerns about emerging diseases and reemerging diseases, such as malaria, dengue, yellow fever, and tuberculosis, in view of "the current economic, social, and environmental health contexts, the impact of recurrent natural disasters, and health problems associated with the unplanned growth of densely populated areas." 

They committed their governments to reinforcing promotion, prevention, control, and treatment programs, and promised to deepen technical cooperation with the Pan-American Health Organization, the Inter-American Development Bank and other agencies to control and eradicate these diseases. 

President George W. Bush talks with President Francisco Flores of El Salvador at the Special Summit of the America's in Monterrey, Mexico. January 13, 2004 (Photo by Eric Draper courtesy The White House)
The leaders pledged to "maintain a sustained effort to improve living conditions for inhabitants of rural areas by promoting investment and creating a favorable environment to achieve sustainable improvements in agriculture that will contribute to social development, rural prosperity, and food security." 

In this context, the leaders said, they support the implementation of the AGRO 2003-2015 Plan of Action for Agriculture and Rural Life of the Americas, adopted at the Second Ministerial Meeting on Agriculture and Rural Life held in Panama in November 2003. 

They expressed support for the Global Forum on Biotechnology, scheduled for Chile in March 2004, which they said "will contribute to fighting hunger in the region." 

The leaders said they would increase cooperation and strengthen the institutions responsible for coordinating and implementing measures to reduce the impact of natural disasters on people and their effect on national development plans, with emphasis on prevention, mitigation, emergency measures, and risk management at all levels. 

"We believe that ensuring environmental health for our people is an investment for long-term well-being and prosperity," they said. 

Noting a "new alliance" between the region's ministers of health and environment, the leaders instructed them to "develop a cooperation agenda to prevent and minimize the negative impacts to the environment and human health." 

The leaders concluded their declaration by saying that the Fourth Summit of the Americas will be held in Argentina in 2005. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

ENS

Lake Balkhash 'faces bleak future' 
The UN has warned that Lake Balkhash, the second largest lake in Central Asia after the Aral Sea, could dry up, creating another major environmental crisis in the region. 
Forty times the size of Lake Geneva, Balkhash lies in eastern Kazakhstan, 400 kilometres north of the commercial city of Almaty (250 miles). 

"We fear Lake Balkhash could meet a similar fate to the Aral Sea," the permanent representative of the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) in Kazakhstan, Fikret Akcura, said. 

"Just like the Aral Sea, there is less and less water coming to the lake," he said when presenting a UNDP report on Kazakhstan's water resources. 

The Kazakh newspaper Megapolis reported late last year that, according to the latest data, the lake has already shrunk by over 2,000 square kilometres (770 square miles). 

The Aral Sea, once the world's fourth largest lake, has now turned into two separate water reservoirs surrounded by vast wastelands, as a result of Soviet policy to divert its two feeder rivers for cotton irrigation. 
China key player 
Kazakhstan must secure Beijing's cooperation to prevent the crisis, as Lake Balkhash gets the bulk of its water from the river Ili, flowing to Kazakhstan from north-western China. 

With the population growth curve in the western areas of China, there is of course going to be more water use on the Chinese side 
Fikret Akcura, UNDP representative 

"This is a very sensitive political issue," said Zharas Takenov, the UNDP's environment team chief in Almaty. "We lost the Aral Sea because we had several countries using the water. We have the same problem here. If there is no agreement with China on the amount of water it can use from the Ili, Balkhash will be damaged in the same way the Aral was." 

"With the population growth curve, agriculture, industry and urbanisation in the western areas of China, there is of course going to be more water use on the Chinese side," Mr Akcura said. 

To make things worse, the lake is already being intensively polluted by industrial waste and sewage. 

Another source of concern, the UNDP report said, is a continuing misuse of water in Kazakhstan. Although the country's agricultural output has significantly declined since the early 1990s, farmers still use the same amount of water due to an artificially low price. 

Meanwhile, about half Kazakhstan's population use water that is not up to international standards. The major reason for this, Mr Akcura said, is the increasing pollution of surface and underground waters. 

The report also says the country has the lowest amount of clean drinking water available per person in the whole of the former Soviet Union. 

BBC Monitoring , based in Caversham in southern England, selects and translates information from radio, television, press, news agencies and the Internet from 150 countries in more than 70 languages. 
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

ROAP Media Update – 15 January 2004

UN or UNEP in the news

Pollution and drought may trigger war
ABC Science Online, Australia, January 14, 2003 - The U.N. wants to study links between the environment and human conflict to see how future wars might be sparked by factors like global warming, according to a senior official.
…"The environment can be a trigger of conflict but we don't know enough about it," said Professor Steve Lonergan, director of the U.N. Environment Programme (UNEP) division of early warning and assessment in Nairobi, Kenya.
http://www.abc.net.au/science/news/stories/s1025418.htm 

Economic losses due to natural disasters estimated at $60B in 2003
The Philippine STAR 01/11/2004 - Natural disasters, the lion’s share of which were weather-related catastrophes, cost the world over $60 billion in 2003, up from around $55 billion the year before. 
The high economic losses, highlighted in a report by experts with the Finance Initiative of the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP), are part of a worrying trend that is being linked with climate change.
http://www.philstar.com/philstar/Business200401154509.htm 

ROLAC  MEDIA UPDATE –14 January 2004

Agencia de noticias de la Amazonia

BIODAMAZ, A CONTRIBUTES TO THE INVESTIGATIONS ON THE AMAZON  
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At the end of the first stage of the project Biodamaz executed in the Peruvian Amazon, the information to plan the socioeconomic variables of the Region is already available, Tropical Forests S.R. Ltda. points out in its publication Amazon Forests. “We already know where villages and people are, what economic activity they carry out, what they do, which lands are close and how can we take advantage of the spaces”, the Finn biologist Sanna Juvonnen says when analyzing the achievements of the regional strategy of biologic diversity and the research methodology.  The project Biodamaz is financed by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Finland and the Peruvian government through the Institute of Investigations of the Peruvian Amazon (IIAP), and it is developed within the Agreement on Biological Diversity of the United Nations.  

The project Biodamaz has included activities, investigation and training to the development of the environmental section and generated new information and tools for the environmental handling of the Amazon. One of the aspects that has been worked on is the Regional Strategy of the Biological Diversity of the Amazon, that looks to preserve and use the natural wealth in addition to the cultural characteristics of the people of the communities of the region. Therefore, it pays attention to the gathering, the forest and river handling habits and other elements used by the inhabitants of the communities of the Amazon. Another of the valuable elements of the project is the great data base of SIAMAZONÍA built by Biodamaz experts.  

