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Entrée en vigueur du premier traité gérant l’usage des produits chimiques dangereux 
La Convention de Rotterdam qui applique une procédure de consentement préalable en connaissance de cause (PIC) à certains produits chimiques et pesticides dangereux faisant l’objet d’un commerce international, est entrée en vigueur le mois dernier. 
Cette loi internationale, qui a vu le jour sous les auspices de deux agences de l’ONU, devient ainsi juridiquement contraignante pour les Etats membres l’ayant ratifiée. 

Soutenue conjointement par l’Organisation des Nations unies pour l’alimentation et l’agriculture (FAO) et le Programme de l’ONU pour l’environnement (PNUE), la Convention établit une première ligne de défense contre de futures tragédies susceptibles d’être causées par les produits chimiques dangereux, indique mardi un communiqué publié au siège de l’Organisation. 

Ce Traité permettra aux pays en développement d’éviter de nombreuses erreurs commises auparavant dans les pays riches et qui se sont traduites par des victimes et des dégâts sur l’environnement. De cette manière, tous les pays pourront tirer profit des produits chimiques et des pesticides tout en s’assurant que leur développement est écologiquement durable , indique Klaus Toepfer, Directeur exécutif du PNUE. Près de 70 000 produits chimiques différents sont disponibles sur le marché, auxquels viennent s’ajouter chaque année 1 500 nouvelles substances. Ces produits potentiellement dangereux représentent un défi de taille pour les gouvernements en matière de contrôle et de gestion. Un grand nombre de pesticides interdits ou strictement réglementés dans les pays industrialisés continuent d’être commercialisés et utilisés dans les pays en développement. Dans beaucoup de pays en développement, les conditions ne permettent pas aux petits paysans d’utiliser sans danger des pesticides à haute toxicité. 

Il en résulte des dégâts permanents aussi bien sur la santé des agriculteurs que pour l’environnement, souligne de con côté M. Jacques Diouf, Directeur général de la FAO. 

“Nous sommes conscients que les pesticides continueront d’être utilisés en réponse à la demande croissante de denrées alimentaires. La Convention de Rotterdam offre aux pays un outil de choix pour réduire les risques liés à l’utilisation des pesticides,a-t-il dit. 

La Convention démarre avec 27 produits chimiques soumis à la procédure PIC, mais quinze autres pesticides et produits chimiques, identifiés durant la procédure PIC, vont s’y ajouter lors de la première Conférence des Parties qui se tiendra du 20 au 24 septembre 2004 à Genève.

The Age (Melbourne)

 March 13, 2004 Saturday

Gas Output Can 'easily' Cut By 50%

BYLINE: Melissa Fyfe Environment Reporter

BODY:
Australia could easily halve its greenhouse gas pollution by 2040 by using more natural gas, wind and biomass and reducing demand, according to a report to be released today.

The report, commissioned by an alliance of industry associations, energy organisations and the wildlife group WWF Australia, says that a huge cut in carbon dioxide emissions is possible without affecting the economy, or requiring big breakthroughs in technology.

But it says a switch to cleaner energies will require government commitment through legislation and investment in regional areas and clean energy alternatives. 

The Federal Government has instead been funding research and development into improving emissions from high-polluting coal-fired power stations. Victoria has enough cheap brown coal to last another 500 years.

The report, by the Clean Energy Future Group, predicts that relatively costly solar energy will make up only 5 per cent of electricity by 2040.

Greenhouse gas emissions are strongly linked to rising global temperatures. The gases, including carbon dioxide, methane and nitrous oxide, trap heat in the atmosphere. Energy generation, mainly produced by coal-fired power stations, is the biggest producer of greenhouse gas emissions in Australia. Cars are also responsible for a hefty portion of Australia's high emissions levels.

One of the report's authors, Dr Hugh Saddler, managing director of Energy Strategies, an energy and environment policy consultancy, said Victoria was blessed with clean energy resources such as natural gas, wind - both abundant - and biomass. Biomass is energy released from agricultural and plantation residues.

The report says that with improved energy efficiency - such as better boilers, recovery of waste for fuel, improved building design, better designed appliances and a shift to gas and solar-heated hot water - demand for power can be reduced. Under this scenario, demand would increase by only 25 per cent between 2001 and 2040. Without the changes, demand would rise 57 per cent.

The United Nations Environment Program says the world needs to reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 60 per cent and the Howard Government has said Australia needs to halve them over the next century.

The report's other authors were Sustainability Centre director Mark Diesendorf and Richard Denniss, senior research fellow at Canberra's Australia Institute.

Last year federal Environment Minister David Kemp released a report warning that, as a result of global warming, Australia faced more hot summer days, water shortages and more droughts and floods within 30 years.


REPLACING COAL
OUR ENERGY FUTURE IN 2040
SOURCE          % OF ELECTRICITY
Natural gas     17%
Biomass*                26%
Wind                        20%
Cogeneration**          15%
Black coal      9%
Hydro           7%
Solar                   4.5%
Petroleum               1%
* ENERGY FROM AGRICULTURE AND PLANTATION RESIDUES
** THE SIMULTANEOUS PRODUCTION OF HEAT AND POWER
SOURCE: AUSTRALIA'S RENEWABLE ENERGY INDUSTRY.

__________________________________________________________________________________________

Philippine Daily Inquirer 
March 15, 2004 

Help prevent forest fires, DENR urges upland folk 

CITY OF SAN FERNANDO-The Department of Environment and Natural Resources has asked residents in Central Luzon's upland villages to help prevent and report forest fires that last year destroyed 2,462 hectares of forest lands and P10 million worth of trees and wood products in the region. 

Regidor de Leon, DENR regional executive director, said the alert against local forest fires has worldwide environmental implication. 

Citing a report from the United Nations Environmental Program, De Leon said the Philippines ranked 47th as the biggest contributor to global warming. Carbon dioxide emissions in the country reached an annual average of 40,960 million metric tons during the last decade. 

He said global temperature rise also has effects on coastal communities, mainly the slow sinking of villages. 

Last year's forest fires occurred mostly in Bataan and Nueva Ecija, a DENR report showed. These happened from February to May when the region gets little rainfall. 

De Leon said fires annually destroy an average of 2,600 hectares of natural and reforested forest plantation in Central Luzon. 

Fires, he said, had accounted for 64 percent of the cause of deforestation in Central Luzon in the last 10 years. 

Out of 771,174 hectares of forest land in the region, only 194,500 hectares or about 20 percent have adequate forest cover, he said. The inventory does not include forests in Aurora. 

If nothing is done to avert the incidents of fire and with a deforestation rate of 4,000 hectares annually, De Leon said the region's forest would be gone by 2050. 

In Baguio City, records from the Cordillera DENR's forestry section said at least four cases of forest fires last year were traced to children who were left playing with fire. 

Lamberto Bullan, a DENR forester, said the Cordillera region lost 131.38 hectares of forest cover to fires last year. 

He said among the causes of forest fires are the kaingin (slash and burn) farming system. 

Last year, the Jaime V. Ongpin Foundation Inc., Barangay Apugan in Baguio City, Texas Instruments Philippines Inc., Mirant Philippines Foundation Inc. and the Philippine Economic Zone Authority started planting 1,000 seedlings in Apugan to recover Baguio's dwindling forest cover and to protect the city's watersheds. 

The project aimed to prevent forest fires in the city. 

Albert Tawagen, Apugan Barangay chair, said they undertook the project so it could serve as an example for other Baguio villages. 

The project would rehabilitate areas damaged by forest fires through the planting of seedlings from a community-managed nursery. 

Bullan said the DENR has acquired pine seedlings that will be distributed to affected areas to replace the lost trees. Tonette Orejas, PDI Central Luzon Desk, and Desiree Caluza, PDI Northern Luzon Bureau

________________________________________________________________________________________
Focus on wildlife 
A WORKSHOP on Environmental Management Systems will be held at the Regency Inter-Continental Hotel today under the patronage of Southern Governor and Public Commission for Protection of Marine Resources, Environment and Wildlife head Shaikh Abdulla bin Hamad Al Khalifa.

The event, which starts at 9 am, is being organised by the commission in co-operation with the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) Regional Office for West Asia (ROWA).
__________________________________________________________________________

Interpress Service

ENVIRONMENT-MEXICO:
Transgenic Cousin in the Birthplace of Corn 

Diego Cevallos 


MEXICO CITY, Mar 12 (IPS) - With its modified genes, transgenic corn has entered Mexico without permission and without an invitation, mixing with its non-modified relatives, which are thousands of years old and carry a mythological mantle. 

Experts wonder if the new variety of maize poses a threat or creates a possibility for the country's salvation from poverty and hunger. 

In their search for answers, scientists and specialists gathered in the southern Mexican state of Oaxaca this week as part of the evaluation process begun in 2002 by the Commission for Environmental Cooperation (CEC). 

Created under the auspices of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), encompassing Canada, Mexico and the United States, the CEC's mandate is ”to address regional environmental concerns, help prevent potential trade and environmental conflicts and to promote the effective enforcement of environmental law.” 

In June, the CEC is to issue a complete report on genetically modified corn in Mexico. 

But it is not yet known if the report will be made public, a decision that is up to the three NAFTA members, according to CEC rules. 

”This is a thorny issue that will show just how far the CEC and the governments can go against the pressure of the transnationals that promote transgenic seeds,” Alejandro Calvillo, director of the Mexican office of environmental watchdog Greenpeace, told IPS. 

Traces of DNA from genetically modified (GM) corn were found by scientists in Oaxaca cornfields in 2001. Some experts and the transnational corporations that produce and hold the patents to GM seeds at first refuted the findings and tried to play them down, but the results were ultimately confirmed. 

It is now known that transgenic maize is present in small fields found in at least eight of Mexico's 32 states, but the new variety does not have a massive presence. The mixing with traditional types of corn occurred despite the Mexican government's 1999 moratorium on commercial planting of the GM crop. 

The big question being asked by scientists and laypeople alike is what will be this combination's long-term effects on the environment in general, on native corn in particular, and on the lifestyle and culture that continue to revolve around maize in Mexico? 

Corn is more than just a simple plant in Mexico, where it covers 8.5 million hectares of farmland, 60 percent of which belongs to small farmers who plant it for their families' consumption. 

Estimated to be some 9,000 years old, maize holds a central place in local culture. According to the pre-Hispanic cultures, the grain -- which was first domesticated in Mexico -- was used by the gods to create the first man on Earth. 

Ancient and still widely venerated, it has now been exposed to its transgenic cousin, created in laboratories and released into trade less than a decade ago by U.S.-based corporations. 

For Mexico, ”the invasion of the transgenic or 'Frankenstein' maize is an environmental and cultural disaster that must be stopped,” Arturo Rivas, of the National Support Centre for Indigenous Missions, told IPS. 

Mexico must immediately halt GM corn imports, say environmentalists and peasant organisations, but President Vicente Fox does not seem to be making any moves in that direction. 

In October, the government signed an accord with Canada and the United States that defines imports of agricultural goods as ”non-transgenic” if they contain less than five percent of genetically modified products. 

The same agreement establishes that the ”unintentional” presence of transgenics in a shipment does not require labelling that the products ”may contain” genetically modified material. 

The text goes much farther than what was agreed in the Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety, which entered into force in September 2003 and whose mandate is to regulate ”compliance with the precautionary principle,” the transborder movement of transgenics. But the details of the protocol have yet to be established. 

Says Mexican scientist Luis Herrera, considered one of the founders of biogenetics, the introduction of transgenics is irreversible for Mexico and for the world. 

What Mexico should do is regulate, utilise and develop its own varieties of genetically modified corn, but at the same to continue promoting traditional plant breeding techniques, he said in a conversation with IPS. 

Transgenics are produced by introducing genetic material from other plant or animal species into the organism's DNA as a means, in the case of crops, to create resistance to pests, herbicides and extreme climate, or to improve crop yields. 

The patents for GM corn and other transgenic crops grown for commercial purposes belong to a handful of transnationals, who farmers must pay for the seeds and must not save seeds from the subsequent harvest, or they face lawsuits and fines. 

