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No green hurdles in US-S'pore trade deal;

      Govt refutes US allegations that Republic isn't living up to its agreement to control CFC use

      BYLINE: Sharmilpal Kaur

      BODY:

      THE landmark United States-Singapore free trade agreement still has several congressional hurdles to clear,

      but it should have little problem surmounting any environmental obstacles.

      The only major sticking point is the allegation that Singapore is not living up to its agreement to control the

      use of chlorofluorocarbons, or CFCs, the ozone-depleting chemicals.

      The US alleged that Singapore:

      failed to phase out production and recover all used CFCs

      exported newly-produced CFCs, although international agreements it signed permit the export of only used

      or recycled ones

      transshipped large amounts of used CFCs from developed nations. 

      This has been refuted by the Government in detail, in a 42-page report on the state of the environment.

      In it, the Environment Ministry points out among other things: 'As Singapore does not produce CFCs,

      concerns over the production and export of newly-produced CFCs should not arise.'

      The Republic, which first signed the Montreal Protocol to phase out CFCs in 1989, way before other

      developing nations, banned the import of these chemicals in 1996.

      While used CFCs may be transferred through Singapore, they do not enter the country. There are also laws

      in place to make sure that any trading in ozone-depleting substances follow the rules of the protocol.

      Far from flouting international agreements, the Republic has been honoured for its work in implementing the

      Montreal Protocol with an Outstanding National Ozone Unit Award in September 1997 from the United

      Nations Environment Programme.

      The CFC issue aside, the ENV report also looked at the impact that greater trade links between the two

      countries would have on the environment here.

      Its particular focus is the electronics and chemicals sectors, the economic engines most likely to cough up

      more pollution and eat up more resources as a result of the increased manufacturing expected from the FTA.

      The study concluded that any increase in manufacturing 'is unlikely to have a net adverse effect on the

      environment'.

      This is because the kind of manufacturing that will be boosted here is expected to be in the high technology

      and high value-added areas, such as the electronics and biomedical industries, rather than heavy industries

      that cause pollution.

      The latter is hardly likely, even with the FTA, said the report, because the country's relatively higher land

      and labour costs would not make such an option viable.

      Singapore's tough environmental regulatory regime can deal with anything else.

      'In fact, it is conceivable that the FTA may lead to a net improvement in the environment, as it accelerates

      Singapore's transition to a knowledge-based economy,' the report concluded.

      Already, car giant DaimlerChrysler has agreed to test cars powered by fuel cells here next year, while oil

      major BP will set up a hydrogen gas station by the end of this year.

      Singapore is not the only one which can benefit in such matters. For instance, the US could gain valuable

      insights from the Republic on fighting tropical diseases, like dengue and malaria, which have made a

      reappearance on its shores.

      Despite these green dividends for both parties, one observer believes the FTA could have gone further.

      Mr Howard Shaw, executive director of the Singapore Environment Council, said: 'There was a missed

      opportunity to push for corporations in both countries to be more responsible in their environmental

      practices.'

      NON-ISSUE

      'As Singapore does not produce CFCs, concerns over the production and export of newly-produced CFCs

      should not arise.' - Environment Ministry, refuting the allegation that Singapore is not living up to its

      agreement to control CFC use

___________________________________________________________________________________________ Science World

May 9, 2003

End of Eden? Environment/Wetlands.

      BYLINE: Bregman, Mark

      BODY:

      One legacy of Iraq's recent war-torn history could be the destruction of the country's precious marshlands.

      For thousands of years, at the confluence (meeting point) of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, a vast network of freshwater lakes, marshes, swamps, and island forests blanketed an area of 20,000 square kilometers (7,700 square miles), roughly the size of New Jersey.

      Seasonal flooding from the rivers turns these marshlands into a floodplain, which for millennia has been home  to a dazzling array of wildlife--as well as hundreds of thousands of Marsh Arabs, or Madan, who live and fish  in houses and boats made of marsh reeds. Encircled by desert, the wetlands are referred to as the "cradle of civilization"--the supposed site of the Biblical Garden of Eden. 

      Now nearly 90 percent of Iraq's marshes have vanished as a result of upstream damming and drainage, in

      what the United Nations Environmental Program (UNEP) calls "one of the world's greatest environmental

      disasters."