To Sanna Juvonnen, the future of the people of the Amazon is bound to the destiny of the nature that surrounds them.  The application of the new knowledge could be the beginning of a new age in the way toward a sustainable Amazon. When speaking about to the outlined strategies she points out that the basic execution lines are given, for instance how to manage the natural resources in a sustainable way, how to take out more profit of the flora, fauna and other resources. The strategies outline the passage from the extractive culture to the productive one.  

The second stage of the Biodamaz will focus on the improvement of the knowledge on the types of forests existing in the Amazon. 

www.tierramerica.net
Sovereignty Debate Surrounds Chilean Nature Park
By Gustavo González*
Politicians say the declaration of protection for Pumalín Park, in southern Chile, is a violation of national security. The park is the property of a U.S. millionaire. 
SANTIAGO - Chilean senators want to take the controversial decision of making the Pumalín Park a nature reserve, property of U.S. millionaire Douglas Tompkins, to the National Security Council (COSENA), saying it is a sovereignty issue. But environmentalists say the protection declaration is an "inconsequential act". 

The 298,562-hectare park, situated in the southern province of Palena, in Chile's famed Lakes Region, is the result of seven years of negotiations between Tompkins and Chilean authorities. 

The process culminated Dec. 9 with the tycoon and President Ricardo Lagos putting their signatures to an agreement. 

The 200,000 hectares of native temperate rainforest are safe from exploitation by logging companies. It is a nature preserve that will be managed by a non-profit foundation in which Tompkins and Chilean entities will participate. 

But 28 of Chile's 47 senators, including four from the co-governing Christian Democrat Party, believe the new status of these lands would prevent the construction of roads and other projects considered indispensable for the development and integration of the area with the rest of the country. 

They asked that the agreement be submitted to COSENA, a body created by the Augusto Pinochet dictatorship (1973-1990) and is headed by the president, with the participation of the commanders of the armed forces and of four civilian officials. 

Bringing COSENA into the matter is problematic because it is one of the objectionable legacies of the dictatorship, agree activists Sara Larraín, head of Sustainable Chile, Manuel Baquedano, president of the Instituto de Ecología Política, and Gonzalo Villarino, executive director of Greenpeace-Chile. 

The three, consulted by Tierramérica, pointed to the inconsistency of the Christian Democrat senators, whose party has long advocated eliminating COSENA, and they applauded the fact that President Lagos, of the Socialist Party, has refused the lawmakers' request. 

Hernán Larraín, senator of the right-wing Independent Democratic Union party, told Tierramérica that the 28 legislators represent "a vast majority" that believes COSENA's intervention is necessary "because the park agreement creates many concerns with respect to the limitations of Chilean sovereignty." 

The conflict alludes to equality under the law, given that "special treatment is being given a foreigner." It is up to the state "to determine the occupation of the territory and the preservation of sectors whose characteristics contribute to improving the environment," said the senator. 

"There are doubts about the effect of the declaration of a nature sanctuary and the restrictions it could mean as far as developing infrastructure for communications, services and roads, and as far as resolutions by national courts on expropriation for the necessities of the common good," Christian Democrat senator Jorge Pizarro, said in a conversation with Tierramérica. 

"If national security means protecting our natural resources, there is no contradiction in what Tompkins is doing," says Jenia Jofré, president of the National Committee Pro Defense of Fauna and Flora. 

According to Raúl Sohr, an expert in defense issues, "The idea that sovereignty is lost is absurd. There is no loss of sovereignty in any territory of the country that is acquired by an individual." 

"If there is the desire to build a road, the same expropriation laws will be applied that are applied in the rest of the country," he said. 

Sara Larraín stressed that both the president of the Senate, Christian Democrat Andrés Zaldívar, and commander of the army Luis Emilio Cheyre, say it is not appropriate in this case to convene COSENA, of which they are both members. 

It is stipulated in the agreement that land would be set aside for building roads, she said. The foreign investments Tompkins has brought to Chile are the only ones aimed at preserving forests instead of exploiting them, added the activist. 

Analyst Sohr and the environmentalists believe the political reaction against Tompkins is due to his ecological stance. 

The senators never mentioned national security when foreign investments were made to exploit natural resources, which they instead see as "a factor for national development," they said. 

"In 30 years, the areas that are being preserved will be of incalculable value in terms of ecosystems. The activities to be carried out there are friendly to the environment, such as ecotourism," said Baquedano. 

"The deeper issue is the lack of vision of those (who are opposed to the nature sanctuary), who think of the country in the short term, and not in the long term," added the head of the Instituto de Ecología Política. 

Senator Larraín, meanwhile, denies there is a double standard that favors exploitation of resources while discriminating against Tompkins for his conservationist position, though he does criticize the millionaire for his support of what is known as "deep ecology". 

"We have serious concerns about deep ecology, because it is an extreme position in environmentalist thought, and in the end seeks the depopulation of the territory," says the senator. 

"As someone said as a caricature, deep ecology prefers trees over people. But we believe people are more important than trees. Nature should be at the service of man, not the reverse," concludes the right-wing lawmaker. 

ROWA MEDIA UPDATE

Bahrain

Water management in spotlight

WATER management issues will be highlighted at a symposium to be held at the Gulf International Convention and Exhibition Centre, Gulf Hotel, on Sunday.

The event, entitled Challenges on the Horizon Towards Managing the Global Environment and Water Resources, is being organised by the Bahrain Centre for Studies and Research and the Japan Co-operation Council for Petroleum.

The event, under the patronage of centre board of trustees chairman Dr Mohammed Al Ghatam

http://www.gulf-daily-news.com/arc_Articles.asp?Article=71561&Sn=BNEW&IssueID=26300
Jordan

Hazardous waste disposal discussed

There is a need to improve knowledge of waste management and the skills necessary to prevent damage to the environment, Hussein Taani from the University of Jordan Hospital (UJH) said at the opening of a three-day Healthcare Waste Management workshop at UJH yesterday. 

The workshop is part of a project that aims to change current methods of dealing with hazardous medical waste around the country, by training trainers in hospitals, who will disseminate the concepts of hazard control and waste management to the rest of the staff. 

The first two phases of the project, implemented between 1999-2002, focused on raising awareness in hospitals in Amman and then outside the capital. 