But according to the evidence available, the Mexican farmers have not been planting genetically modified maize on purpose. 

Experts believe that the pollen from GM corn may have been carried by the wind from nearby experimental fields (which are exempt from the moratorium), or that GM seeds in feed imports from the United States were planted, without the farmers realising what they were. 

Fifty-nine percent of the cultivated area in Mexico is planted with corn, producing 19.3 million tonnes of the grain a year. But the domestic demand for corn is much greater. 

In 2000 and 2001, Mexico imported five million tonnes of maize from the United States, and around 25 percent of that was transgenic, according to environmental groups. Some of the imported maize goes to farmers through government social programmes, and some is purchased by companies for processing and industrial use. 

The viewpoints on the introduction of transgenic corn are diametrically opposed: call it ”contamination”, say environmentalists, call it ”an enriched mixture”, say the transnationals. 

Environmental activists warn that transgenics could wipe out Mexico's rich biodiversity and even the way of life of thousands of peasant families, while the producers of the GM seeds argue that they would only enrich native maize varieties and that their environmental impact would be negligible. 

There are even discrepancies amongst the United Nations agencies when it comes to this issue. 

The U.N. Development Programme states that GM crops should be considered a valid option for fighting world hunger, while its sister agency, the U.N. Environment Programme, recently released a report from its Latin American and Caribbean office that mentions ”transgenic contamination” and advises caution in adopting this technology. 

But beyond the controversy, some scientists are concerned that the genetically modified material could mix with the DNA of innumerable species of plants, which could take a toll on Mexico's rich biodiversity. 

CEC spokespersons told IPS that their report, in which experts from several countries participated, will take all points of view into account. 

Under the CEC rules, the conclusions reached will not be binding in any way, but if the report is disseminated they will surely be used in the ongoing debate between the pro and con sides of the transgenic debate. _________________________________________________________________________________________

ENS

Illegal Ivory Trade Booming in Britain 
LONDON, England, March 12, 2004 (ENS) - The illegal ivory trade is thriving in the United Kingdom, according to a new report from the International Fund for Animal Welfare. The group says its investigators found thousands of pieces of contraband ivory for sale in England, and offers its report as further evidence that the international community should reject the legal sales of African ivory stockpiles. 

International trade in ivory was banned in 1989 under the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES). 
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The elephant is the world's largest land mammal and one of the world's most intelligent species. (Photo credit unknown)
But the treaty does afford limited trade of ivory from several nations with existing stockpiles. At last year's CITES meeting, negotiators agreed to allow Botswana, Namibia and South Africa to make one time sales of ivory collected from elephants that died of natural causes or as a result of government regulated problem animal control. 

Nine African nations, led by Kenya, announced their opposition to the sales last Friday ahead of a CITES meeting in Switzerland set for March 15 in Geneva. Ghana, Tunisia, Mali, Congo, the Central African Republic, Ethiopia, Cameroun and Uganda agreed to back a continued ban on the ivory trade until seven conditions on the sale from Southern African countries are fulfilled. 

Botswana, Namibia and South Africa are keen to use profits from the sale to fund conservation efforts, but critics fear the legal ivory sale will fuel elephant poaching by masking the trade in illegal ivory. 

"There will be an open season on elephants in many places if the stockpile sale is given the go ahead," said Phyllis Campbell-McRae, United Kingdom director of International Fund for Animal Welfare (IFAW). "I urge the British government to think of the many elephants that will die from poacher's bullets, putting this endangered species at even more risk. There must be no new trade." 

IFAW says the United Kingdom has been identified as one of 10 countries singled out by CITES as having uncontrolled domestic ivory trade likely to provoke elephant poaching, even though IFAW acknowledges the UK as having "some of the world's best enforcement systems to control wildlife trade." 

Still, the United Kingdom is the third biggest source of illegal ivory entering the United States. 

Andy Fisher, head of Scotland Yard's Wildlife Crime Unit, said that any re-opening of the ivory trade or relaxation in protection for elephants makes it more difficult for police to gather good enough evidence to pursue cases. 

[image: image9.jpg]


These carved ivory figures, about 10 inches tall, where offered for sale on the U.S. eBay auction site this week but drew no bids. (Photo credit unknown)
"Countries with much fewer resources will find it even harder," Campbell-McRae said. "And countries with wild elephant populations will face huge challenges in stemming the poaching and ivory smuggling which we believe will result from any re-opening of the ivory trade." 

During the two month long investigation into the ivory trade in the United Kingdom, IFAW representatives discovered thousands of ivory items on sale illegally in antique shops and markets in London and several other cities and on Internet auction sites. 

"Our investigators were offered a huge range of dubious ivory, including new, raw ivory, both over the Internet and in person," Campbell-McRae said. 

Under British law, only ivory carvings dated before 1947 can be sold, and these must be sold with proof of age documents. 

IFAW says not a single trader asked by its investigators had any papers to prove the age of the items for sale. They all relied on their own knowledge, despite the fact that ivory is very difficult to age. 

Many sellers offered to write receipts giving a supposed date of manufacture of more than 100 years ago, IFAW investigators report. 
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A piece of ivory tusk on aution through eBay. (Photo credit unknown)
The Internet has emerged as a new and challenging front in the illegal ivory trade. IFAW's investigation turned up huge amounts of ivory being sold into and out of the United Kingdom via eBay and other Internet auction sites using postal and courier services. 

Dr. Richard Leakey of Kenya, prominent conservationist and former head of the Kenyan Wildlife Service, said British officials should "think carefully about the full implications before supporting the stockpile sales." 

"It would be a truly ironic tragedy if a decision made by British politicians led to elephants in Kenya or anywhere else being gunned down for ivory trinkets to be sold in the United Kingdom," Leakey said. 

IFAW released the report on the heels of some rare good news for those trying to stem the ivory trade. Earlier this week, the Chinese government confiscated over 1,300 pounds of ivory from seven dealers in southern China. 

"This effort is a showcase of strengthened law enforcement in China, however it also means that there is a long way to go before a complete ban can be installed," said IFAW's China Country Director Dr. Zhang Li. "No trade in ivory and its products should be allowed in any part of the world, or wild elephants will face extinction forever." 

Zhang said that every day in some part of the world two elephants are poached for their tusks. 

Current statistics indicate that some 400,000 African elephants and 35,000 to 50,000 Asian elephants remain in the wild.

All Africa.Com

Senate to Amend Environmental Law 
This Day (Lagos) 
NEWS
March 12, 2004 
Posted to the web March 12, 2004 

By Jare Ilelaboye
Katsina 
In order to give greater bite to the country's environmental law, the National Assembly is considering amending the existing Act. 

The disclosure was made by the chairman of Senate Committee on Environment, Senator Martins Yellowe while speaking at a seminar on desertification, deforestation, flood and coastal zone management in Katsina yesterday. 

According to him, the Federal Environmental Protection Agency (FEPA) has been subsumed into the Federal Ministry of Environment which had made the organisation not to be relevant in the dispensation. 

He said the committee on environment is considering the repealing of FEPA Act and the renactment of fresh legislation establishing a new regulatory body for the environment in the country that will encompass the broader concept of management and not just protection. 

He emphasised the need to harmonise extent waste management and to enuncitate an integral global waste management legislation that would cover both oil and non-oil sector in the country adding there is need to recycle non-degradation wastes for other purposes. 

In protecting the environment, yellowe contended that there must be partnership between the industry and host communities in the oil producing areas saying such bodies like World Bank, UNDP and UNEP should be able to assist in solving our environmental problems by way of funding various progrmames of environmental degradation in the country. 

On the proposed desertification commission, Yellowe said "we in the senate would like to see a holistic approach in tackling ecological problems through the desertification commission and that a bill towards the realisation of the objective is now before the house." 

He explained that a public hearing on the bill is being planned to sensitise the people on the need to create the commission which in his view, will look into the problem of desertification in the country. 
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Lessons From Zimbabwe 

The Nation (Nairobi) 
OPINION
March 12, 2004 
Posted to the web March 12, 2004 

By Wilson Kimani
Nairobi 
To many people, Zimbabwe's recent economic decline, triggered by bad politics, represents the worst of Africa. But there is a lesson to be learnt from that country's efforts to preserve its national history, as encapsulated in the National Heroes Acre, a special burial ground for Zimbabweans who stand out for their contribution to society. 

Designed and built by North Koreans in Warren Hills, west of Harare, in 1980, the Acre remains the most prestigious place for Zimbabweans to be buried. 

"Many of our people died outside Zimbabwe," explains Fidelis Tseriwa, the Counsellor at the Zimbabwean High Commission in Nairobi and Deputy Permanent Representative to Unep and Habitat. "Many had to be exhumed and given heroes' burials." 

But Zimbabweans went even further: the National Heroes Act was enacted by Parliament, and a 30-member politburo established to determine who qualifies for the national honour. In addition to state burial amid pomp and political speeches, those accorded hero status are exempted from estate duties on their businesses, and their families are assured free medical care, education and pensions. 

Some of the key features of the Heroes Acre include a 40-metre tower bearing the Eternal Flame, which has been alight since the Acre's inauguration, symbolising the enduring spirit of Zimbabwean independence. There is also the statue of the Unknown Soldier, representing the many Zimbabweans who died in the 16-year war that ended in 1980, when Zimbabwe attained independence from Britain. 

By August last year, 128 had been buried at Heroes Acre. 

"The emphasis has been on one's participation in the freedom struggle," says Tweriwa, "But now heroes can be drawn from other spheres." 

There are other categories namely, Liberation War Hero (also known as Provincial Hero) and Liberation Hero (District Hero). Again, it is the politburo that decides what category one falls in, based on the level of contribution, impact and the value of one's legacy. 

Provincial and district shrines are found across Zimbabwe, with many others in Mozambique and Zambia, where more nationalists are said to have died and been buried without honour. 

But it hasn't always been smooth sailing: a recent decision denying former President Canaan Banana hero status revealed that historical contribution is not the only criterion; one must be beyond reproach in all aspects. The politburo denied Banana hero status because he set "a bad example to youth" with his 1998 conviction for homosexual offences against junior state house staff. "He disgraced the nation," Tweriwa concurs. "This prejudiced his otherwise great contribution." 

Economist Christopher Ushewokunze and former Industry Minister broke the freedom fighter mould when he was interred at Heroes' Acre. 

The July 1999 burial of Joshua Nkomo, Zimbabwe's founding father, drew the largest crowd of 100,000 to the Acre, whose seating capacity is only 5,000. 

Annual rituals are held at the Acre, and in other shrines across the country every August 11, to mark Heroes Day. That's certainly a lesson for Kenya, which has been suffering from historical amnesia for the past 40 years. 

BBC

Pirate fishing menaces albatross 
Pirate fishermen are driving the albatross to extinction, wildlife campaigners have warned. 
The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) is appealing to bird lovers nationwide to join the call to crack down on illegal longline fishing. 

The RSPB says over 300,000 seabirds, including 100,000 albatrosses, die each year because of the practice. 

It involves boats casting lines up to 80 miles long, with thousands of baited hooks, in which birds get caught up. 

We are at the eleventh hour and face tragic consequences if action is delayed 
Dr Mark Avery, RSPB 

Conservationists are hoping to collect thousands of signatures urging the United Nations to act against the pirate fleets. 

If nothing is done, the RSPB is predicting tragedy for the albatross, with 19 of the 21 species in imminent danger of extinction. 

Dr Mark Avery, director of conservation at the RSPB, said: "This is a senseless slaughter and one that must be halted before we lose albatrosses for good. 

"We are at the eleventh hour and face tragic consequences if action is delayed. 

"Albatrosses are some of the most evocative birds in the world. 

"They are a magnificent sight, gliding thousands of miles on globetrotting journeys across the southern hemisphere." 

UK criticised 
Experts say bird deaths drop to just a few hundred a year when legal longline boats use measures to keep them away. 

The UK government has been criticised by conservationists for not ratifying a global treaty against long fishing lines, which came into force in February. 