      Starting in the 1970s, Iraq's thirst for water caused a growing population in the north to erect dams and

      dikes, choking off water flow to marshlands (see map, below). In addition, drainage canals flushed salt from irrigated upstream farmlands into the marshes; increased salinity (saltiness) prevents plants and crops from growing in the fragile ecosystem.

      But the most punishing damage was inflicted after the 1991 Gulf War, when Saddam Hussein retaliated      against Marsh Arabs--opponents of his regime--by digging two canals to divert the two rivers that for ages      supplied them with water and their livelihood. Of an estimated population of 400,000 Marsh Arabs in the      1950s, about 20,000 remain today, according to the UNEP. Most have fled in the last decade, many to      refugee camps.

      What else has been lost? A wealth of biodiversity, explains Jonathan Lash, president of the World Resources  Institute in Washington, D.C.: Island groves of poplar and cedar trees called ahrash forests; aquatic      vegetation like reeds and papyrus, which support up to two thirds of all wintering waterfowl in the Middle      East; and indigenous (native) species from flamingoes and pelicans to wolves and water buffalo. Currently      no legal protection exists to preserve or restore the dying marshlands. "Iraqis depend on the Tigris and the      Euphrates for water," Lash says. "It's more valuable in the region than oil. As Iraq heads into the future,      economic and ecological recovery must be linked." __________________________________________________________________________________________

NEWS RELEASE

Global Environment Facility  (GEF) Council appoints Len Good, former President of the

Canadian International Development Agency, as GEF's Chief Executive Officer and

Chairman

Washington, D.C., May 14, 2003: The Council of the Global Environment Facility (GEF)

today appointed Mr. Leonard Good, a Canadian and former President of the Canadian

International Development Agency (CIDA), to a three-year term as its Chief Executive Officer

and Chairman. Mr. Good will succeed Mr. Mohamed T. El-Ashry, the GEF's Chairman since its

establishment in 1991 and its CEO/Chairman since 1994.

In welcoming Mr. Good's appointment, Mr. El-Ashry said: "I am gratified that the Council has

decided to put the future growth of the GEF, which has been my main mission for the last 12

years, into Len Good's able hands."

Mr. Good expressed his pleasure in being appointed to lead the GEF. "Coming generations will

judge our stewardship of the environment," he said, "not by the volumes said and written about

it, but by what specific measurable actions we have taken to sustain a healthy world. The GEF

has always been committed to partnering with countries, sectors and communities to take action.

It has become the largest single source of funding for the global environment, and has recently

been independently evaluated as having produced significant results to improve the global

environment. I am proud to accept this challenge."

Mr. Good has worked for many years in areas of relevance to the GEF. He served twice as

Canada’s Deputy Minister of Environment, from 1989-1993 and again from 1998-1999,

supporting the development and implementation of "The Green Plan", Canada’s first

comprehensive environmental strategy. Mr. Good also has a strong background in development,

serving as Canada’s Executive Director on the Board of the World Bank from 1994-1998. In

that role, he represented Canada, Ireland and a number of Commonwealth Caribbean countries.

From 1999 to May 2003, Mr. Good was President of the Canadian International Development

Agency (CIDA) which provides financing of about US$2 billion a year for projects and

programs in more than 100 developing countries. Also of relevance to his future work at the

GEF, Mr. Good spent eight years (1979-1987) in various positio ns in Canada’s Department of

Energy.

Mr. Good's academic background is in economics. He has a B.A. and M.A. from the University

of Toronto and a PhD from the University of Western Ontario. Early in his career, he taught

economics at the University of Prince Edward Island.

About the GEF

The Global Environment Facility (GEF) is a major catalyst for the global environment. GEF

promotes global environmental benefits, in the context of sustainable development, by financing

activities in developing countries and transitional economies that make the connections between

local, national and international efforts to address global environmental problems. The GEF

funds projects in the areas of biodiversity, climate change, ozone layer depletion, international

waters, land degradation and persistent organic pollutants.

During its first decade, GEF allocated $4.5 billion in grants, supplemented by more than $13

billion in additional financing, for more than 1200 projects in 140 developing countries and

transitio nal economies as well as 2,800 projects in 60 countries which participate in the GEF

Small Grants Programme. The only new funding source to emerge from the Earth Summit, GEF

today counts 174 countries as members.