“There are over 70 hospitals in Amman and a similar number in the rest of the country,” explained Sonia Weik, coordinator of the initiative. At least one new hospital is built in the capital and another in the rest of the country each year, she added.Solid hospital waste is either incinerated on site or disposed of via the standard municipal waste outlets, continued Weik. Thus, a lot of the hazardous waste finds its way into waste dumps and is not properly decontaminated. Incineration itself is usually not up to standard, resulting in the release of toxic materials into the atmosphere. 

http://www.jordantimes.com/wed/homenews/homenews10.htm
Oman
Oman and the ISO 14000

Oman participated in the Training Workshop on Environmental Management System ISO 14000 which was organized by the General Secretariat of the Gulf Countries Council (GCC) in Riyadh (12-14 January). 
http://www.alwatan.com/dailyhtml/local.html#3
RO45m gas-fuelled power plant opens

A new RO45 million gas-fuelled power plant has opened in Sharqiya promising citizens of the region uninterrupted supply of "environment-friendly electricity." 

The 285MW Al Kamil plant was officially inaugurated by Sayyid Shabib bin Taimour Al Said, Adviser to His Majesty Sultan Qaboos for Environment Affairs, in the presence of several dignitaries including ministers and other notables.

It consists of three gas-operated turbines and will replace diesel plants in the wilayats of Sur, Al Kamil wal Wafi, Bilad Bani Bu Hassan, Al Mudharib and Al Mudhaibi, thus improving efficiency of electricity supply, reducing operation costs and ensuring a clean environment. 

http://www.khaleejtimes.com/Displayarticle.asp?section=middleeast&xfile=data/middleeast/2004/january/middleeast_january237.xml

__________________________________________________________________________________________
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WEDNESDAY    H I G H L I G H T S
*
Security Council to hold private meeting with Iraqi officials on Monday – President

*
UN Middle East envoy condemns Palestinian suicide attack at Israel-Gaza border

*
DR Congo elections possible in 2005 only with political progress ​– UN envoy

*
Senior official of UN development agency killed in Uzbek plane crash

*
Leaders of world’s top media companies to meet with Annan on battling AIDS
*
UN official urges concrete action to protect children caught in war

*
Annan calls for action to combat rising Islamophobia and anti-Semitism

*
Global economy set to expand in 2004 under present policies, UN says

*
Despite better harvest, 7.2 million Ethiopians still need food aid – UN report

*
UN health agency launches its first-ever mass cholera vaccination campaign

*
Nepalese general named to head UN force in Golan Heights 

*
Nine experts elected to panel monitoring UN anti-racism treaty

*
Western Sahara refugees in Algeria get free phone service to call home – UN 

*
UN-organized forum calls for recommitment to Cairo population summit goals

* * * * 

Iraq

14 January – The President of the United Nations Security Council today said it will hold a private meeting on Monday with this month’s head of Iraq’s Governing Council to hear thoughts on the current situation and plans for the country’s future.

Ambassador Heraldo Muñoz of Chile, which holds the Council’s rotating Presidency for January, told reporters after closed-door talks that a decision was made to invite Adnan Pachachi, President of the Governing Council, to a private meeting at 5 p.m. on 19 January.

The Security Council’s invitation to Mr. Pachachi comes after it had received a letter from the Iraqi Minister of Planning and Development Cooperation, Dr. Mehdi al-Hafidh, requesting a meeting of the Security Council with Mr. al-Hafidh, according to Ambassador Muñoz.

The Council President added that he had spoken to UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan, who would be available for the private session. “At that time we’ll have a discussion on the future of Iraq and the present situation,” he said. “We’ll be happy to listen to them.”

Mr. Annan is scheduled to hold a meeting earlier that same day with Mr. Pachachi and other Iraqi officials, along with representatives of the United States-led Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA), on the future role of the United Nations in Iraq.

Asked today if CPA officials will take part in the Security Council’s meeting, Ambassador Muñoz said it was “not contemplated.”

“Our decision is to invite Mr. Pachachi to hold a meeting with him,” he said. “Whether the CPA will be present is not a matter that we discussed today.”

As for what he expected from the Council’s meeting, Ambassador Muñoz said, “It would be nice to hear [Mr. Pachachi’s] assessment of how things are going in Iraq, how they are viewing the political process, what role they perceive the United Nations can play [and] what role the Security Council can play in the future of Iraq.”

* * *

Middle East

14 January – The senior United Nations envoy for the Middle East today condemned the Palestinian suicide bombing at the Erez crossing between Israel and Gaza as a “terrible terrorist attack” and called on both parties to resume peace talks to prevent the situation from spinning out of control.

The attack seems to be a part of a new upsurge in violence, Terje Roed-Larsen said in a statement in which he extended his condolences to the families of the Israeli victims.

The only way to keep this situation from spinning out of control was for the two sides to return to the negotiating table and show progress, Mr. Roed-Larsen added.
* * *

DR Congo

14 January – The head of the United Nations peacekeeping mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo today said it is feasible to hold national elections next year as scheduled but only if key security and political challenges are met.

William Lacy Swing, who is also the Secretary-General’s Special Representative for the DRC, told a commission of the country’s Transitional Parliament yesterday in the capital, Kinshasa, that most of the necessary electoral laws have not been put to a parliamentary vote.

Mr. Swing confirmed that the UN Organization Mission in the DRC, known by its French acronym of MONUC, was prepared to help the Congolese run elections next year as mandated under the DRC’s peace agreement.

But he said issues such as the treatment of refugees, the presence of armed foreign troops on Congolese territory and the demobilization of local armed groups must be resolved.

Mr. Swing added that the number of ex-combatants from neighbouring countries being successfully repatriated could double over the next few months. So far, more than 5,000 former fighters from Burundi, Rwanda and Uganda have returned to their home countries.

Meanwhile, at a press conference at UN Headquarters in New York, MONUC’s outgoing Force Commander, General Mountaga Diallo, said the DRC’s security situation was progressively improving, especially in the east.

But he also echoed Mr. Swing’s view that several immediate challenges remain for MONUC, particularly the disarmament, demobilization, repatriation, resettlement and reintegration of armed foreign soldiers.

In another development, a strategic road between Bunia and Kasenyi, near Lake Albert in the country’s northeast, was re-opened after joint work by MONUC and a German non-governmental organization (NGO) called Agro Action Allemande.

By encouraging trade between local communities, the re-opened road is expected to promote reconciliation in the Ituri region.

* * *

Uzbekistan

14 January – The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) today mourned the death of its top official in Uzbekistan, who was among the 37 people killed in the crash of a passenger airliner Tuesday in the capital Tashkent.