The Agreement on the Conservation of Albatrosses and Petrels (ACAP) was ratified by Australia, Spain, Ecuador, New Zealand and South Africa. 

British participation is important as its overseas territories of the Falklands, South Georgia and Tristan da Cunha are breeding grounds for the bird. 

Dr Avery said: "We need help to force governments to combat the appalling actions of these pirates. 

"It is astonishing that many, including the UK government, have not done so. 

"If they do not act, many albatross species face extinction very soon." 

Story from BBC NEWS:

ENS

Carbon Dioxide Escalation Alters Amazon Rainforest 

BALBOA, Panama, March 12, 2004 (ENS) - A team of U.S. and Brazilian scientists has shown that undisturbed, old growth rainforests in central Amazonia are experiencing rapid changes in dynamics and species composition. While these forests are located far from human settlements, their changes are the result of rising levels of carbon dioxide (CO2) in the atmosphere caused by human activities, the scientific team has found. 

Carbon dioxide levels have risen by 30 percent in the last 200 years as a result of industrial emissions, automobiles, and rapid forest burning, and much of this increase has occurred since 1960. 

"The changes in Amazonian forests really jump out at you," said William Laurance, a U.S. scientist with the Smithsonian Tropical Research Institute in Balboa and lead author of the study. "It is a little scary to realize that seemingly pristine forests can change so quickly and dramatically." 

The paper appears this week in the scientific journal "Nature." 

An untouched portion of the Amazon rainforest is nevertheless affected by rising carbon dioxide levels in the atmosphere. (Photo courtesy NOAA)
The largest expanse of tropical forest on Earth, the Amazon covers about five percent of the Earth’s land surface. Its vegetation breathes carbon dioxide and converts the carbon into biomass - tree-trunks, branches, and leaves. The forest acts as a huge reservoir of stored carbon. But other processes, such as respiration and the decay of dead plants, release carbon back into the atmosphere. 

For the past two decades, the research team studied the life patterns of nearly 14,000 trees in the central Amazon, scattered across a landscape of 120 square miles in area. 

The scientists noticed the trend while documenting the effects of clearing the rainforest. They surveyed tree growth in 69 remote one hectare plots, intended as pristine controls to compare to changes in other areas, where humans are active. 

"But suddenly the controls weren't acting like controls," Laurance says. 

During the course of the study, most species of trees began growing faster. The forests also became more dynamic, with existing trees dying faster and being replaced by young new trees. 

Even more important is that the species composition of the forest is changing. 

"There clearly are winners and losers," said Alexandre Oliveira of the University of São Paulo, Brazil, another team member. "In general, large, fast growing trees are winning at the expense of smaller trees that live in the forest understory." 

Amazonian central plain, Negro River watershed (Photo courtesy UNESCO)
The most likely reason for these changes, say the researchers, is that rising CO2 levels are fertilizing the forests, leading to faster growth and more competition among trees for light, water, and soil nutrients. 

Under these conditions, big, fast growing species of trees probably have an advantage over smaller trees and slower growing trees. 

"Sadly, this could be a signal that the forest's ecology is changing in fundamental ways," Laurance said. "Tropical rainforests are renowned for having lots of highly specialized species. If you change the tree communities then other species - especially the animals that feed on and pollinate the trees - will undoubtedly change as well." 

The problem could extend beyond loss of biodiversity, warns Laurance. The future lack of slower growing trees, which produce denser wood and foliage, could eventually lead to a drop in the amount of carbon dioxide that the rainforest removes from the atmosphere. 

The scientist says his findings underline the importance of measures such as the Kyoto Protocol, which limits the emission of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases by industrialized countries. Laurance told "Nature" that he is angry at the United States' failure to ratify the treaty. "As a U.S. citizen, I am chagrined," he said. "We have enough information to know that we have to do something." 

When President George W. Bush took office in 2001, he backed the United States out of the Kyoto Protocol originally signed under President Bill Clinton, saying it would be too expensive for the U.S. economy. With about five percent of the world's population, the United States emits some 25 percent of the world's greenhouse gases. 
_________________________________________________________________________________________

BBC

Climate risk to UK apple orchards 
By Alex Kirby 
BBC News Online environment correspondent 


The landscape of much of the southern UK will be altered for ever by climate change, a gardening expert believes. 
Dr Simon Thornton-Wood of the Royal Horticultural Society told BBC News Online orchards would vanish, and some fruit varieties would no longer thrive. 

But as they move northwards, he thinks, peaches and other fruit from southern Europe may move in and replace them. 

He says he also expects "significant" drops in yields of several summer fruit like pears, cherries and blackcurrants. 

Too warm to fruit 
Speaking before the RHS Science Exchange Dr Thornton-Wood, the society's head of science, said the UK Climate Impacts Programme showed there would be some frost-free winters during this century. 

Warmer winters would fail to provide the chill that some plants need if they are to produce flowers and fruit. 

Dr Thornton-Wood said: "We've lost a lot of orchards in the UK, but apples are still an important crop. 

"I think the climate will mean it becomes harder to get a decent crop in the south of England, and apples may head north to find a cooler place to grow. 

"Other fruit crops will be affected too, but I imagine it will be easier to grow crops like peaches instead. It'll be a matter of swings and roundabouts. 

"Our members are becoming more aware. In these last few years we've seen some quite significant variations in what people regard as the norm. 

"We're getting many more queries now about waterlogging, and last year about drought as well." 

Usurped by aliens 
A study on the possible implications for commercial fruit growers of warmer winters has been commissioned by the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs. 

The RHS is giving priority to two other climate-related problems which it says are of particular interest to gardeners: The need to find ways to offset the effects of winter flooding on what are known as "Mediterranean" plants, which will thrive in hotter summers The possibility that climate change may encourage some exotic weeds to become problematic invaders. Dr Thornton-Wood told BBC News Online: "Giant hogweed has already gone haywire, and we think other invaders may do the same. 

Inevitable upset 
"Japanese knotweed is a problem, but we don't really know where the next crisis will come from, so we're calling on gardeners to be observant. 

"You never know how species like these are going to affect the ecology of the British countryside, but they always do. They out-compete the native fauna and flora and change what has become familiar." 

The RHS Science Exchange, being held at the Darwin Centre in the Natural History Museum in London on 16 March, brings together leading horticultural scientists to discuss the future of gardening in the 21st Century. 

Gardeners can attend the Exchange itself or participate online, either by sending questions in advance or by a live webcast from the Darwin Centre's website. 

Story from BBC NEWS:

_________________________________________________________________________________________

Fears Mount at Japan's Bird Flu Epicenter
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TAMBA, Japan - Men in white protective suits, masks and hoods moved along the hillside above a chicken farm, spraying disinfectant and throwing lime into a massive ditch filled with thousands of dead birds.

This mountain-ringed town in western Japan is the epicenter in the country's mounting struggle with avian flu, which has compounded worries about the food supply and provoked a scare over the possible spread of the disease to humans.

Those fears have expanded in recent days with the discovery of five wild crows infected with the virus - raising the threat that the freely roaming birds could trigger an uncontrollable spread of the disease.

"That's really worrying," Kaoru Iwamoto, a 55-year-old housewife, said just a few blocks away from a farm being disinfected. "You can control where the chickens go, but crows fly all over the place."

The avian flu hit Japan in January for the first time since the mid-1920s. It has infected chickens at three farms and led to the deaths or extermination of more than 300,000 birds.

So far, Japan has been lucky with no cases of human transmission. The disease has spread to people in Thailand and Vietnam, killing 22 and prompting the cull of about 100 million chickens across Asia.

The flu scare is hurting chicken and egg sales in Japan. Wholesale chicken prices have dropped nearly 28 percent in the past two months.

A recent survey by Kyodo News service showed more than 60 percent of respondents were concerned about the safety of poultry. Japan has imposed bans on chicken meat imports from several countries where avian flu has struck, including the United States and Canada.

The disease in Japan has hit hardest in Tamba, a farming community near the ancient capital of Kyoto and about 230 miles west of Tokyo.

The flu scare erupted in the town late last month, after authorities received an anonymous phone call alerting them that chickens at the sprawling Asada Nosan farm were dying en masse.

Thousands of birds had already died, and the owners faced allegations of covering up the disease, shipping live chickens and eggs off to market even after it was clear something was amiss. Under threat of prosecution, chief owner Hajimu Asada, 67, and his wife, Chisako, 64, hanged themselves this week on one of their farms.

The disease showed up on another farm about three miles away, and two dead crows found in the area tested positive for the H5N1 virus. Two more crows near Kyoto and one in Osaka, 25 miles away, tested positive this week for the related H5 virus.

The Kyoto Prefectural government reacted by calling in about 800 members Japan's Self-Defense Forces, who helped exterminate and bury some 270,000 chickens and disinfect the affected farms.

The spread has upset residents concerned about their children and fearful the infections among crows could herald mutations of the disease that could affect household pets - and then their owners.

Crows are a common pest in Japan, especially in the cities. Tokyo alone is inhabited by 24,000 of the black birds, which feed off garbage. Many more live near chicken and pig farms, where they feast off the scraps uneaten by livestock.

Authorities assume the crows in Tamba were infected while mingling with sick farm chickens.

Masato Kusakabe, 39, a teacher at the local elementary school, said officials had disinfected the school chicken coop and were telling children not to touch any crows.

"We're a little worried it might spread to other animals," Kusakabe said after escorting home a group of children who live near one of the farms.

The government has reacted by threatening new fines against farmers who don't report suspected outbreaks. It has urged farmers to cover flocks of chickens with nets to keep crows out, and dispatched investigators to South Korea to coordinate efforts to track migratory birds.

Authorities are urging calm.

"In everyday life, we don't think that the virus can be transmitted from crows to humans," Kyoto Gov. Keiji Yamada said in a statement this week. "So we're asking everyone to react with a cool head."

 ROAP Media Update – 15 March 2004
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UN or UNEP in the news

WORLD News > Toxin-hit Nepal to curb pesticide use

New Kerala - Ernakulam,Kerala,India, March 14, Kathmandu, Mar 12 (IANS) : - As the rampant use of toxic pesticides kills illiterate and untrained Nepalese farmers and unsuspecting consumers, the government plans to restrict their use by implementing a global convention on hazardous chemicals.
…An FAO-United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) study shows there are some 7,000 hazardous chemicals available in the market, with around 1,500 new ones introduced every year.

http://www.newkerala.com/news-daily/news/features.php?action=fullnews&showcomments=1&id=6815
GAS output can 'easily' cut by 50%
The Age - Melbourne,Victoria,Australia, March 13, 2004 -  Australia could easily halve its greenhouse gas pollution by 2040 by using more natural gas, wind and biomass and reducing demand, according to a report to be released today.
…The United Nations Environment Program says the world needs to reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 60 per cent and the Howard Government has said Australia needs to halve them over the next century. http://www.theage.com.au/articles/2004/03/12/1078594562005.html 


General Environment News

Public Backlash Against Impeachment Spreads
The Korea Times, By Byun Duk-kun, Staff Reporter, March 15, 2004 - Public turmoil over the impeachment of President Roh Moo-hyun is spreading fast throughout the nation as more than 40,000 citizens took to the streets in Seoul and several hundred thousand across the country for the third consecutive day on Sunday to protest what they claim to be a political ploy of the opposition parties.
On Saturday, more than 70,000 people, including members of Nosamo, a group of Roh supporters, and more than 500 civic organizations gathered in Kwanghwamun to demand an annulment of the National Assembly’s impeachment of the president. Similar rallies were witnessed in Kwangju, Pusan, Taegua and other major cities across the country. 

http://times.hankooki.com/lpage/200403/kt2004031414500710160.htm 

Bird flu epidemic now under control in Asia – OIE
Reuters, THAILAND: March 15, 2004 -  BANGKOK - Asia's bird flu epidemic, which has killed millions of chickens and at least 22 people, is under control although the deadly virus might linger for months, the head of the world animal health body said last week.
http://www.planetark.com/dailynewsstory.cfm/newsid/24265/story.htm 

China outlines environmental protection plan for 2004
People’s Daily, March 12, 2004 - China's highest environmental authority outlined Thursday its 2004 plan to protect the country's environment, which is increasingly threatened by the burgeoning economy. 
At an annual conference of nationwide environmental officials held in Beijing beginning Thursday, Xie Zhenhua, head of the State Environmental Protection Administration (SEPA), said that this year SEPA will focus on cleaning up China's most polluted areas and most polluting industries.
http://english.peopledaily.com.cn/200403/12/eng20040312_137258.shtml 


ROWA MEDIA UPDATE

 Bahrain

Join forces to fight environmental pollution plea

A CALL has gone out for people to join hands in fighting environmental pollution and other man-made disasters from Bahrain last night. 