GEF’s assistance helps developing count ries to contribute to achieving the goals of the

Convention on Biological Diversity, the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change, the

Stockholm Convention on Persistent Organic Pollutants, the UN Convention to Combat

Desertification, the Vienna Convention and Montreal Protocol on Substances that Deplete the

Ozone Layer, and numerous treaties addressing international waters.

If you would like more information, please contact:

__________________________________________________________________________________________

ENS

A New Roadmap for U.S. Greenhouse Gas Reductions
                      WASHINGTON, DC, May 15, 2003 (ENS) - The Bush administration may be  steadfast against adopting any mandatory greenhouse gas emissions program, but there is increasing interest among some in the U.S. Congress for  policies that would force the nation responsible for one quarter of the world's  greenhouse gases to curb its emissions. 

                      And it is this discussion that the Pew Center on Global Climate Change hopes  to influence with two new reports released today that analyze the best options available to tailor a mandatory greenhouse gas emissions program for the  United States. 

"We are not at the point where Congress is going to pass a mandatory  program, but there is growing interest," said Eileen Claussen, president of the  Pew Center on Global Climate Change, an independent, nonprofit and                   nonpartisan organization. "We are at the very beginning of the debate on how  to do this and that makes these reports extremely timely." 

                      Reducing greenhouse gas emissions, in particular carbon dioxide, is a tricky issue for American politicians. The Bush administration withdrew the nation's  support for the Kyoto Protocol - the United Nations accord on greenhouse  gas emissions - and refuses to commit to anything but voluntary measures to  cut emissions of gases that most believe are contributing to global warming. 

                      Most scientists are convinced that greenhouse gas  emissions are causing the planet's climate to change.  (Photo courtesy the David Suzuki Foundation)

                      The administration's hostility for mandatory greenhouse gas reductions comes against a             backdrop of rising U.S. greenhouse gas  emissions, which increased some 12 percent  between 1990 and 2001 and are expected to increase another 12 percent by 2012. 

Rather than seek straight reductions of greenhouse gas emissions, the Bush administration is focused on reducing the nation's greenhouse gas intensity -  the rate of emissions to economic output. 

But many believe these efforts will do nothing to alleviate a growing problem and contend that mandatory measures are necessary. The reports released by  the Pew Center indicate that emissions trading programs that have worked for other pollutants, such as acid rain, offer low cost mechanisms that could cut  greenhouse gas emissions. 

One report analyzes the lessons of emissions trading and the second provides an evaluation of multiple options for program design. 

Emissions trading has a 40 year history in the United States and there is now ample evidence the theory behind the concept is valid, explained Denny Ellerman, coauthor of "Emissions Trading in the U.S.: Experience, Lessons, and Considerations for Greenhouse Gases." 

Ellerman, a senior lecturer at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, and his coauthors reviewed the experience with six emissions trading programs  and drew general lessons for the development of greenhouse gas reduction  programs. 

The primary attraction of emissions trading, Ellerman explained, is that a well designed program can provide a framework to meet emissions reduction goals at the lowest possible cost. 

By giving emissions sources flexibility to find and apply the lowest cost  solutions to reduce pollution, such a program gives incentives for those with low cost compliance options to reduce emissions more than they would under  command and control regulation. 

The trading of emissions credits provides further incentives and encourages both low cost and high cost compliance sources to achieve emissions reductions. 

In their report, the authors detail that these programs have been successful in the major objective of lowering the cost of meeting emissions reductions goals and have enhanced - not compromised - the achievement of                      environmental goals. 

Emissions trading programs have worked best when allowances or credits are clearly defined and when there is "an unquestioned ability to trade," Ellerman  said. 

"Case by case certification of trades greatly diminishes emissions trading," he explained. 

The report concludes that banking - allowing sources to reduce emissions early and accumulate credits or allowances for compliance in future periods - has played an important role in improving the economic and environmental  performance of these programs. 

The matter of the initial allocation of credits is the "most contentious and difficult issue," for trading programs, Ellerman said, but the report finds that  these concerns can be addressed without impairing the cost savings from

trading or the environmental performance of the program. 

                      The report concludes that emissions trading seems well suited to addressing greenhouse gas emissions because the costs of reducing emissions varies widely and these pollutants are long lasting and affect areas far from where they are emitted. 