UNDP confirmed that Richard Conroy, its Resident Representative and UN Resident Coordinator in Uzbekistan since 2001, was aboard the aircraft that crashed while approaching Tashkent airport.

UNDP Administrator Mark Malloch Brown offered condolences to Mr. Conroy’s wife, Anna, and praised him as “an example of integrity, competence and commitment to the UN’s highest ideals.”

A statement issued by a UN spokesman in New York said Secretary-General Kofi Annan was deeply saddened to learn of Mr. Conroy’s death and described the UNDP staffer as a “dedicated and indefatigable international civil servant.”

The statement recalled that Mr. Conroy arrived to take up his duties in Uzbekistan two weeks before the 11 September 2001 terrorist attacks on the United States. “It was his steadfast efforts that led to the opening of the Friendship Bridge to Afghanistan, allowing for crucial provisions to flow in from the Uzbek border town of Termez” – the town he was returning from when the accident occurred, spokesman Fred Eckhard said.

“The Secretary-General remembers with gratitude the support and expertise provided by Mr. Conroy during the Secretary-General’s visit to Uzbekistan in October 2002,” Mr. Eckhard added. “He extends his profound condolences to Mr. Conroy’s wife and family.”

A citizen of Australia and the United Kingdom, Mr. Conroy, 56, joined UNDP in 1990 and served in China, Sri Lanka and India before assuming his post in Uzbekistan.

* * * 

HIV/AIDS

14 January – With 10 people becoming infected with the HIV virus each minute, executives from major news and entertainment organizations from around the world are set to gather Thursday at United Nations Headquarters in New York for a discussion on how media can contribute to the fight against AIDS.

Hosted by Secretary-General Kofi Annan, the Global Media AIDS Initiative seeks to examine such issues as how the media can create long-lasting public education campaigns and build greater media participation.

According to the Joint UN Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS), 8,000 people die from HIV/AIDS each day while another 14,000 become newly infected. Last year alone, the disease killed more than 3 million people and an estimated 5 million became infected – brining to some 40 million the number currently living with the virus.
Among tomorrow’s speakers will be UNAIDS Executive Director Dr. Peter Piot, co-Chair of the event, who will describe the challenges posed by the AIDS pandemic. Other speakers will include co-Chair Drew Altman, President of the Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation, and Bill Gates, Chairman of Microsoft Corp. and Co-founder of The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation.

A press conference bringing together many of the media leaders to discuss their efforts against AIDS will be held at the end of the event.

* * *
Robert Burns Lecture

13 January – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today issued a strong call for action to address rising Islamophobia and anti-Semitism, warning that complacency in the face of intolerance amounts to complicity.
Delivering the inaugural Robert Burns Memorial Lecture at UN Headquarters in New York, Mr. Annan criticized those who remain silent in the face of bigotry, saying “such passivity must not be allowed to masquerade as tolerance.”

The Secretary-General noted that Islamophobia – a new word for an old phenomenon – is one of the most disturbing manifestations of bigotry today. Since the 11 September 2001 terrorist attacks on the United States, “many Muslims, particularly in the West, have found themselves the objects of suspicion, harassment and discrimination,” he said, adding that too many people see Islam “as a monolith, and as intrinsically opposed to the West.”

Contrasting this view, he pointed out that Western and Islamic peoples have a long history of commerce, of inter-mingling and inter-marrying, and of influencing and enriching each other’s art, literature, science and much else.

“Despite a discourse of centuries, caricature remains widespread, and the gulf of ignorance is dangerously deep,” he warned. “It would be unconscionable to add any further to the resentment and sense of injustice felt by members of one of the world’s great religions, cultures and civilizations.”

Mr. Annan also pointed to anti-Semitism as “another dangerous hatred” that blights the world. He called attention to the scars left by the history of persecution against the Jews, adding that a recent upsurge of attacks shows this hatred to be “virulent still.” 

Addressing the broader political context, he noted that in some cases, anti-Semitism could be a byproduct of the escalation of the Israel-Palestine conflict. “Criticism of Israeli policies is one thing,” he said, “but it is quite another when such critiques take the form of attacks – physical or verbal – on Jewish individuals and the symbols of their heritage and faith.” 

While pointing out that criticism of Israel must not be allowed to mask anti-Semitism, he added that Israel’s supporters should not use the charge of anti-Semitism to stifle legitimate discussion.

The Secretary-General called for a “framework of shared values within which different peoples can coexist.” Pledging full support for this endeavour, he said the battle for tolerance is of “paramount importance to the entire United Nations.”

* * *

Children and Armed Conflict

14 January – The senior United Nations official charged with looking after the rights of children caught in the throes of armed conflict today called on the Security Council to take concrete action to protect them.

Olara Otunnu, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Children and Armed Conflict, made his comments at a press briefing ahead of next week’s Council meeting on a major UN report on the issue.

Mr. Otunnu said that report, prepared by the Secretary-General, not only served “to deepen and consolidate the progress achieved to date,” but also to strengthen the foundation for an “era of application.” 

The latest edition goes a step beyond the report issued the previous year by not only including an updated list of individuals and organizations that have violated children’s rights during conflicts that are on the Council’s agenda, but also a list of parties recruiting and abusing children in clashes that are not being actively considered by that body.

The conflicts on the Security Council’s agenda in question are taking place in Afghanistan, Burundi, Côte d’Ivoire, the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), Liberia and Somalia. The latest report also names parties recruiting and using children in the Russian Republic of Chechnya, Colombia, Myanmar, Nepal, Northern Ireland, the Philippines, Sri Lanka, Sudan and Uganda.

Mr. Otunnu voiced hope that the Council would “assume its responsibility and take concrete action against parties that continue to use and recruit children.”

Specifically, he urged sanctions against the leaders of these groups, including travel bans. Concerning the groups themselves, he recommended restricting financial flows and arms sales to the violators. 

On Friday, a network of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) with backing from Canada’s UN Mission also urged action on the issue. Among other recommendations, they called for a formal framework for punishing parties that fail to reach given benchmarks in the effort to protect children in war.

* * *

Global economy

14 January – In an upbeat assessment of the global economy, the United Nations says growth in many countries improved in the latter half of last year and should strengthen further in 2004, though it warned that economic imbalances would also increase.

“After growth of less than 2 per cent for over two years, the world economy is gaining momentum,” the UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs, the UN Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) and the UN regional economic commissions say in a joint report, World Economic Situation and Prospects 2004, released today.