The plea came from Deputy Prime Minister and Islamic Affairs Minister Shaikh Abdulla bin Khalid Al Khalifa, at the opening of an international conference of humanitarian organisations. 

He also underlined the importance of a strong partnership between the private sector and humanitarian organisations. 

Shaikh Abdulla was speaking at the 

http://www.gulf-daily-news.com/arc_Articles.asp?Article=76681&Sn=BNEW&IssueID=26361
Jordan

Muwaqqar factories polluting environment — report 

An official report compiled by the Environment Ministry has revealed that a number of factories in Muwaqqar have been committing violations and polluting the surroundings of the town, some 30 kilometres south of Amman. 

The factories produce chlorine, acids and glycerin as well as animal feed concentrates. 

The recently released report said one of these factories has been producing several tonnes of dangerous waste materials like sulphuric acid and byproducts from industrial salt processing. 

The areas surrounding the factories — inhabited by 55,000 people living in Faisalieh, Naqira and Maghayer — are also strewn with unspecified amounts of salt, according to local residents. They noted that the workers handling the waste do not wear protective gear and that no warning signs are posted. 

The report recorded seven cases of suffocation resulting from inhaling poisonous gas leaking from liquefied chlorine cylinders. 

Factory managers deny the charges, saying there are no violations of any kind as alleged by the residents and backed by ministry experts. 

Local residents claim they are besieged day and night by the pollutants, the stench and the emitted gases, which are affecting their children's health. 

Muwaqqar Mayor Ibrahim Muheirat said he had conveyed the local residents' complaints to the ministries of the environment and health as well as the civil defence authorities, demanding that the concerned authorities conduct an investigation, but has had no response yet. 

A local shepherd claimed that several of his sheep died after inhaling the gas from the chlorine factory, and that the factory owners offered him compensation to keep quiet about the matter. 

Countering these claims, the factory manager said the allegations are groundless. He said the local residents were taking revenge on him because he refused to employ their unskilled children and hire their water tanker trucks to supply the factory with its water needs.

http://www.jordantimes.com/wed/homenews/homenews9.htm
Saudi Arabia

SR513 Million for Water Projects

Manager of the General Administration of Water in Tabuk, Samer Haddad, has told Eqtisadiah that SR513 million has been approved for ten water projects this year in Tabuk. The projects so far approved include SR18 million for three dams, SR100 million for the Umloj desalination plant, SR250 million for water projects in Tabuk, SR30 million for a water pipe network, and an additional SR20 million for maintenance of the water network and for digging new wells.

http://www.arabnews.com/?page=6&section=0&article=41252&d=15&m=3&y=2004
UAE

Inspection Teams in Dubai

Inspection teams of the UAE CITES Management Authority at the Federal Environment Agency (FEA) raided recently pet shops at the animal market in Mina area in the capital and confiscated a number of endangered animals being sold illegally. The raid netted monkeys, a snake and a tortoise.
http://www.khaleejtimes.com/ 

Yemen

Environmental Management Plans in Yemen


Despite often being required under loan agreements, recent assessments of the World Bank’s Quality Assurance Group concluded that the quality of the guidance given by Environmental Management Plans (EMPs) was highly variable. This frequently resulted in poor supervision of the implementation of the EMPs designed specifically to help mitigate and monitor the treatment of adverse environmental impacts and enhance the overall quality of the project.

Major opportunities were lost in ensuring the phasing of environmental management needs with capacity building requirements. Poorly-defined monitoring programs and supervision arrangements were also cited as explanations for insufficient of the follow-up and attention to pressing issues. 

Unlike procurement and financial requirements, environmental requirements are not stated in commensurate detail.

The EA Update responds to a call to provide Bank Task Teams with guidance on the preparation of pragmatic EMPs and the execution of implementation arrangements relating to the scheduling of activities, budgeting and reporting and institutional and training requirements. The Update cites case studies as examples of good practice (to be included later) and expands on information in Updates on Monitoring and Supervision (No. 14) and Environmental Management Plans (No. 25). 

http://www.yobserver.com/news/article_279.html
Transportation Syndicate holds environmental activities

The Transportation Syndicate, Sana’a branch, implemented a number of activities last year, most prominent among them the advocacy of a mechanism for fighting diesel pollution caused by buses, said Abdu Al-Ghurbani, head of the syndicate.

“Environmental conservation is a duty on everybody’s shoulders to protect people’s health,” he added.

“The syndicate has prepared a future plan to educate drivers on the importance of environmental preservation. They will be asked to follow regulations fostering the environment.” 

The plan will be implemented this year by educating drivers at the syndicate’s recently established cultural institute. Drivers will be taught to boost cleanliness, recommend passengers not to throw garbage on the road, and repair their cars if needed. 

http://www.yobserver.com/news/article_278.html
Sana’a water and Sanitary network improved

Work is underway to improve the capital’s water and sanitary disposal networks. This is to be done in order to lessen the loss of water in areas of the city. The manager of Area 5’s water and sanitary disposal department said they would replace the worn out networks in 2004 in Sawad Hanash, Saba, and West Jiraf as well as connecting new homes to the network. “The Public Water and Sanitary Disposal Corporation, last year replaced over 786 meters after checking them and finding their deficiency, moved 1,140 meters outdoors, provided 1,856 meter boxes, and linked two wells to Area 5’s water network,” he added.
 
Mr. Abdullah Ali Al-Eryani, manager of Area 3’s water and sanitary disposal department, said the number of beneficiaries is increasing. It reached, at the end of January, more than 13,125 participants, and 3,654 ones with computer accounts. There are some 10,508 files still being checked. The department is going to register 721 new participants during the coming months.

http://www.yobserver.com/news/article_280.html

Rural area water and sanitation project plan established

A plan has been recently put forward on rural water and sanitation in a workshop organized by the Ministry of Water & Environment. One of the key measures under discussion is to provide treated drinking water, a scarcity in many rural areas.

The implementation of water and sanitary projects in rural areas following the principle of meeting demand has proved its success internationally. Beneficiaries will donate to projects and participate in managing and maintaining them. The projects will therefore be erected independently of the central government. 

The draft plan aims at helping the government construct and increase water and sanitation services for rural areas, crystallizing the formula of a national strategy boosting the principle of meeting demand. 

It also helps the government in preparing a long-term national investment program. The program has been designed to be implemented in two stages over five years. In the first stage, the project administrative unit, under the supervision of the Ministry of Water & Environment, will implement the project through three executive units in Abyan, Hajjah and Ibb. In the second stage, works will be continued in other governorates.

http://www.yobserver.com/news/article_276.html
__________________________________________________________________________________________
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F R I D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
*
‘Black box’ from Rwanda turned over to UN’s top watchdog official

*
Annan urges Middle East parties to implement Road Map

*
Security Council calls on Eritrea, Ethiopia to cooperate on marking boundary

*
Assets of ex-Liberian leader Charles Taylor ordered frozen by Security Council

*
DR of Congo: Security Council sets up committee to monitor arms embargo

*
UN envoy to Kosovo condemns grenade attack on president’s home

*
UN-OSCE meeting outlines steps to boost global fight against terrorism
*
Markets stocked, major roads not blocked, UN humanitarian team in Haiti says

*
UN envoy to begin separate meetings with parties to Cyprus talks

*
Experts convened by UN agency to prepare for potential highly lethal flu pandemic

*
UN refugee arm and Myanmar strike deal to build conditions for possible returns 

*
UN envoy for Sudanese peace confers with senior Eritrean officials

*
Global support needed to deter extremists, UN’s Cameroon-Nigeria Commission says

*
UN human rights chief appeals for release of kidnapped aid worker in Russia

*
Demand rising for UN’s Western Sahara family visits programme

*
UN refugee agency assists largest return of Eritreans from Sudan this year 

*
Chad: UN has now relocated 10,000 Sudanese refugees to safe camps

*
Countries of the Americas, except US, reaffirm reproductive health accord – UN

* * * *

Rwanda

12 March – A “black box” sent to United Nations Headquarters in New York from Rwanda in 1994 – that was discovered earlier this week and alleged in press reports to be from the downed aircraft carrying the Presidents of Rwanda and Burundi – has been turned over to the UN’s top watchdog official.

The cockpit voice recorder was given to Under-Secretary-General Dileep Nair, head of the Office of Internal Oversight Services (OIOS), who is inquiring into the circumstances in which senior officials were not informed that it had reached UN Headquarters, UN spokesman Fred Eckhard said.

Yesterday Mr. Eckhard announced that after an internal inquiry – prompted by reporters’ questions – a black box turned up on Wednesday in a locked filing cabinet in the Air Safety Unit of the UN Department of Peacekeeping Operations. Following the discovery, Secretary-General Kofi Annan ordered OIOS – the UN’s in-house watchdog – to look into exactly what happened 10 years ago and how the UN came into possession of the device.

A recent article in the French newspaper Le Monde alleged that the UN was given the black box from the Falcon aircraft that crashed on 6 April 1994 in Rwanda, killing President Juvenal Habyarimana of Rwanda and his Burundian counterpart Cyprian Ntayamira. Their deaths set off a chain of killings and massacres throughout Rwanda that year, with the death toll from the genocide mounting to more than 800,000 people, mostly minority Tutsis and “moderate” Hutu.

According to Mr. Eckhard, the Montreal-based International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO) was consulted and advised that the black box should be sent to an agency competent to read out its contents in the presence of an ICAO monitor.

“The arrangements required are under way, and the black box will be carried by hand for the read out,” he said. “When this is received by the United Nations, the next steps will be decided.”

* * *
Middle East

12 March – Given the urgent need to stem the cycle of violence in the Middle East and achieve a just and lasting settlement, the parties to the conflict must implement the Road Map plan for a two-State solution, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan said today.

In an address to the UN Palestinian rights committee, Mr. Annan said only a clear resolve by Israeli and Palestinian leaders will break the impasse and restart the peace process. “There is no substitute for the two parties sitting down and working out with each other the details of an agreement that both peoples can live with,” he said.

The 2002 Road Map, which was accepted by the parties and enjoys broad international support, “remains the most practical way of achieving the aspirations of both sides,” he said.

“Today, I call on both parties to take immediate and specific steps to implement the plan without preconditions,” he declared.

Specifically, he urged the Palestinian Authority to take resolute action to halt terror attacks by militant groups against Israelis. At the same time, he urged the Israeli Government to halt further settlement expansion and the construction of the barrier. 

Calling Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon’s announcement of a plan to evacuate the Gaza Strip settlements “encouraging,” Mr. Annan said he looked forward to a timetable. 

“An evacuation of Gaza Strip settlements should be seen as part of a broader process, an interim step that could revitalize stalled peace efforts, consistent with the Road Map,” he said, calling on the international community to help the two sides out of the present deadlock. 

Members of the diplomatic Quartet – the UN, United States, European Union and Russian Federation – must “try harder to bring the parties back to the negotiating table,” he added.

Also addressing the session, the committee Chairman, Paul Badji of Senegal, said Israel’s occupation of the Palestinian territories was the major cause of the Arab-Israeli conflict. He stressed that peace hinged on the immediate implementation of the Road Map, relevant Security Council resolutions, the principle of the exchange of land for peace, and the initiative adopted by the League of Arab States at Beirut.