                      Opt in or voluntary features have a role that merits their inclusion in  greenhouse gas emissions trading programs, according to the authors, but this should be determined by weighing the cost savings benefits against the emissions increasing potential. 

The second report, "Designing a Mandatory Greenhouse Gas Reduction  Program for the U.S." examines three                                               options: a cap and trade program; a  greenhouse gas tax; and sectoral hybrid  programs. 

There are several types of cap and trade  programs worth considering, explained coauthor Robert Nordhaus, a lawyer who  specializes in federal electric, natural gas and environmental regulation. 

A conventional program sets a cap on emissions and allocates tradeable  permits equal to the cap, whereas a "downstream" cap and trade program applies to sources of greenhouse gas emissions and requires them to                      surrender allowances equal to their emissions. 

Third, an "upstream" cap and trade program applies to fuel suppliers and requires them to surrender allowances equivalent to the carbon content of fossil fuels they distribute. 

The authors find that a downstream cap and trade program would be "unadministrable" and that a standalone large source cap and trade program would have to be coupled with a program to cover other sectors. 

They contend that an economy wide upstream cap and trade program "may be the best one if it can be put in place." But this approach would drive up the costs of gasoline and home heating fuels, the authors explain, and could be a political dead end. 

"New taxes is the third rail of American politics and if there is a fourth rail, it is  higher energy costs and this combines both," explained Nordhaus. 

A greenhouse gas tax is also politically unfeasible, Nordhaus said, but the  sectoral hybrid approach could work in the United States. 

This consists of a large source downstream program coupled with product  efficiency standards, a combination that addresses emissions from sources such as automobiles and appliances that could not feasibly be covered by a

downstream cap and trade program. 

Building on existing standards programs, the authors explain, such a hybrid program could attain coverage of about 80 percent of the U.S. energy-related  carbon dioxide emissions. 

It could prove more costly than other efforts, but it "may score better on political acceptability because it constrains domestic greenhouse gas  emissions while largely shielding consumers from fuel price increases." 

Nordhaus said the European Union is working on this kind of a program and he believes the administrative complexity is overshadowed because it is "more  politically appealable." __________________________________________________________________________________________

BBC

     Vultures 'may spread disease' 

     By Alex Kirby 

     BBC News Online environment correspondent 

     Vulture species which migrate for long distances may soon be spreading a fatal disease far and wide, conservationists say. 

     The disease, thought to be caused by a virus, has killed thousands of vultures in India, Pakistan and Nepal. 

     The affected species do not migrate much, and so the disease has not travelled very far. 

     But scientists say another vulture species is highly vulnerable, and could cause havoc. 

     The disease, which makes the birds lethargic and causes their heads to droop,  is usually fatal within a month. 

     It is currently affecting three closely related and largely non-migratory species:  the Indian white-backed, the long-billed and the recently identified  slender-billed vultures. 

     But researchers think a fourth close relative, the Eurasian griffon vulture, could succumb and spread the disease to new areas and to more vulture species. 

     Using satellites, they recently tracked two birds from their wintering grounds in northern India to previously unrecorded breeding sites in Mongolia. 

     Flocking in 

     Dr Debbie Pain is head of international research at the UK's Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB). 

     She said: "The vultures affected so far do not migrate over great distances, and this may have helped to limit the spread of the disease.   The three affected species are declining by 25% a year -   it's massive, and we're incredibly worried  Dr Debbie Pain, RSPB 

     "However, everyone is very anxious to know whether it can be passed to extremely close relatives like the Eurasian griffon vulture." 

     Dr Andrew Cunningham is head of wildlife epidemiology at the Zoological Society of London (ZSL). 

     He said: "Since the outbreak of the disease in India, we have witnessed an increase in the number of Eurasian griffon vultures spending the winter there.  We believe it is very likely the disease will spread to them." 

     That would leave vultures throughout Europe, Africa and the Middle East at risk within a few years. 

     The disease continues to take a heavy toll in India. The Indian white-backed vulture used to be thought possibly the commonest large bird of prey in the world. 

     But surveys between 1991 and 2000 showed its numbers had fallen by morethan 95% in less than a decade, enough to classify it as critically threatened. 

     No response 

     Dr Pain told BBC News Online: "The three affected species are declining by 25%  a year - it's massive, and we're incredibly worried. 