Under-Secretary-General for Economic Affairs José Antonio Ocampo told the press at the report’s launch at UN headquarters that, compared to the boom years of the 1990s, today’s recovery still depends on low interest rates and expansionary fiscal measures. Policymakers should be careful, therefore, not to choke off the recovery through a premature withdrawal of measures designed to stimulate the economy.

The growth of the gross world product rose in the second half of 2003 to bring the annual figure up to 2.5 per cent, and “despite some lingering uncertainties and downside risks,” global economic growth should rise to 3.5 per cent in 2004, according to the report.

The UN warns, however, that the “overriding weakness” of global imbalances, shown in the large United States external deficit and matching surpluses in a few other economies, reflect “not only a substantial disequilibrium in international trade and capital flows,” but also disparities from country to country. The imbalances will not be corrected by the global recovery, exchange rate realignments, or protectionism and may well widen further in 2004, the report warns.

While global economic recovery is being driven by the US, the report notes China’s “rapidly rising weight” in the world economy. The turnaround in Japan has been stronger than anticipated, while the rest of East Asia has remained strong, according to the report. By contrast, Western Europe has been a source of the weakness that began to dissipate only in late 2003.

The economic difficulties facing some Latin American countries have been lessened. While Africa’s short-term prospects have improved, the continent is not projected to achieve the 7 per cent annual growth rate needed to achieve the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), a set of targets designed to halve extreme poverty by 2015.

* * *

Ethiopia

14 January – Despite a good harvest, 7.2 million Ethiopians – nearly one in 10 – will require outside aid to meet minimum food requirements in 2004, according to a joint report released today by two United Nations agencies.

While this represents about half of the level of assistance needed last year, the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) and the World Food Programme (WFP) warned that the international community cannot become complacent in the face of Ethiopia’s hunger.

“We had hopes that with better climatic conditions we were actually going to get a dramatic improvement in the situation, and there has been some improvement, but that doesn’t mean that people can just say, ‘Right that’s one problem solved,’” WFP spokesman Robin Lodge told the UN News Service.

“We will be looking to the donors for funds because Ethiopians desperately need help,” he said when interviewed by telephone from his office in Rome.

Ethiopia will need nearly a million tons food relief this year, with confirmed commitments standing at less than a sixth of that, according to the report by based a month long joint mission to Ethiopia at the end of last year. 

The report said overall agricultural performance last year was much better than in 2002 primarily due to favourable weather conditions. It noted that seasonal rains began on time, were well distributed and continued until October in the main production areas, resulting in an upsurge of grain production.

Aid programmes also helped ensure access to seeds in most regions, while the increased use of improved seed and fertilizer also contributed to a marked improvement in yields over 2002.

But despite these overall gains, the report estimated that Ethiopia would still need 980,000 tons of food relief for 2004, compared with 1.8 million tons last year. Confirmed food aid commitments stand at 160,000 tons, the report said.

* * *

Cholera

14 January – The United Nations health agency has launched its broadest mass cholera vaccination campaign to date in its first-ever effort to use oral vaccine as part of an overall strategy to control the disease, which infects up to 200,000 people worldwide each year, killing at least 5,000.

The project is being conducted in the town of Beira, Mozambique, a community with particularly high levels of cholera, by the UN World Health Organization (WHO) in collaboration with the country’s Ministry of Health, the non-governmental Médecins sans Frontières (MSF), Epicentre and the International Vaccine Institute.

While current campaigns, which focus on providing care to the sick and providing safe water, can prevent many deaths, the lack of strong preventative measures means the disease is still a major public health problem in some 50 resource-poor countries, the Geneva-based WHO said today.

Though it is unlikely cholera will ever be eliminated by using traditional strategies together with vaccines, there is now greater potential to significantly decrease the disease’s incidence in high risk populations, WHO added. Many lives will certainly be saved, but perhaps even more importantly, the public health system may soon have another tool at its disposal to fight cholera.

Cholera is mainly contracted through consumption of contaminated food or water and epidemics are linked to poor hygiene, overcrowding, inadequate sanitation and unsafe water. 

The Beira campaign will finish by the end of the month with about 50,000 people vaccinated, and the first results of this effort will be obtained within a year, WHO said.

The vaccine itself has been available for 10 years, but the agency said this was the first time it had been used so broadly to minimize the devastation of a cholera outbreak. It is also the first time that WHO has considered the use of the oral cholera vaccine as part of an overall strategy.

In recent years, the number of reported cholera cases worldwide has varied between 110,000 and 200,000 cases annually. Officially 5,000 deaths occur each year, but WHO estimates that the true number is probably significantly higher, due to under-reporting of cases and gaps in surveillance.

* * *

UNDOF

14 January – Major-General Bala Nanda Sharma of Nepal is the new Force Commander of the United Nations peacekeeping mission in the Golan Heights, Secretary-General Kofi Annan announced today.

General Sharma, 54, takes over from Major-General Franciszek Gagor of Poland on Friday as head of the UN Disengagement Observer Force (UNDOF). Since 1974, the mission has maintained the ceasefire between Israel and Syria and monitored the disengagement of their forces while maintaining an 80-kilometre area of separation.

General Sharma joined the Royal Nepalese Army in 1969 and served, among other posts, as an assistant military officer with the UN Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL) in 1980. He is currently commanding an infantry division in western Nepal.

* * *

Anti-racism committee

14 January – Elections were held at the United Nations today to choose nine members of an expert panel, which monitors implementation of the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination.

Those elected today to serve four-year terms include Ralph F. Boyd, Jr. of the United States, a former government official who dealt with civil rights; José Francisco Cali Tzay, the founder of an indigenous rights programme in Guatemala; and Fatimata-Binta Victoire Dah, a career diplomat from Burkina Faso.

Today’s balloting also saw the re-election of Alexei S. Avtonomov, a senior research fellow from the Russian Federation who speaks 11 languages; Patricia Nozipho January-Bardill who, during over two decades in exile from her native South Africa, conducted anti-apartheid activities; Luis Valencia Rodriguez, who has over half a century of experience in Ecuador’s foreign service; Raghavan Vasudevan Pillai of India, who is a Senior Consultant with the Asia Pacific Forum of National Human Rights Institutions; Tang Chengyuan, a legal expert from China; and Mario Jorge Yutzis of Argentina, who is the Vice‑President of the International Movement against All Forms of Discrimination and Racism.