Nasser Al-Kidwa, Palestine’s Permanent Observer, said Israel continued to commit war crimes and the systematic violation of human rights. The wall being constructed by Israel in the occupied Palestinian territory, including in and around East Jerusalem, had deeply exacerbated the already grave situation. It completely undermined the right of the Palestinian people to self-determination, as it would prevent the emergence of a viable and independent State.  He added that Israel’s current attempts to formally depart from the Road Map were dangerous, and called for that plan’s implementation.

At the outset of the session, delegates observed a moment of silence in tribute to the victims of yesterday’s deadly bomb attacks in Madrid.

* * *

Eritrea/Ethiopia

12 March – Calling on Eritrea and Ethiopia to cooperate with UN emissaries and with one another in demarcating a boundary, the United Nations Security Council today extended the mandate of the UN peacekeeping mission in the frontier area until 15 September.

In a unanimously adopted resolution, the Council urged the two Horn of Africa countries “to cooperate fully and promptly with the Boundary Commission and to create the necessary conditions for demarcation to proceed expeditiously, including through the unequivocal restating of Ethiopia’s acceptance of the Boundary Commission’s decision, the appointment by Ethiopia of field liaison officers and the payment of its dues to the Boundary Commission.”

The two countries should normalize their relations and “refrain from any threat or use of force against each other,” the Council said.

It noted that the UN, the United States, Algeria, the African Union and the European Union – witnesses to the December 2000 Algiers Agreements on a ceasefire between the two parties – maintained unanimous support for Special Envoy Lloyd Axworthy and the UN Mission in Ethiopia and Eritrea (UNMEE).

It reminded the two countries that delays in marking the boundary were imposing “additional operational costs” at a time of “increasing demand for United Nations peacekeeping and resources from the international community.”

In that regard, the two Governments should quickly establish a high-altitude flight route between Eritrean capital, Asmara, and the Ethiopian capital, Addis Ababa, to “relieve the unnecessary additional cost to UNMEE and Member States,” the Council said.

* * *

Liberia

12 March – The United Nations Security Council today ordered all governments to freeze the assets of former Liberian leader Charles Taylor and his immediate family and barred them from using “misappropriated funds and property” to obstruct the restoration of peace and stability in Liberia and the West African sub-region.

The Council acted unanimously in a resolution calling on all States to freeze any assets in their jurisdiction that were owned by “former Liberian President Charles Taylor, his immediate family members, in particular Jewell Howard Taylor and Charles Taylor, Jr., senior officials of the former Taylor regime, or other close allies or associates” as designated by a Security Council sanctions committee.

The text also contains provisions exempting basic expenses, including payment for food, rent, mortgage, medicines and medical treatment, taxes, insurance premiums, public utility charges, or payment of reasonable professional and legal fees.

The Council committee will help governments while expecting them to report on all actions they had taken to trace and freeze the Taylor assets, according to the measure.

A previous resolution had forbidden the Taylors and their allies to enter or transit through any country except for Nigeria, where the former Liberian leader lives in exile. He has been charged with war crimes and crimes against humanity, including murder, rape and terrorism in Sierra Leone, by that country’s Special Court.

* * *

DR of Congo

12 March – The Security Council today established a committee to monitor an eight-month-old arms embargo against all armed groups operating in the eastern region of the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) in a bid to strengthen the weapons ban, also authorizing the United Nations peacekeeping mission in the country to seize or collect and to dispose of arms or related material found in violation of the measure.

Today’s action was prompted by the Council’s concern at the continuing insecurity and the flow of illegal weapons throughout the vast DRC – driven chiefly by armed groups and militia in North and South Kivu and in Ituri.

The Council’s unanimous resolution condemns the illicit flow of weapons into the DRC and declares its determination to closely monitor compliance with the arms embargo imposed last July, when the Council demanded that States, particularly those in the region, ensure that no direct military or financial assistance was given to the movements and armed groups present in the country.

The committee established today will report regularly to the Council with its observations and recommendations, in particular ways to strengthen the effectiveness of the measures aiming to prevent the direct or indirect supply, sale or transfer of arms and related materiel and the provision of training or military assistance to all foreign and Congolese armed groups in the east of the country. States were requested to report to the committee within 60 days on their actions taken towards this end.

The Council also asked Secretary-General Kofi Annan to create within 30 days an expert, four-person panel to examine and analyze relevant information gathered by the UN Organization Mission in the DRC (MONUC) in its efforts to monitor the arms embargo.

For its part, MONUC was asked to continue to use all means to monitor the movements and presence of armed groups, and to continue its surprise inspections of aircraft cargo or of any transport vehicle using ports, airfields and military bases and border crossings in North and South Kivu and in Ituri.

The Council’s text also underscores the right of the Congolese people to control their natural resources and stresses the need for all countries to work to bring an end to the illegal exploitation of such resources as well as trafficking in the region’s raw materials.

* * *

Haiti

12 March – A United Nations interagency assessment mission in Haiti has travelled by road to Cap Haitien in the north from the capital, Port-au-Prince, in the south and found that roadblocks have been removed and shops are in business.

“The situation in Cap Haitien is calm and commercial activities appeared to have resumed,” UN spokesman Fred Eckhard told the press in New York. “Markets along the road appeared to be well stocked and no roadblocks were encountered.”

The assessment mission expressed concern yesterday that Gonaïves, which was on their route, might run out of food because of roadblocks.

Following the mission of Wednesday and Thursday, the UN World Food Programme (WFP) sent a convoy with 10 tons of food to Cap Haitien for distribution in schools. 

Within the capital, more medical aid is being distributed as security improves, the spokesman reported.

Meanwhile, a security assessment mission left Port-au-Prince to examine the major road used for moving trade goods between the Dominican Republic and Haiti, Mr. Eckhard said.

The leader of the UN team, Hocine Medili, held talks today with Haiti’s interim President, Boniface Alexandre, after meeting with Police Chief Leon Charles, and he was scheduled to meet representatives of the diplomatic community, including the Organization of American States (OAS), Mr. Eckhard said.

On his way to Port-au-Prince from New York, Mr. Medili consulted United States military authorities in Miami, the spokesman said. He arrived in the capital yesterday and met immediately with UN Resident Coordinator Adama Guindo and other senior UN officials.

* * *

Kosovo

12 March – The senior United Nations envoy to Kosovo has condemned the hand grenade attack early today on the Pristina home of Kosovo’s President Ibrahim Rugova.

Harri Holkeri, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Kosovo, described the attack as “outrageous and cowardly” in comments delivered to Mr. Rugova on his behalf by Charles Brayshaw, Principal Deputy Special Representative of the Secretary-General.

Mr. Rugova has been briefed by staff from the UN Interim Administration Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK) on the police investigation into the grenade attack, UNMIK said in a statement. The mission has also discussed with him security procedures to protect senior Kosovo government officials.

UNMIK said it took the attack “very seriously and will thoroughly investigate this and other extremist actions, which undermine security for the people of Kosovo.”

* * *

Terrorism

12 March – In the aftermath of yesterday’s brutal terrorist attacks in Spain, delegates to an international conference on terrorism in Vienna today reaffirmed the central role of the United Nations Security Council Counter-Terrorism Committee (CTC) in the global effort to fight the scourge.

The two-day meeting, co-hosted by the UN Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) and the Organisation for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), adopted the “Vienna Declaration,” which acknowledges the need to give help to a large number of UN Member States to implement the provisions of Security Council resolution 1373 and the 12 anti-terrorism treaties.

That landmark resolution, adopted in the wake of the 11 September 2001 terror attacks against the United States, established the CTC and called on Member States to prevent and suppress the financing of terrorism, refrain from providing any support to entities or persons involved in terrorist acts, and deny safe haven to those who finance, plan, support and commit such acts.

“What we need is a serious, active, efficient and practical international cooperation, not cooperation on paper,” the CTC Chairman, Ambassador Inocencio Arias of Spain, said at a press briefing at the conclusion of the meeting. “The full implementation of the existing UN conventions is vital in diminishing the terrorist threat.”

The Vienna Declaration identifies several areas of further cooperation in counter-terrorism, including coordination and exchange of information to meet countries’ capacity-building needs, a comprehensive compilation of assistance offers and programmes to facilitate efficiency, joint technical assistance programmes, and visits to countries requesting aid.

In related news, the head of UNODC issued a statement today reiterating the world body’s commitment to fighting terrorism a day after a series of bomb blast struck three train stations in Madrid, killing nearly 200 people and injuring more than 1,400.

Executive Director Antonio Maria Costa said the brutal terrorist attack “is another stark reminder of how important it is for the international community as a whole to join forces in facing this most vicious threat of our time.”

He noted that UNODC’s mandate covers most of the underlining factors that make the world vulnerable to large-scale crime and terrorism. “Whether it is trafficking – in drugs, in firearms, in human beings – or corruption and money-laundering, or lack of rule of law, we often find it closely related to terrorist activities,” the statement said, adding that the CTC is working together with UNODC and with other international and regional organizations, such as the OSCE, to weaken the terrorists’ base by depriving them of their illegal sources of income.

“Enhancing our joint efforts against terrorism is the most appropriate way to honour the victims of senseless violence in Spain and elsewhere around the globe,” he said.

* * * 

Cyprus

12 March – The United Nations envoy for Cyprus indicated to the Greek and Turkish Cypriot leaders at their meeting today that he intended to begin a series of intensive consultations with each side separately, according to a UN spokesman.
Alvaro de Soto, Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Special Adviser on Cyprus, informed the leaders that he believed this was the best way to facilitate forward movement on the core issues, given the difficulty of formulating in direct talks a package of trade-offs to improve the plan proposed by Mr. Annan to reunify the island ahead of its entry into the European Union on 1 May.

“While this process is underway, there will not necessarily be daily meetings between the leaders,” spokesman Fred Eckhard said in New York. “They will meet as necessary.”

Last month, the Greek Cypriot leader, Tassos Papadopoulos, and the Turkish Cypriot leader, Rauf Denktash, agreed to continue talks until 22 March. Should discussions fail to reach agreement by then, Greece and Turkey will also join negotiations for a week.

If the talks succeed in reaching agreement on modifications to the plan, then the entire proposal will be submitted to separate referenda for approval by the Greek Cypriots and the Turkish Cypriots.

* * *

Bird flu

12 March – Warning that a highly lethal human flu pandemic could occur at any time despite recent measures taken against a bird flu outbreak in Asia, the United Nations health agency announced today that it will bring together more than 100 health experts in Geneva next week to prepare a global battle plan to fight such a scenario. 

“As long as avian and human flu viruses are circulating in the environment, the ingredients for a human pandemic still exist. When the next pandemic emerges, we will be able to respond properly only if we prepare properly,” the Director-General of the World Health Organization (WHO), Lee Jong-wook, said in a news release.

While poultry culling and other measures may have reduced the likelihood of a human influenza strain spreading widely as a result of the current bird flu epidemic in Asia, experts believe that because these outbreaks come in cycles, an influenza pandemic among people must still be expected at some time in the future, WHO said.

“Ongoing outbreaks reinforce the historical experience that elimination of the (Asian bird flu) virus will likely take years. During that time, a random mutation of the virus or a combination of avian influenza with human influenza could produce a strain which moves easily from person to person and produces high mortality,” the agency added. “Such a random event could occur at any time.”

The meeting, from 16 to 18 March, will assess the current situation and analyze possible public health measures before and during a pandemic. “Slowing the spread of a pandemic and reducing its impact will require planning, preparation and global co-ordination,” WHO said.

The specialists invited to the meeting are experts in public health, health policy, hospital management, drugs and vaccines, infection control measures, disease modelling, and risk communications. They will discuss the best use of limited supplies of vaccines and antivirals, as well as surveillance strategies to detect a new pandemic early and monitor its spread.

Other topics include possible travel recommendations and early detection of changes in influenza subtypes.

Over the past two months, more than 100 million birds have either died in the Asian bird flu epidemic or been culled, while there have been 33 confirmed cases of the disease’s transmission to humans, 22 of them fatal. 