     "All three belong to the Gyps genus. So do the Eurasian griffon and another close relative, the Himalayan griffon. 

     "We've attached satellite tags to the two Eurasian birds which are now in Mongolia, and to two Himalayan birds. 

     "One of those seems not to have moved far at all, and with the other we're not getting a good signal, so we think either the tag's fallen off or the bird is dead. 

     "The trapping and harnessing is done by our other partner, the Bombay Natural History Society (BNHS). 

     "To carry the tag you have to use a flexible harness that's capable of  expanding, because vultures can eat several kilos of meat at a sitting. 

     "Sometimes they gorge themselves so much they can barely take off." 

     Using British funding, the three partners are preparing to start monitoring and tagging vultures in the Middle East in October. The work will begin in Georgia,Yemen, Iran and Jordan. 

     Story from BBC NEWS:

     http://news.bbc.co.uk/go/pr/fr/-/2/hi/science/nature/3030971.stm

 __________________________________________________________________________________________

BBC

     Plumbing the Earth's depths 

     By Ivan Noble 

     BBC News Online science staff 

             JOURNEY TO THE CORE 

             Magnitude 7 quake or equivalent bomb would open crack 

 Perhaps 100 million kg of iron required to make 'jacket'  

Probe travels downwards at about 5 metres per second 

     A US scientist has described an ambitious plan using a nuclear weapon and a hundred

     thousand of tonnes of molten iron to send a grapefruit-sized probe to the centre of the Earth. 

     David Stevenson, of the California Institute of Technology, told BBC News Online that he had

     come up with the plan, which appears in the journal Nature, to provoke discussion. 

     "I have quite low confidence that it will work. However, my motivation in writing this paper is

     to get people to think about ideas like this. 

     "I believe that there has been insufficient effort in thinking about how you would go down

     into the Earth," he said. 

     Protective 'iron jacket' 

     Professor Stevenson's plan involves creating a crack in the Earth's crust either by detonating a

     nuclear warhead or by using something which would release a similar amount of energy. 

     "You fill that crack quickly with liquid iron and with a small, solid probe immersed in that liquid

     iron. The probe would be perhaps the size of a grapefruit. 

     "The iron being heavier than the surrounding rock causes the crack to keep propagating down

     and closing up behind as it does so. 

     "It goes down to the Earth's core at quite high speed, on a timescale of days. As it reaches the

     core, the probe will send back, using seismic signals, information about what the Earth is made

     of," he explained. 

     These transmissions, which would be very faint, could be detected by the supersensitive

     "listening" equipment at the newly opened Ligo gravitational wave facility in the US. 

     Such a dramatic mission beneath the Earth's surface, if it worked, would yield important

     answers to fundamental questions about how the planet works. 

     "It might tell us the composition of the core, the temperature of the core... the way the Earth

     formed, the way it separated into liquid core and solid mantle, [and] the way the Earth's

     magnetic field is generated," Professor Stevenson told BBC News Online. 

     Story from BBC NEWS:

     http://news.bbc.co.uk/go/pr/fr/-/2/hi/science/nature/3021255.stm 
______________________________________________________________________________________
Deutsche Welle

Terrorist alerts worldwide, Britain bans flights to Kenya
The US State Department has issued an alert of an imminent terrorist attack in the Saudi city Jeddah. The warning came as FBI and CIA agents joined Saudi agents to investigate this week's suicide bomb attacks in Riyadh in which at least 34 people were   killed. Lebanon said it thwarted a planned attack on the US embassy,                                while both Australia and New Zealand warned their nationals of a terrorist threat in Southeast Asia. Britain banned all flights to and from Kenya Thursday after the government received intelligence reports of an imminent terror attack. The British Foreign Office has advised its nationals not to travel to the East African country. Kenya, which was the scene of two simultaneous attacks six months  ago, called the British move an overreaction. The attacks have been blamed on the al Qaeda terror network.