The newly elected experts will join nine members of the panel whose terms of office will expire in two years: Mahmoud Aboul-Nasr (Egypt); Nourredine Amir (Algeria); Régis de Gouttes (France); Kurt Herndl (Austria); Morten Kjaerum (Denmark); José A. Lindgren Alves (Brazil); Agha Shahi (Pakistan); Linos Alexandre Sicilianos (Greece); and Patrick Thornberry (United Kingdom).

The 1966 International Convention on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination commits States Parties to take measures to abolish that scourge in both law and practice.  One hundred and sixty-nine countries are party to the pact.

* * *

Western Sahara

14 January – After almost 30 years of isolation, Western Sahara refugees in Algeria have been given telephone connections to call a town back home free of charge, in the first of several measures to build confidence among those living in exile, the United Nations refugee agency said today.

The first segment of the phone service provided by the UN Office of the High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) began operating on Monday between Tindouf’s 27 February school and Western Sahara’s Laayoune city. More than 50 calls were made in the first two days – 80 per cent of them by women.

“The phone line will bring together families separated by this long-standing conflict and allow them to get closer,” said UNHCR’s Radhouane Nouicer. “It is a real humanitarian advance after so many years.”

Phone contact originally was launched last April, with the assistance of the UN Mission for the Referendum in Western Sahara (MINURSO), but it was suspended after just one day at the request of representatives of the Popular Front for the Liberation of Saguia el-Hamra and Rio de Oro (POLISARIO), pending formal authorization by the Algerian authorities.

A series of meetings in October and December between the Special Representative of the UN Secretary-General, Alvaro de Soto, senior UNHCR staff and representatives of the Algerian and Moroccan governments, as well as POLISARIO, led to the procurement of the necessary agreements and authorization.

Some 165,000 Sahawari refugees are estimated by the Algerian Government to be living in five camps around Tindouf.

UNHCR, which has plans to extend the phone connection to the other camps in the Tindouf region, is also negotiating the start of a mail service as soon as possible.

* * *
Population

14 January – A United Nations-organized conference of European population and reproductive health experts wound up a three-day meeting today with a plea to mobilize the funds needed to achieve the goals of the 1994 Cairo population summit, which called for gender equality and the universal right to education and development. 

The three-day European Population Forum 2004 in Geneva, co-organized by the UN Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE) and the UN Population Fund (UNFPA), also examined the impact of changing demographic trends in the region.

“Our primary objective must be to protect and save lives and contribute to the conditions under which all people – men, women and children – thrive and lead secure and healthy lives,” UNFPA Executive Director Thoraya Ahmed Obaid told the closing session. “Stronger political commitment, backed by effective policies grounded in human rights and above all by adequate resources, is the key to realizing our common hopes for humanity.”

More than 350 people took part in the Forum, part of a series of regional meetings marking the tenth anniversary of the International Conference on Population and Development (ICPD) in Cairo. The sessions identified lack of adequate resources for population and reproductive health programmes as the primary obstacle to achieving the Cairo objectives, which include gender equality and universal access to reproductive health care by 2015.

Participants emphasized the importance of Europe keeping its promises to mobilize resources for population and reproductive health as a key contribution to international development. Annual global assistance for these sectors, they noted, is nearly $3 billion short of the requirements agreed to in Cairo. 

Regional issues discussed included persistent low fertility, ageing populations and declining workforces, migration, and high mortality and morbidity. Special attention was given to the social, economic and health challenges facing countries in transition in Europe, the Caucasus and Central Asia. Other concerns identified included widespread human trafficking and gender-based violence. 

The Forum also called for empowering young people to fully enjoy healthy sexual and reproductive lives as a key priority in a region with rising rates of HIV/AIDS and other sexually transmitted infections. It emphasized the need to integrate HIV prevention and treatment fully within reproductive health programmes.

* *** *

___________________________________________________________________________

DAILY PRESS BRIEFING BY THE OFFICE OF THE SPOKESMAN FOR THE SECRETARY-GENERAL
Following is a near-verbatim transcript of today’s noon briefing by Fred Eckhard, Spokesman for the Secretary-General.

Good afternoon.

**Guest at Noon
Our guest at today’s briefing will be Olara Otunnu, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Children and Armed Conflict.  And he will brief you on the situation of children and armed conflict in advance of the Security Council’s debate on that subject scheduled for next week.

**Statement Attributable to the Spokesman
We have the following statement attributable to the Spokesman concerning the death of Richard Conroy:
“The Secretary-General was deeply saddened to learn of the death of Richard Conroy, the United Nations Resident Coordinator and UNDP Resident Representative in Tashkent, in a plane crash in Uzbekistan.
“A dedicated and indefatigable international civil servant, Mr. Conroy had an exceptionally distinguished career in the United Nations.  He began his service in Uzbekistan two weeks before 11 September 2001, and was immediately plunged into one of the most challenging periods in the history of the region.  It was his steadfast efforts that led to the opening of the Friendship Bridge to Afghanistan, allowing for crucial provisions to flow in from the Uzbek border town of Termez -- the town he was returning from yesterday when the plane he was travelling on crashed on landing in Tashkent.  Throughout Mr. Conroy’s mission in Uzbekistan, and during his other highly demanding assignments in India, Sri Lanka and China, Mr. Conroy displayed unwavering integrity, professionalism, judgement and courage.  The Secretary-General remembers with gratitude the support and expertise provided by Mr. Conroy during the Secretary-General’s visit to Uzbekistan in October 2002.  He extends his profound condolences to Mr. Conroy’s wife and family”.

**Security Council
The Security Council President, Chilean Ambassador Heraldo Muñoz, just announced that there will be a private meeting at 5 p.m. Monday with Adnan Pachachi, Chairman of the Iraqi Governing Council.

The announcement came after the Security Council held brief consultations on an Iraqi request for a meeting with the Council on Monday, the same day the Secretary-General is scheduled to hold talks with an Iraqi delegation led by Pachachi and US representatives.

**Erez
The UN’s Middle East Envoy Terje Roed-Larsen this morning condemned the suicide bombing which took place earlier today at the Erez crossing between Israel and Gaza.

He extended his condolences to the families of the Israeli victims.  Roed-Larsen said this “terrible terrorist attack” now seems to be a part of a new upsurge in violence.

He added that the only way to keep this situation from spinning out of control was for the parties to return to the negotiating table and show progress.

**Democratic Republic of Congo Elections/New Road
It is technically possible to organize elections in the Democratic Republic of the Congo in 2005, as mandated by the peace agreement, according to William Swing, the Secretary-General’s Representative in the DRC.