* * *

Myanmar

12 March – The United Nations refugee agency has reached an agreement with Myanmar’s Government to begin measures to create the necessary conditions in the country’s east to allow the large-scale return of refugees from neighbouring Thailand.

UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) spokesman Ron Redmond told reporters today at the body’s headquarters in Geneva that up to 130,000 people are waiting in Thai refugee camps to return to Myanmar. An estimated 600,000 others are internally displaced within Myanmar.

But Mr. Redmond said the situation along the Myanmar-Thailand border is not yet conducive to refugee returns pending an “acceptable settlement” emerging from ongoing talks between the Government and rebels.

Under the agreement announced today, the agency will start providing assistance in health, education and community services, as well as local infrastructure. Initially the agency will operate from its office in the Myanmar capital Yangon and use locally active non-governmental organizations (NGOs).

“Years of conflict and insurgency have had a serious impact on basic facilities and infrastructure in the area and communities are not in a position to absorb possible large numbers of returnees without international assistance,” Mr. Redmond said.

* * *

Sudan

12 March – A senior United Nations envoy today held talks with top Eritrean officials on current efforts to hammer out a comprehensive peace agreement ending Sudan’s 20 years of civil war.

Mohamed Sahnoun discussed the Sudanese peace process in Asmara today with Eritrean President Isaias Afwerki and Foreign Minister Said Abdullah, a UN spokesman reported.

The envoy, who is touring the region, previously met with the First Vice-President of Sudan, Ali Osman Mohamed Taha, the Chairman of the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement (SPLM), John Garang, the chief Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD) mediator, Lt. Gen. Lazaro K. Sumbeiywo, the Chairperson of the Commission of the African Union (AU), Alpha Oumar Konaré and Ethiopia’s Minister of State for Foreign Affairs, Tekeda Alemu.

Mr. Sahnoun, UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Special Adviser for Africa, is scheduled to remain in the region until 18 March for further meetings.

Last October the Security Council, in a Presidential Statement, asked Mr. Annan “to initiate preparatory work, as soon as possible, in consultation with the parties, the IGAD facilitators and the International Observers, on how the United Nations could best fully support the implementation of a comprehensive peace agreement.”

An estimated 2 million people died as a result of the fighting which, along with natural disasters, has left Sudan with the largest number of internally displaced people (IDPs) in the world – 3 million to 4 million. Hundreds of thousands of Sudanese have also fled across international borders.

* * *

Cameroon/Nigeria

12 March – The international community needs to give strong diplomatic and financial support to the Cameroon-Nigeria Mixed Commission to ensure that radical elements from either country do not derail the process to peacefully resolve their border dispute, a commission delegation visiting the United Nations said today.

At a briefing for reporters at UN Headquarters in New York, Ahmedou Ould-Abdallah, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative for West Africa, said, “we need public support through the media to…[show] some of our extremists that the alternative to peace and cooperation is war.”

A tripartite delegation from the Commission is touring London, Paris, Washington and New York to drum up support for its work, which aims to peacefully demarcate the land and maritime boundaries between the two countries.

The delegation – consisting of Mr. Ould-Abdallah; Amadou Ali, Justice Minister of Cameroon; and Prince Bola Abijola, former Justice Minister and Attorney-General of Nigeria – held talks with Secretary-General Kofi Annan and other senior UN officials in New York today.

Mr. Ould-Abdallah said the demarcation work has been budgeted to cost $12 million over the next two years and the two countries have each pledged $3 million so far. He said the rest of the money should come from the international community.

The aim is “to ensure that it is a win-win situation – where Cameroon wins, Nigeria wins, where the international community wins,” he said.

The Mixed Commission was established by the UN in November 2002 at the request of the Presidents of Nigeria and Cameroon to implement an International Court of Justice (ICJ) ruling on the long-running border dispute.

* * *

Russian Federation

12 March – Acting United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights Bertrand Ramcharan issued a blanket appeal today for help in securing the release of a Doctors without Borders worker who was kidnapped more than a year and a half ago in southern Russia and is believed to be in ill health.

Mr. Ramcharan called on “all those who are in a position to assist to act expediently to obtain” the freedom of Arjan M. Erkel, a 34-year-old Dutch national who was abducted on 12 August 2002 by three armed men in Makhachkala, the capital of Dagestan, a Russian republic. 

Mr. Erkel had been working with the non-governmental organization, known in French as Médecins sans Frontières (MSF), since 1994 and Mr. Ramcharan made his appeal at a meeting in Geneva with Thomas Linde, Director-General of MSF-Switzerland, and Laure Delcros, MSF Delegate to the United Nations, who asked for his good offices. 

The Acting High Commissioner recalled that in August 2003, the UN Security Council unanimously adopted resolution 1502 on the safety and security of humanitarian aid workers. That text calls for adherence to international law on protecting relief personnel and urges that crimes against them do not go unpunished.

* * *

Western Sahara

12 March – More than 1,400 Saharans have asked the United Nations Mission for Western Sahara (MINURSO) if they can participate in its family visits programme that allows people to see relatives – including their spouses in some cases – they have not seen in almost 30 years because of the conflict in the Territory.

A week after the first round of successful visits, two more groups of Saharans – ranging in age from four to 72 – are being flown today by MINURSO to meet their relatives.

This morning 23 people left Laayoune in Western Sahara for Tindouf in southern Algeria, where thousands of Saharans live in five nearby refugee camps. The same plane is scheduled to transport 24 people from Tindouf to Laayoune this afternoon.

The UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), which has helped organize the family visits programme, said there has been high demand among Saharans to take part. At least 1,400 have applied.

UNHCR spokesman Ron Redmond told reporters at its headquarters in Geneva that the flights to and from Laayoune will continue until the end of the month, when flights will shift to Dakha and eventually Smara and Boujdour.

Visits are currently confined to five days, but Mr. Redmond said that UNHCR and MINURSO will eventually “try to accommodate individual family situations and perhaps exceptionally allow the extension of stays for humanitarian reasons.”

The programme’s aim is to promote face-to-face contact between people separated since the outbreak of war on Spain’s withdrawal from Western Sahara in the mid-1970s.

Since then, Morocco and the Frente POLISARIO (Popular Front for the Liberation of Saguia el-Hamra and Rio de Oro) have been in dispute over Western Sahara’s future permanent status. MINURSO has been in place since April 1991 to try to resolve the issue.

Mr. Redmond voiced satisfaction at the way the operation is working, “particularly with the way the Algerian and Moroccan authorities and the POLISARIO movement have cooperated to make this happen.”

* * *

Eritrea

12 March – In a step towards ending one of Africa’s longest-running refugee crises, some 1,700 Eritreans crossed back home from eastern Sudan this week in the biggest return convoy assisted by the United Nations refugee agency in 2004.

The convoy was part of a voluntary repatriation operation organized by the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) to help Eritreans return in safety and dignity after more than 30 years of exile in Sudan. So far, more than 118,000 refugees have returned home since the programme began in 2000, including more than 3,200 this year.

The Sudanese Government puts the total number of Eritreans remaining in Sudan at more than 200,000. About 35,000 people have signed up for voluntary repatriation this year. More than 29,000 families have registered to be screened in order to determine their eligibility for enjoying continued refugee status in Sudan.

The latest returnees, under the escort of senior UNHCR and Sudanese officials, were transferred to Eritrean vehicles at a desolate border crossing inside Eritrea, known as Check Point 14, and taken to the western town of Tesseney, where they were given assistance packages and new ID cards, pending their onward journey to their home areas.

Eritrea is one of several countries that have been chosen for UNHCR’s pilot testing of a new initiative dubbed the 4Rs – Repatriation, Reintegration, Rehabilitation and Reconstruction – which is already being tested in Sierra Leone, Sri Lanka and Afghanistan. The 4Rs project aims to ensure that the return and reintegration of refugees is backed by solid rehabilitation and reconstruction programmes.

* * *

Chad

12 March – As sometimes-fatal militia attacks continue along the desolate border between Chad and Sudan, the United Nations refugee agency has relocated more than 10,000 Sudanese refugees further inland.

The UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) is hoping to move as many of the estimated 110,000 refugees as it can away from the border and into safe camps inside Chad before the expected arrival of the rainy season in late May.

UNHCR spokesman Ron Redmond told reporters today at the agency’s headquarters in Geneva today that 10,491 people have taken shelter in camps at Farchana, Touloum and Kounoungo since relocations began early last month.

But Mr. Redmond said the cross-border raids by militias on the refugees’ makeshift shelters have become an almost daily event over the same period. In one attack last Sunday a refugee was killed when 35 armed men stole cattle from a group of refugees.

Mr. Redmond said UNHCR staff are increasing convoys to Farchana and are also looking at establishing camps at three other sites within the next 10 days.

Sudanese refugees have been crossing the border into Chad for a year since fighting broke out in the Darfur region in Sudan’s west between the Sudanese Government, the Sudan Liberation Army (SLA) and militia groups.

* * *

UNFPA

12 March – By a nearly unanimous decision – with the United States alone in dissenting – countries in Latin America and the Caribbean have reaffirmed their support for an international population and reproductive health action plan adopted 10 years ago, the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) reported. 

Wrapping up a two-day meeting at UN office in Santiago, Chile, on Thursday, more than 300 delegates from 40 countries in the region and their development partners recommitted to the 20-year Programme of Action endorsed at the 1994 International Conference on Population and Development in Cairo. 

The United States was the only country to disagree with a declaration linking poverty eradication to greater access to services for family planning, safe motherhood and HIV/AIDS prevention. 

The United States disassociated itself from the declaration, citing differences related to HIV/AIDS, adolescents and abortion. The delegate from Washington voiced regret that there was no reference to abstinence and charged that the text ignored Cairo language linking adolescents’ rights to the role and responsibilities of parents. 

Also addressing the forum, a 19-year-old member of a youth group representing 26 countries spoke of unfulfilled promises. “While adults, men and women, decided [in Cairo] that young people should have access to sexual and reproductive health services, many of us still don’t know that the condom could save our lives,” she said. “We demand that the governments present here do not make us wait 10 more years until we can sit in your places and make the right decision.”

The declaration calls on Latin American and Caribbean countries to guarantee that young men and women have access to information, education and services required to develop skills to prevent HIV infection. Where possible, the text adds, nations should provide free treatments to persons with HIV/AIDS, while respecting their privacy and confidentiality. 

Delegates also agreed that countries should ensure universal access to the widest possible range of family planning methods, particularly for the poorest sectors, indigenous peoples and marginalized social and ethnic groups.

* *** *

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 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, 

**Black Box statement
The “black box” sent to UN Headquarters from Rwanda in 1994, and just discovered here the day before yesterday, has been turned over to the Under-Secretary-General for the Office of Internal Oversight Services, Mr. Dileep Nair, who is inquiring into the circumstances in which senior officials were not informed that it had reached UN Headquarters.

The International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO), based in Montreal, Canada, was consulted and has advised that the “black box” should be sent to an agency competent to read out its contents, in the presence of an ICAO monitor.  The arrangements required are under way, and the “black box” will be carried by hand for the read out.  When this is received by the United Nations, the next steps will be decided.

**Palestinians
The Secretary-General said this morning that the situation between the Palestinians and the Israelis remains extremely tense, with no discernible progress in peace efforts.

At the same time, he told the Committee on the Exercise of the Inalienable Rights of the Palestinian People, the Israeli Prime Minister’s announcement of a plan to evacuate the Gaza Strip settlements is encouraging, and he looks forward to seeing a timetable for that.

He added, “An evacuation of Gaza Strip settlements should be seen as part of a broader process, an interim step that could revitalize stalled peace efforts, consistent with the Road Map”.  We have copies of his statement upstairs.

The Secretary-General began the meeting by calling for a minute of silence in memory of those killed in yesterday’s terrorist attacks in Madrid, and he reiterated his profound sympathy to King Juan Carlos and the Government and people of Spain.

**Haiti
In Haiti, the integrated UN assessment mission began its first rounds of consultations yesterday following the arrival in the country of mission leader Hocine Medili.  