_________________________________________________________________________________________ REGIONAL OFFICE FOR AFRICA (ROA)  - NEWS UPDATE

16 May 2003

UN in the news

Volcanic Ash Threatens Human Health And Agriculture

UN Integrated Regional Information Networks: A senior volcanologist has warned of adverse effects of volcanic ash on both human health and agriculture in the region surrounding Mt Nyiragongo, an active volcano located 10 km north of the city of Goma in eastern Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC). "Volcanoes can affect populations without erupting, and we should care about this," Belgian volcanologist Dr Jacques Durieux told IRIN in Goma on Tuesday. Durieux, who has been studying Nyiragongo and its nearby sister volcano, Mt Nyamulagira, for three decades, is presently working with the Observatoire Volcanologique de Goma (OVG) in collaboration with the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA). Nyiragongo, located within Virunga National Park, last erupted on 17 January 2002. Three lava flows reached Goma, covering 15 percent of the city's surface and largely wiping out the central business district.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200305150119.html
Judges Pledge to Protect Nature

New Vision (Kampala): JUDGES and magistrates have promised to protect nature from abuse, after attending a two-day meeting on the environment. Speaking on Monday at the judicial symposium on environmental law and practice, the Chief Justice Benjamin Odoki said lack of knowledge on the environment had led to apathy towards it in the legal fraternity. "Each of us has the challenge to get involved in environmental protection. It is not just a matter for non-governmental organizations and the National Environment Management Authority (NEMA), but all of us as beneficiaries and trustees of natural resources," he said. Odoki said Article 39 of the Constitution recognizes the right for every Ugandan to a clean and healthy environment, while Article 17(j) makes it every citizen's duty to create and protect the environment. The United Nations Environment Programme, NEMA and the Environmental Law Institute organized and funded the meeting.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200305150332.html
General environmental news

Expect Worse Effects of Climate Change

The Nation (Nairobi)-OPINION: In 2001, the Inter-governmental Panel on Climate Change revealed that, though, due to underdevelopment, Africa emits negligible amounts of greenhouse gases, it will suffer the most from the impact of climate change. Remember the 1997/98 El Nino flooding? Remember the severe La Nina drought of 2000? We should expect more of these phenomena in the near future, caused by global warming. It will no longer be like before. Our ancestors used to predict the weather and knew when to plant and when not. Climate change is going to cause weather variability and we shall continue to witness the displaced weather patterns confront us today. What has precipitated this faster pace? Emissions of greenhouse gases – carbon dioxide, methane and nitrous oxides and a host of chlorofluorocarbons - into the atmosphere from industrial processes, energy production and use, transport, the type of agriculture practiced, deforestation.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200305160026.html
Kenyan NGO to develop eco-tourism project 

Nairobi, Kenya (PANA) - A Kenyan-based environmental NGO, the African Conservation Centre, plans to develop a community-based eco-tourism business in the Greater Amboseli Region in the southern part of the country bordering Tanzania.  The region, according to officials of the NGO, is home to a variety of birds and wildlife, with lasting consequences benefiting both conservation and the local community. According to the NGO's head of conservation programmes, John Waithaka, the innovative conservation project is meant to help improve environmental conservation and promote the economic livelihood of the community through wildlife-based spin-off enterprises. "This project is designed to be cost-effective, with lasting people, whose homes are situated within the Shompole and Olkiramatian Group Ranches, located 180 km south-west of Nairobi," Waithaka told PANA Thursday. He added that the project would cover an area of 850 square km, which is home to over 10,000 people. The area is also host to a variety of bird and wildlife species, including zebra, wildebeest, giraffe, elephant and buffalo. According to the official, the project will open up a crucial corridor in the area allowing the free movement of animals by expanding the existing community-owned conservation area.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng000763&dte=15/05/2003
South Africans to see total lunar eclipse since 2001 

Cape Town, South Africa (PANA) - South Africans viewed the moon pass through the Earth's shadow on Friday morning, marking their first total lunar eclipse experience since January 2001. According to the South African Astronomical Observatory in Cape Town, the full moon of 16 May will be eclipsed as it passes through the Earth's shadow, but it won't be completely dark. http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng000655&dte=15/05/2003
Agip Gets 7-Day Ultimatum to Clean Oil Spill