However, Swing stressed that political will to hold these elections still needs to be shown, since most of the necessary electoral laws have not yet been voted on.

Speaking to the DRC’s Transitional Parliament, Swing said that there are still many obstacles to overcome before smooth elections can be held.  Among these are the presence of foreign armed groups and the conditions faced by refugees and displaced persons.

We have a press release on the subject upstairs.

In another piece of news from the DRC, a strategic road between Bunia and Kasenyi, on Lake Albert, was reopened yesterday after joint work by the UN Mission and a German NGO.

The road will facilitate trade between communities, notably the Hemas and the Lendus, and, therefore, is expected to contribute to reconciliation in the Ituri region.

**AIDS
The Secretary-General tomorrow will host a forum of major media executives from around the world, who will discuss how media can contribute to the fight against AIDS.

Starting at 11:30 a.m. in Conference Room Eight, he will discuss a Global Media Initiative on AIDS with those executives, while Peter Piot, the Executive Director of UNAIDS, will describe the challenges posed by the AIDS pandemic.  Other speakers at the day’s events will include Drew Altman, the President of the Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation, and Bill Gates, chief software architect of Microsoft.

Then, starting at 2:15 in the Delegates Dining Room, Under-Secretary-General for Communications and Public Information Shashi Tharoor will moderate a press conference bringing together many of the media leaders, to discuss their efforts against AIDS.  You’re invited to participate.

We have an agenda for tomorrow’s events, as well as a list of participants.

**Burns Lecture
The past year has seen signs that the world is slipping into mutual distrust, protectionism and fear, the Secretary-General said last night at the inaugural Robert Burns Memorial Lecture.  At such a time, he said, the persistence of prejudice should be especially troubling.

One of the most disturbing manifestations of bigotry today is Islamophobia, he said, in which, since the September 11 attacks, many Muslims, particularly in the West, have found themselves the objects of suspicion, harassment and discrimination.  He added that too many people see Islam as monolithic and intrinsically opposed to the West -– belying the intermingling and shared experience between those two entities.

Another dangerous hatred, he added, blights our world:  anti-Semitism.  The resent upsurge of attacks on Jews in Europe and elsewhere show this hatred to be virulent still.

The Secretary-General said the United Nations is still living with the legacy of the unfortunate resolution that declared Zionism to be a form of racism, even though the General Assembly repealed it in 1991.

No one, he argued, should be allowed to use criticism of Israel’s actions as a mask for anti-Semitism -– nor should Israel’s supporters use the charge of anti-Semitism to stifle legitimate discussion.  We have copies of the speech available upstairs.

**UN World Economic Report
World economic growth is expected to accelerate to 3.5 per cent this year, up from 2.5 per cent last year, according to the UN’s World Economic Situation and Prospects 2004, which was released today.

The report says that key factors for this year’s growth are low interest rates and stimulative fiscal measures, especially in the US, and the rapid rise of China as a major importer, as well as an export powerhouse.

The report adds that growth rates for developing countries are picking up in the wake of expansion in the major economies.

However, the outlook isn’t all rosy with employment generation continuing to be a problem in most countries and continued and growing international imbalances also posing a threat.

We have copies of the report upstairs.

**FAO/Ethiopia
Despite a good harvest 7.2 million people in Ethiopia will need food aid in 2004, according to the Food and Agriculture Organization and the World Food Programme.

In a joint report released today, the two UN agencies said seasonal rains have paved the way for a good crop this year, but it won’t be enough.

The report estimates that Ethiopia will still need 980,000 tonnes of food relief this year, down from 1.8 million tonnes last year.

So far, confirmed food-aid commitments stand at 160,000 tonnes.

We have copies of the report upstairs.

**WHO/Cholera
The World Health Organization (WHO) is working on a new way to control cholera.

In collaboration with bodies, such as Mozambique’s Ministry of Health and Médecins sans Frontières, WHO is testing an oral cholera vaccine.

The mass vaccination project is being tested in Mozambique in a small town called Beira where the community suffers from high levels of cholera.

The vaccine has been available for 10 years but this is the first time it’s been used so broadly to minimize the devastation of a cholera outbreak.

The project will finish by the end of the month and the first results of the mass vaccination will be obtained within a year.

We have more details on that upstairs.

**Western Sahara
Phone lines have been re-established this week to link refugees living in desert camps near Tindouf, Algeria and their relatives in the Western Sahara.

The re-establishment of phone lines after 30 years of isolation, is the first step of a confidence-building initiative coordinated by the UN refugee agency.

We expect to have further details in a press release from UNHCR later today.

**UNICEF/WHO/Polio
UNICEF and the World Health Organization are hosting a high-level meeting in Geneva tomorrow with ministers from polio endemic countries.

The two agencies will urge governments and leaders to commit to stopping the transmission of polio.

The Secretary-General will address the meeting via videoconference and journalists may join in on the meeting also by teleconference.

A media advisory is out on the racks.

**Liberia/UNDP -– Noon Briefing Tomorrow
And finally, tomorrow, a core group of donors, international organizations and civil society organizations will meet at the Secretariat for a full day of closed discussions on Liberia’s future.

The gathering is organized in preparation for the Liberia Reconstruction Conference at UN Headquarters on 5-6 February, and it will focus on Liberia’s priorities for the next two years.

Julia Taft, the Assistant Administrator of the UN Development Programme, will be the guest at tomorrow’s noon briefing, and she will discuss with you Liberia’s needs for financial assistance and prospects for the February donors’ conference.

**Questions and Answers
Question:  On Monday, is it possible that we can have a press conference with Pachachi and his group?

Spokesman:  We haven’t worked out the media arrangements for the meeting on Monday.  I don’t exclude that something like that might be possible.  But we haven’t worked out the details yet.  Of course, we’d have to discuss it with them.  Mohamed?

Question:  Fred, do you approve some reports that Mr. Secretary-General had a secret meeting with US officials and is under pressure for the returning of UN staff to Iraq?

Spokesman:  There was no secret meeting.  The Secretary-General had a meeting with Ambassador Negroponte last Friday, you’ll recall.  He has had telephone contact with senior US officials since Friday and there have been some meetings of his senior advisers with Ambassador Negroponte and other US officials since then.  All of this is to be seen as preparation for the meeting on the 19th.  The Secretary-General will decide when to send UN staff back into Iraq on the basis of primarily security conditions there, which at the moment would not permit him to send anyone back.  Yes, Mark?