Upon arrival in Port-au-Prince, Mr. Medili and his team conferred with UN Resident Coordinator Adama Guindo and heads of UN agencies on the humanitarian situation.  

This morning Mr. Medili met with Haiti's interim President, Mr. Boniface Alexandre.  He had an earlier meeting with the new Chief of Haitian Police, Mr. Leon Charles.  Today’s schedule also includes meetings with representatives of the diplomatic community; the Head of the Special Mission of the Organization of American States, Mr. David Lee; and the Vice-Foreign Minister of Chile.  

En route to Haiti from New York, Mr. Medili met in Miami with US military authorities.

**Haiti -– Humanitarian update
On the humanitarian side, I had told you before that on Wednesday and Thursday, an inter-agency assessment mission went to Cap Haitien from Port-au-Prince via Gonaives.  The situation in Cap Haitien is calm and commercial activities appeared to have resumed.  Markets along the road appear to be well stocked and no road blocks were encountered. 

Following this mission, today the World Food Programme sent a first convoy with 10 metric tonnes of food to Cap Haitien in order to distribute rations to schools.  Next week a UN inter-agency convoy made up of vehicle from UNICEF, WFP as well as some NGOs, is due to leave for Cap Haitien with food and medicines.

Also today a security assessment mission left Port-au-Prince to assess the road to the Dominican Republic.  Most of the trade between the two countries takes place along this road.    

**Cyprus talks
At today's meeting of the two leaders in Cyprus, Special Adviser Alvaro de Soto indicated that he intended to begin a series of intensive consultations with each side separately. 

Mr. de Soto informed the leaders that he believed this was the best way to facilitate forward movement on the core issues, given the difficulty of formulating in the direct format a package of trade-offs to improve the plan. 

While this process is underway, there will not necessarily be daily meetings between the leaders.  They will meet as necessary.

**Security Council
The Security Council held back-to-back meetings to adopt three resolutions -– all unanimously, and all on Africa.

In the first meeting, the Security Council decided to extend the mandate of the UN mission in Ethiopia and Eritrea for six months until 15 September.

Then, in a resolution on Liberia, the Council decided to freeze without delay assets of former Liberian President Charles Taylor, his immediate family and close allies and associates in a move aimed at preventing them “from using misappropriated funds and property to interfere in the restoration of peace and stability in Liberia and in the subregion”.

In addition, Council members adopted a resolution reinforcing the arms embargo against armed groups in the Kivus and Ituri provinces in the eastern Democratic Republic of the Congo.  It requests the UN Mission in the DRC to inspect the cargo of aircraft and of any transport vehicle in the region.  It also establishes a Security Council committee to deal with the issue and requests the Secretary-General to name a four-member group of experts.

**Kosovo -- Grenade
The Secretary-General’s Special representative for Kosovo, Harri Holkeri, has condemned the grenade attack, which occurred early today on the house of Kosovo President Ibrahim Rugova.  He described the attack as “outrageous and cowardly”.

The UN Mission in Kosovo has briefed the President on the police investigation so far and discussed security procedures to protect senior officials of the Kosovo Government.

The UN Mission takes this attack very seriously and will thoroughly investigate this and other extremist actions, which undermine security for the people of Kosovo.

**CTC/Vienna Declaration
A two-day counter-terrorism conference, organized by the United Nations and the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe, ended in Vienna today with the adoption of a declaration reaffirming the need for a central role for the UN Security Council Counter-Terrorism Committee in the global fight against terrorism.

The Vienna Declaration identifies seven areas of further counter-terrorism cooperation.  These include:  greater coordination to meet the capacity-building needs of the memberStates, and an intensified encouragement to member States to ratify and implement anti-terrorism conventions and protocols.

The conference participants have agreed to hold a follow-up meeting on the Vienna Declaration within six months, and they’ve accepted the invitation of the League of Arab States to host that meeting in Cairo.  We have a press release with details.

**Myanmar
The UN Refugee Agency says that it will begin providing assistance to improve basic services and infrastructure in areas in Myanmar where refugees may want to return from camps in neighbouringThailand. 

But UNHCR stresses that the current situation along the Myanmar-Thailand border is not conducive to refugee returns, and an acceptable settlement between Myanmar’s Government and insurgent groups is an essential prerequisite to refugee repatriation in the area.  There are more details available in UNHCR’s briefing notes upstairs.

**Update on Sahnoun
We have an update from Mohamed Sahnoun, the Secretary-General’s Special Adviser for Africa, who is currently in East Africa in support of the Sudanese peace process.

Mr. Sahnoun discussed the Sudanese peace process in Asmara today with Eritrean President Isaias Afwerki and Foreign Minister Said Abdullah.

**UNICEF/Korea
Carol Bellamy, the Executive Director of UNICEF, the UN Children’s Fund, is on her way to Pyongyang for a three-day visit to North Korea.  She’ll also visit South Korea.  Bellamy is there to highlight results for children that are being achieved with UNICEF support in North Korea, as well as the challenges that remain.

**Arjan Erkel
The acting High Commissioner for Human Rights, Bertrand Ramcharan, today appealed for the release of a Doctors without Borders worker who was abducted two years ago in the Russian republic of Dagestan.  Arjan Erkel, a Dutch national, is believed to be in ill health, and Ramcharan is asking all those who are in a position to obtain his release to do so expeditiously.

**The Week Ahead at the United Nations
And we have the Week Ahead for you to help you with your UN coverage next week.

That’s all I have for you.   Abdurrahim?
Questions and Answers
Question:  On terrorism, the Security Council yesterday adopted a resolution naming ETA by name.  It turns out that it’s not 100 per cent clear who actually carried out the attack.  What are the Secretary-General’s thoughts on that and does he feel that the adoption of that resolution may hold repercussions for the credibility of the Security Council?

Spokesman:  I don’t have a Secretary-General view on that.  And for any questions regarding that action, I’d have to refer you to the Security Council.  Yes, Mark?

Question:  Can I just get something very straight?  Is the OIOS currently conducting an investigation into allegations surrounding the “oil-for-food” programme and specific allegations of Benon Sevan?

Spokesman:  No, not to my knowledge.  I’ll have to double check with them, but not to my knowledge.

Question:  Because I’ve heard from several people they are.

Spokesman:  Well then I’ll check with them and I’ll let you know.  I think we might have more on this subject sometime next week.  Yes, Mark, the other Mark?

Question:  Fred, in different circumstances and this black box -- say it had been happening in something like the British Government -- there would be quite public calls for ministers to step down.  It would seem like it’s quite a large scandal.  Does the Secretary-General feel that this is really damaging his credibility at all and is this also perhaps damaging the credibility of the United Nations as a whole?

Spokesman:  Well, I mean, he recognized the seriousness of it yesterday in his comments to you coming out of the Security Council lunch.  He said he was incredulous –- I forget his exact words, but in effect he said it was a major cock-up, I don’t know if that was the expression he used.  Foul up?  Anyway, something like that.  He has done whatever he can.  First, asking the Inspector General to look into what happened in ’94 and why it would appear that the people who had possession of this thing didn’t report that information up the chain.  There’s nothing else, really, that he can do.  The people involved have since left the United Nations –- the two individuals I mentioned yesterday –- who transported the black box from Kigali to New York and who received it here in New York and put it in a file cabinet in New York and said nothing more about it.  Yes, Philippe?
Question:  Beyond the question of the black box, the report from Le Monde and from the French judge said that the UN refused to cooperate with the inquiry, and they give several examples.  They say, for example, that the UN refused to hand over a memorandum from one of the UN investigators in Kigali whose name is Michael Hourigan, is this true?  And who in the UN handled the request for this kind of documents and for cooperation on the larger investigation?

Spokesman:  I assume it would have been the Secretary-General’s office.  The Hourigan (?) memo, I believe, was given to the Office for Internal Oversight Services and as such is considered confidential.  I believe, though, that we turned it over, again on a confidential basis, to the Tribunal for Rwanda so that it could be consulted by defence attorneys; and I understand that a number of them did consult that memo, but we never went public with it.   

Question:  But you never gave it to the French justice?

Spokesman:  I don’t believe so, but I don’t actually have the rationale for that.  I’d have to find that out for you.  [At the end of the briefing, he said that there had been no formal request for the Hourigan memo.]

Question:  Can I follow up on that?

Spokesman:  Yes.

Question:  Was there a sense in the UN at that time that this was not the mandate of the ICTR?  That the ICTR should not look into who was responsible for the downing of the plane of the President?

Spokesman:  That was eventually the judgement of the prosecutor at the time, Louise Arbour.  Yes?

Question:  I still have the same question.  Do you have more details -- I mean I asked you this two days ago -- regarding why there was no investigation in the crash by the Secretary-General, by Boutros Boutros Ghali at the time?  There is one presidential declaration by the Security Council and at least two if not three resolutions asking him in April, May of 1994 to investigate the crash.  And there is no answer expect for a little sentence in a report in April 1994 by Mr. Boutros Ghali about the crash itself.  Why? 

Spokesman:  It’s very difficult to re-establish what took place 10 years ago.  I speculated for you when this question came up earlier in the week that because we had not been able to have access to the plane, that our soldiers were blocked by Rwandan presidential guard troops, that we probably wouldn’t have anything of value to tell the Council.  But I can’t honestly tell you that we never reported anything to the Council.  All we have are press reports or allegations that we never reported.  And I have been unable to reach responsible people from 10 years ago who could tell me what their recollection was of how we responded to those Security Council requests for information.

Question:  If I may follow up?  You did mention that General Dallaire was (inaudible) and couldn’t get to the crash site.  Do we have any more details on how this black box ever came to the UN in Kigali if the UN couldn’t get to the crash site?

Spokesman:  No.  That’s one of the issues that the Inspector General will have to look into.  In the paper trail I mentioned to you yesterday, there was no indication of how it ended up in the UN mission headquarters in Kigali something like two to three months after the crash.  That’s one of the mysteries.  Yes, Louis?

Question:  Do you know how long it’s going to take, Fred, just to find out what’s on this black box?  Do you have an idea as to, you know, is this a very long process just finding out what’s on the black box once you’ve got the black box or is it…? 

Spokesman:  My understanding is that these instruments record the last 30 minutes of cockpit conversations.  So, it would be a 30-minute tape to transcribe.  If the quality of the tape is good and there isn’t the problem of language, meaning the people doing the transcribing don’t have to resort to interpreters -- in theory, under international aviation rules all cockpit conversations are supposed to be in English -- it can be done very quickly.  I mean, it’s a half hour tape to transcribe.  It can be done in a matter of hours, or if some technical difficulties arise, so that figuring out exactly what’s being said takes longer, it could be a few days.  But it’s apparently not longer than that.  It’s a matter of hours or days.

Question:  If I can follow that up, when you say that this black box is going to be handed to the appropriate authorities, what do you mean by that?  Who will actually be looking at what’s on this tape?  Will it be the UN?  Will it be outside experts?  Who will it be?

Spokesman:  No. It will be outside experts.  The International Civil Aviation Organization gave us a list of technically competent authorities or organizations who can do this.  Colum came in in a hurry and has a pressing question.

Question:  No, I am just curious the last time there was this sort of an important piece of evidence of a crime, there was that tape in the Israeli case in southern Lebanon that had gone missing.  And at that point the Secretary-General asked Mr. Connor to do a sort of investigation, and there was a great effort to make sure that this was as transparent and public as possible and required a very detailed and, in many ways a more compelling, a more persuasive than usual report from within the UN system, and I wonder whether we can expect that the OIOS can provide a public report -- whether you’re going to publicize the information that’s on these records or is there going to continue to be a certain degree of secrecy around this whole issue?

Spokesman:  Well, that will be for Mr. Nair to decide.  He reports to the General Assembly, as you know, and the majority of his evaluation reports are made public.  But it’s his call in the end and we’ll have to see what he decides.  Who haven’t we heard from this side?

Question:  On the terrorist attack in Madrid, I asked yesterday and I must repeat today:  did the Secretary-General get any communication by phone or by letter from the Spanish Government on this criminal act in Madrid?