Vanguard (Lagos): FOLLOWING alleged failure of Nigeria Agip Oil Company (NAOC) to take remedial action on an oil spill from its facility at Idu Well (5), the people of Egbebiri-Biseni clan have given the company a seven-day ultimatum to clean up the spill. The spill, which occurred on May 2, Vanguard learnt, may have been caused by pressure on the well-head. The community warned that at the expiration of ultimatum, which begins yesterday, they would be forced to shut down the company's new well being drilled by Deutag between Well 6 and 8. Speaking to newsmen at Egbebiri-Biseni clan, president of Ayakuro-Ama Progressive Youth Association, Ebimobowei Ndiware said the entire community youths, women and children would be mobilized to take over the company's rig. Ndiware noted that the presence of soldiers and other security operatives will not deter them from stopping operations at the rig as they know how to take care of them. According to the youth leader who conducted newsmen round the impacted area with withered vegetation and polluted lake with floating dead fish, the company further humiliated them by inviting their chiefs, elders and youths to a meeting at Obrikom in Rivers state last Thursday without attending to them with the head of public affairs division saying he was too busy to meet with them. However an Agip staff who confided in Vanguard blamed the spill on high pressure and the old state of the pipeline. 

http://allafrica.com/stories/200305150665.html
Speakers Kick Against Water Privatization

Accra Mail (Accra): The Centre for Public Interest Law and National Coalition Against Privatization of Water has organized "The African Forum on the Right to Water" and other essential public services such as railways, electricity, banking and health in Ghana and the whole of Africa. The forum, chaired by Mr. Gabriel Pwamang had participants from Kenya, USA, Brazil, Senegal, Morocco, Burkina Faso and South Africa. Speaking at the forum one Wenonah Hauter a human rights activist from the United States said that the international financial institutions are just misinforming and controlling the minds of the majority in the world to fatten the pockets of just a few people.

 http://allafrica.com/stories/200305150527.html
MPs Pass Forestry Bill

New Vision (Kampala): PARLIAMENT on Tuesday passed the National Forestry and Tree Planting Bill 2002 which is expected to address the problem of the rapidly decreasing forest cover. Environment state minister Dr Kezimbira Miyingo said the wood for fuel would last only eight years. He said a tree plantation fund would be set up and managed by the National Forest Authority (NFA) to be created soon. "If we do not act now, we will have to import wood. Action must be taken now," he said. Kezimbira said politicians should not discourage people from growing trees on the grounds that they take over 10 years to grow. The chairman of the natural resources committee, Ndawula Kawesi (Kiboga West) said Uganda's forest cover had dropped from 54% in the past to 20%. He said this was due to illegal pit-sawing and saw milling, forest encroachment, urbanization, illegal livestock grazing, high electricity costs, commercial wood cutting and over harvesting trees.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200305150336.html
_____________________________________________________________________________________

ROWA MEDIA UPDATE

 Bahrain
How much longer must we breathe in filth?

It is great that the powers that be have decided to clean the exterior of the stacks at the Manama Power Station along Mahooz Avenue. 

However, the million dollar question is - are they going to do anything about the state of the interiors, which emit the most terrible smelling, fumes etc which at times makes one rather wear a gas mask than to dare venture outside and breath in this filth.

It goes beyond the logic of any reasonable person to think that the ministry concerned, can still allow this power station to be operational in a residential area and emit what it does.

A plea on behalf of all in the area to the concerned Ministry is to please do something about this before it is too late for some of us!!!

http://www.gulf-daily-news.com/arc_Articles.asp?Article=51754&Sn=LETT&IssueID=26056
Oman
Clean Up Campaign of the Coral Reef

 A Youth campaign started to observe and clean the coral reef in Al-Demaniat Natural Reserve in coordination with Al-Sawadi Beach Resort, and the Shell Company as a sign of their continued support for the local community. 

http://www.omannews.com/wend29.htm

 Iraq
Iraqi children face death from malnutrition — UN

More than 300,000 Iraqi children face death from acute malnutrition, twice as many as before US and British forces invaded the country in March, the UN Children's Fund (UNICEF) warned on Wednesday. 

Many of these — nearly eight per cent of all Iraqi children under five — could be saved if the occupation forces ensured that aid convoys could move around freely and kept looters away from water plants and pipelines, it said. 

The agency, charged with protecting children around the globe, said a survey taken in Baghdad indicated that 7.7 per cent of children under five in urban centres were suffering from acute malnutrition, nearly twice as many as one year ago. 

http://www.jordantimes.com/Thu/news/news7.htm.