Question:  I was wondering if you could talk a little bit about what role Mr. Brahimi has been invited to play in terms of his advisory role to Mr. Annan?

Spokesman:  Not yet.  The meeting that I expected to take place today between the Secretary-General and Mr. Brahimi actually took place somewhat unexpectedly yesterday afternoon at 5 o’clock.  And I believe we will have something to say about a new role for Mr. Brahimi tomorrow.

Question:  Okay.  Well, then can I just ask which other US officials have senior UN officials been meeting?  And also, is there clarity yet as to who exactly is going to comprise the Iraqi delegation that’s going to meet the Secretary-General?

Spokesman:  I think I’ll refer you to the US mission for who participated in these meetings on the US side apart from Ambassador Negroponte whom I have already mentioned.  And we still have no indications from the US side who will represent the Coalition or the United States at the meeting on the 19th.

Question:  And on the Iraqi side?

Spokesman:  The Iraqi side, I have nothing really further to say to what I said earlier.  In addition to the troika –- the current, past and future presidents of the Iraqi Governing Council –- we expect additional members; one or two additional members of the Iraqi Governing Council to attend.  I think there has already been a letter to the Security Council from the Minister of Planning.  I can’t confirm at this time that that Minister is indeed an official member of their delegation.  You might try to check with the Iraqis on that point.

Question:  Yes.  It’s just the definition of (inaudible) and the issue of there being no secret meetings.  I mean, at yesterday’s meeting there was no confirmation.  No announcement from your side.  No announcement from the American side.  And the only thing that seems to make it not a secret is the fact that it leaked out.  Do you guys have a different idea what a secret meeting is?

Spokesman:  Well, meetings take place here at the Under-Secretary-General level and below everyday.  I don’t, as a matter of policy, announce those meetings.  So, the fact that there was a follow-up meeting at the Under-Secretary-General level, we did not feel it was necessary to formally announce.  Had I been asked, I would have confirmed.  I had guidance to confirm if asked.  Yes, Benny?

Question:  Yes, in a speech -– an earlier version of yesterday’s speech –- included a reference to a conference with free psychoanalysts that would, I guess, solve Islamophobia and anti-Semitism.  It was dropped from the speech.  Does that mean that conference doesn’t happen any more?  Does that mean psychoanalysts are not...?

Spokesman:  Benny, Benny, we can’t give you embargoed copies of speeches if it’s going to trigger comparisons or questions in public about earlier drafts and later drafts.  The Secretary-General, I think I indicated to you in a background briefing yesterday, has a personal hand in the drafting of these things from the very beginning.  And he was making changes yesterday.  I can only comment on the speech as he delivered it.  But in specific reference to the two meetings or conferences you refer to; they will take place.  It’s not that they were cancelled.  Yes?

Question:  What’s the time and location of the Monday morning, the three-party, two-party talks?

Spokesman:  We still can’t confirm that.  I think I have already told you that it’s too big a group to meet in the Secretary-General’s conference room; therefore, it will probably be in a conference room downstairs.  It is scheduled for the morning, and I can’t give you a time yet but 10-ish on Monday morning somewhere downstairs.

Question:  Is it scheduled to resume of is there a specific idea that it will resume after the Security Council luncheon?  Or just whatever time the luncheon begins and that’s it?

Spokesman:  I don’t think we want to limit their flexibility.  But as the moment the assumption is they would finish in the morning.  The Secretary-General would then brief the Security Council at the monthly luncheon and then we have the meeting with the Council members that was just announced by the Council President in the late afternoon.  Yes, Mark?

Question:  The UN has indicated that it wants the meeting on the 19th to have as representative a cross section of Iraqis as possible.  Is the troika, as you mentioned, considered by the UN to be sufficiently representative of a broad spectrum of opinions amongst the Iraqis?

Spokesman:  Are you confusing our position on the political process in Iraq overall with the invitation list for the 19th?

Question:  I don’t think so.  I just thought that on the 19th you’re looking to meet basically a representative cross section of Iraqis to get a view, because obviously different Iraqis have different views as to what role the UN might play?  So, I was wondering if the UN is happy that the troika is going to give you a sufficiently balanced broad-ranging view of...?

Spokesman:  Well, we have to assume that the president of the council can speak for the whole council.  The fact that you are also getting the past president and the president for the next month already broadens the base considerably.  I think we’re happy with the troika.  If additional members of the council were going to come, we certainly would welcome their presence as well.  Yes, Bill?

Question:  And now we’ve got a positive indications from the US as to their facilitation and assistance for the four-person security team that’s going to be planning to go to Iraq, can you say more about when they will go, how long they will stay and specifically who is on that team?

Spokesman:  I never said there was such a team.

Question:  Will you say now there is such a team?

Spokesman:  I won’t comment on confidential correspondence between the Secretariat and Member States.  You know that we have concerns about the security situation in Iraq.  You know we need to plan for the eventual return of our international staff.  You know we have had ongoing concern about the security of our national staff who are still working in Iraq and we are making provisions to deal with that situation.  But that’s all I will confirm.

Question:  If I may, just one more.  Could you clarify, has the UN indicated in any way to the Coalition or Iraqis yet as to the kind of role it might play before the hand-over of sovereignty on June the 30th?  Is there any thinking within the UN further to that as to what kind of role the UN might play before the hand-over of sovereignty on June the 30th?

Spokesman:  We have ideas on that.  The Iraqi governing council has put some ideas on paper and I think that’s the kind of thing we expect to discuss with both Iraqis and the Coalition on the 19th.

Question:  But can you say what those ideas are?

Spokesman:  Not in advance of that meeting.  If there is any press availability after the meeting, you’re welcome to ask all the parties.  Yes?

Question:  When you say the IGC has put ideas on paper, you’re referring to the Hakim letter or there is something separate?

Spokesman:  I don’t believe that the letter you’re referring to has been circulated as a document; so I have to consider that it’s a confidential document of the Security Council and the Secretary-General.  I can confirm that at the Council’s request the letter from the Iraqi [Governing] Council president and the Secretary-General’s response to that letter were made available to the Council but not circulated as documents.

Question:  What about that Minister of Planning letter?  Why is that not made public?

Spokesman:  That was addressed to the President of the Council.  I believe the Council President referred to it in comments to the press at the stakeout; which is why I felt at liberty to mention it.  But it was not asked to be circulated as a document.  And that would have been either primarily the sender’s option to request that it be circulated as a document.  And that request was not made.

Olara are you still with us?  You want to come and talk to us about children and armed conflict?

* *** *
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