Spokesman:  He did speak later yesterday afternoon, and we squawked it, I don’t know if you heard it, that he had two telephone conversations:  one with Prime Minister Aznar and one with King Juan Carlos.

Question:  Any ideas of the authorship of this terrorist act?

Spokesman:  No, I don’t think you should look to us.  As I said to you yesterday, I think that would be for the Spanish authorities to investigate.

Question:  But is the Secretary-General interested in finding out who could be the author of this?

Spokesman:  I think the whole world would like to know.  Yes?

Question:  When they say, the president and the Security Council, that they condemn (Inaudible) for something that (Inaudible) didn’t do, that is the case that they are approving the resolution (inaudible) if there is a remedy.

Spokesman:  I am not quite sure what you’re asking.

Question:  The Security Council yesterday approved a resolution that named specifically ETA for this terrorist act. 

Spokesman:  Yes.

Question:  If ETA is not responsible, what would be the next step of the Security Council?  Is there any precedent for that?  Has something happened before similar to this? 

Spokesman:  I am not aware of a precedent.  But again, this is from human memory.  And as far as procedures go, the Security Council is master of its own procedures.  Should it want to amend or rescind a resolution, I assume there would be a way to do it.  They would just do it.  But I can’t speak for them; I have to emphasize.  You’d have to ask the President of the Council.  I can just say in general terms they’re master of their own procedure.  Let’s take Ricardo?

Question:  Fred, back on the black box.  Why is it that difficult for the UN to get in touch with these people that were working here 10 years ago?  Has the UN tried to contact them, and they are not coming through, or what’s the..? 

Spokesman:  Yes.  I believe in the last 48 hours we attempted to get through to both individuals.  I believe we, I’d have to double check, I think we got through to one of them.  The one who was in charge of the Air Operations Unit in peacekeeping here in ’94 has been retired for something like eight years and I think he is the one we weren’t able to reach.

Question:  (Inaudible)

Spokesman:  Say it again?

Question:  Who was it you did get in touch with? 

Spokesman:  The second one was Roger Lambo, a Kenyan national…

Question:  A Kenyan?  

Spokesman:  Well, he may have been a naturalized Canadian.  He was, as I understand it, born in Kenya.  He was head of the Air Safety Unit or Air Operations Unit of the UN mission in Kigali and he has subsequently, and I think I told you, may also previous to his UNAMIR experience, have worked for the International Civil Aviation Organization in Montreal.  He went back to ICAO Montreal and has been back and forth since on various assignments here.  It turns out that he was actually in this building a week or two ago.  So I think we were… (Interrupted)

Question:  Ooh!

Spokesman:  On something else, yes.  So we were able to speak to him.

Question:  And what did he say?

Spokesman:  I can’t tell you, I don’t know. Yes?

Question:  Is it the Secretary-General’s wish -- I know he wants to get to the bottom of this as quickly as possible -- but is it his wish to try and get to the bottom of this before the tenth anniversary?  And I would like to have your thoughts on whether, I mean on the coincidence of the fact that we’re, you know, three weeks away from the tenth anniversary, and all of a sudden this story pops up?

Spokesman:  I don’t know whether it’s a coincidence.  The story was driven by the actions of a French judicial inquiry and the media coverage of that inquiry.  The Secretary-General would like it cleared up as quickly as possible.  He has asked Dileep Nair to look into it and we expect in a matter of days, I would think, a reaction from whatever specialty agency will listen to these tapes.  So, yes, we certainly hope it would be done by 7 April.  Yes, Mark?

Question:   Just trying to understand the mechanism of the discovery of the black box.  I am a bit confused about the Air Safety Unit, as I looked inside the DPKO organogram or whatever.  Isn’t that Transport Unit?  Is that linked?  I am not sure.

Spokesman:  I think it’s linked but separate.

Question:  Okay.  Any way, just trying to get a sense of what happened.  Someone went into a room?  Which room was it?  That would be very helpful, and who inhabited that room and went and unlocked a filing cabinet that hadn’t been unlocked for 10 years… (Interrupted)

Spokesman:  I don’t have those kinds of details… (Interrupted)

Question:  Well it would be quite helpful to have those details because it would help us to analyse some of the circumstance… (Interrupted)

Spokesman:  Well those are some of the things that Mr. Nair will be looking into and he will reconstruct… (Interrupted)

Question:  So, is that something that’s private, that can’t be shared with the public, this is confidential information…? (Interrupted)

Spokesman:  I told you as much as I thought you needed to know yesterday:  It was found in the Air Operations or Air Safety Unit of the Peacekeeping Department which is located across the street in the UNITAR building.  It had apparently been in a filing cabinet.  Had it been in that filing cabinet for 10 years?  We don’t know.  That’s something that Mr. Nair will be looking into.  He’ll reconstruct as many of the details as he can in this investigation.  It was found across the street in the Air Safety Unit.  I don’t know if it’s a big office or small office; I didn’t go over there to see what their offices are like.  I didn’t look at the cabinet that they found it in, if indeed it was in a cabinet.  I was told it was in a cabinet.  But all those things will be look into by Mr. Nair.

Question:   On another matter, has the CARICOM asked you formally yet for this investigation to have (Inaudible)? 

Spokesman:  No.  Let’s take Philippe?     

Question:  Thank you.  This Air Safety Unit you’re talking; at that time was it under the responsibility of Kofi Annan?  Is it part of DPKO?

Spokesman:  Yes.  It’s part of Field Administration, I think… FALD, that’s what it used to be called.  I think it’s still called that.

Question:  So, Kofi Annan was the boss of Andy Sequin, the guy who made the decision to…(Interrupted)

Spokesman:  Yes.

Question:  Okay.  And I have another question:  On the decision by Louise Arbour to investigate the cause of the downing of the plane, why that decision?  The Security Council asked to be informed about that.  She has one of her investigators who apparently comes forward with information on that.  Why does she take the decision to investigate that and doesn’t refer it to the Security Council? 

Spokesman:  Well, we’ll have to go back to the record for whatever she said at the time.  I don’t have that with me.  But we can look that up for you.  Let’s take Colum, then we’ll take Celine.  Go ahead Colum. 

Question:  Okay.  It’s just a follow-up to my earlier question.  The Secretary-General you said that is delegating the decision to Dileep Nair in terms of whether the contents of this tape will be made public, and if that is the case, why is the Secretary-General not going to make a decision, and why is he not willing to make a commitment now to be as transparent as possible, given the fact that the UN’s credibility is not all that high at the moment on this issue of, you know, the black box existence?

Spokesman:  He’s turned the matter of investigating the circumstances of ’94 and how this tape came to Headquarters and how the decision was made, if it was made, not to report its presence here up the chain of command and how over 10 years, no one at the top ever came to know that the voice recorder or black box was here in this building or on these premises.  OIOS, who is doing this investigation, has its own way of doing things and the head of that service, Mr. Dileep Nair, makes the call on whether he goes public or not.

Question:  Yes, but he works for the Secretary-General, I mean…

Spokesman:  No, he reports to the General Assembly.  That’s part of…

Question:  Is he not hired by the Secretary-General?

Spokesman:  We have to look into the procedures.  But the whole idea of having his office report to the General Assembly is to make him as independent as possible.  Celine?
Question:  Thank you.  Yesterday you said that the person who put that black box into the file cabinet did not report it up to the chain of command, but yet there was a paper trail of it.  So, I don’t understand what kind of paper?  Apparently the person made a note that they had put this box in that cabinet, right?  

Spokesman:  Yes.

Question:  So what…(Interrupted)

Spokesman:  The note probably stayed in the cabinet too.  I don’t know these details.  I did mention to you that one of the things that we first checked was the log of the pouch because it was sent by pouch.  We have a log of all the pouches that come in.  We checked that.  Then we started looking into the Air Safety Unit, because reportedly, it had gone from the pouch to the head of the Air Safety Unit.  We did find a piece of paper in which the head of the Air Safety Unit at the time said that this black box had been received here, it was in pristine condition, he indicated that he had sent out the index number to try to identify what plane this recorder might belong to.  Got no reply to that.  His other option was of course, to send it out for analysis.      

He looked into that option.  He was told it would cost $25,000 and because he felt that, to his eye, in his judgement, the condition that he called pristine of this black box precluded it from being associated with the air crash in Rwanda.  So, he put it in a drawer.  That appears… sorry?

Question:  Did he make a note?

Spokesman:  Yes, we saw a note in which the word pristine appears.  But this paper trail and all these details, please, let’s let the Inspector General reconstruct as clearly and authoritatively as possible what happened.  This is 10 years ago. 

Let me take the other Mark.

Question:  I just wanted to follow up on my earlier question and also on [inaudible] first question.  I’m wondering about the Secretary-General’s feeling about the credibility.  I understand that you said yesterday that [inaudible]… There doesn’t seem to be too much general doubt about that.  I just would like to know what the Secretary-General thinks in more general terms.  Is this damaging to the United Nations credibility at a particularly difficult time?  

And secondly, following up Mark’s first question. Some extra digging on Rwanda on this issue has obviously turned up the black box.  August 19th in Baghdad has spawned two or three investigations.  Why is there not going to be an OIOS follow-up on the oil-for-food programme?  Is the Secretary-General still determined that that’s not going to happen or?

Spokesman:  He has not determined that an investigation of oil-for-food will not happen but we have nothing to announce to you today.  His feeling about the black box incident I think was clear from his rather candid statements to you yesterday.  I don’t think I need to flesh that out.  But he, as a manager, tends to look forward rather than back and he’s taken the steps within his power to investigate this, to turn the black box over to the appropriate authorities for analysis, and will see what happens next.  

Let’s go to Ms. Sharma

Question:  Was the head of the Air Safety Unit now, he or she, aware of the black box?  

Spokesman:  As of yesterday or as of the day before yesterday, yes, because they were found on the premises of this Unit.  I don’t know that person’s name.  It was recently turned over.  There’s a new head of that Unit as of last year or so.  You can find out easily enough who it is.  Please don’t ring them up.

Question:  Housekeeping on Iraq, on the accountability report that was given to the Secretary-General last week, does he plan to take any disciplinary action, and if so, when?

Spokesman:  He took that question coming into the building a little earlier this week and he said soon.  He didn’t exclude disciplinary action but he didn’t predict that there would be such.  But he said his decision regarding the findings of that panel would be coming forward soon.  

Question:  On the same topic, we’ve obviously been asking for that report to be released and I’m curious to see whether other UN staff members, families, others had made request of the Secretariat to make that report public?

Spokesman:  I’m not aware of any requests.  I’ll have to check for you to see if there were any apart from a public call by the Staff Union for the report to be made public.  That’s the only thing I’m aware of.  I’ll have to check if there were any private correspondence.  Bill?

Question:  Has the Iraqi Governing Council indicated any desire for the United Nations to return in a political role in Iraq to determine what kind of transitional government will be formed?

Spokesman:  Still not.

Question:  Apparently the United Nations guy who sent the black box talked with a French judge in 2002 and I believe at that time the French judge came to the United Nations and asked the question, do you have that black box.  Why was it not found at that time?  Why was it found two days ago after a report in Le Monde and not when the judge asked for it?

Spokesman:  My impression is there was a never a request for the black box.  The information given by Mr. Lambo to the French judge I believe was in the form of written answers to written questions.  And some of his replies to those questions were published in Le Monde, where he described how he had put the black box in the pouch on the instructions of air operations here in New York.  I’ll double check for you, but I don’t believe there was ever a formal request for the black box.  And I’m also told there was never a formal request by that French judge for the Hourigan memorandum.

Yes?  

Question:  What’s the position of the Secretary-General on the great Middle East initiative put in place by the Bush administration?

Spokesman:  Seeing that this is being discussed among governments and he’s not going to impose his views at this time.

Question:  Mr. Larson is not going to participate in that summit next week?

Spokesman:  The answer is no.  We did check for you the last time you asked that question and neither Mr. Larson or anyone else has been invited to that summit, anyone else from the United Nations.

Thank you very much.

* *** *
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