__________________________________________________________________________________________


Prepared by News Services Section





DH/3893
http://www.un.org/News/






15 May 2003



T H U R S D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
*
DR of Congo: UN moves to secure ceasefire between warring factions in Bunia

*
UN officials urge Liberia to find solutions for ‘desperate’ displaced people  

*
Iraq: UN rights chief calls on US to preserve past abuse evidence at mass graves

*
UN-backed court questions circumstances of Sierra Leone rebel leader’s death

*
Rwanda: UN tribunal finds 2 former officials guilty of war crimes

*
Armed escorts to accompany UN road missions in southwest Afghanistan

*
UN rights expert protests against shooting of farmer by Pakistani Rangers

*
WHO issues guidelines for hosting persons arriving from SARS high-risk areas

*
UN envoy says Kosovo Assembly’s resolution ‘divisive’

*
Peru: UN survey shows stable coca production, no major shift from Colombia 

*
UN labour agency, Myanmar reach accord to help victims of forced labour

*
In Brussels, Fréchette discusses UN-EU cooperation on crisis management
*
On Day of Vesak, Annan says Buddha teaches us to be mindful of fellow humans

*
Annan marks International Day of Families with call for more resources

* * * *

DR of Congo

15 May – The United Nations has stepped up efforts to secure a limited ceasefire and move additional doctors and medical supplies into the troubled Ituri region of the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), where rival groups have been fighting for control of the main town of Bunia for nearly two weeks.

According to a UN spokesman in New York, the counterattack on Bunia announced by Lendu militia for 9 o’clock this morning never materialized, but sporadic fighting continued as of mid-day. The town is occupied by rival Hema militia, which took control Monday after a weekend of deadly fire fights in this resource-rich region of the DRC.

The Deputy Force Commander of the UN Organization Mission in the DRC (MONUC), Brig. Gen Roberto Martinelli, met today with leaders of the various warring sides to try and broker at least a 24-hour ceasefire in order to move internally displaced people to more secure locations, spokesman Fred Eckhard said.

Meanwhile, suspected cases of cholera and dysentery have appeared among the 8,000 or so displaced persons who have taken refuge in each of the two UN compounds in Bunia. “The revised toll of yesterday’s mortar attack on one of the compounds is five dead and 100 injured,” Mr. Eckhard said, adding that there was no further information about the two UN military observers who have been missing since Tuesday despite continued efforts to find them.

The UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) has brought in a Congolese medical team from Goma, with three surgeons working out of a mobile clinic to support the UN medical team. UN humanitarian workers also reported that although there is a strong ethnic mix among the displaced, inter-ethnic relations in the two camps are good.

Still, UN aid workers and MONUC staff in Bunia reported thousands of fleeing civilians jamming the roads leading from the town trying to escape the bloody power struggle. UN officials have warned of a humanitarian disaster if the international community doesn’t stop the fighting, and Secretary-General Kofi Annan has called on countries to contribute to an international security force to stabilize the region.

As urgent political talks are about to open today in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, between Congolese President Joseph Kabila and the members of the various factions to find a means of bringing peace through an interim administration established late last month, MONUC has confirmed a raft of atrocities that took place during the weekend fighting – including massacres and arbitrary executions – which left bodies lining many of Bunia’s streets. Among the victims were children, infants and two priests, whose bodies were horribly mutilated.

* * *

Liberia

15 May – The top United Nations humanitarian official in Liberia – a country caught in the grip of ongoing violence and civil unrest – today called on the Security Council to quickly reschedule a planned mission to the volatile West African region where hundreds of thousands of internally displaced people are “desperate” for help.   

At a press briefing at UN Headquarters in New York, Ali Muktar Farah, head of the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) in Liberia, called on the Security Council to undertake its mission to West Africa – which had been postponed earlier this week – as soon as possible and to convince Liberian President Charles Taylor to sit down with the rebels and agree to a ceasefire.  

“If that does not happen, the conflict will escalate and engulf the capital, Monrovia, where half a million people today are in a desperate situation. It could also threaten the prevailing peace in next-door Sierra Leone,” he warned. 

At a time when the world’s attention was focused on Iraq, the humanitarian and political situation in Liberia was getting desperate, Mr. Farah said. President Taylor was “mad” at the Security Council’s extension of the sanctions against Liberia – which now also covered timber for 10 months. “He feels his hands are tied by the Council and he therefore cannot fight back against the rebels.”  

The conflict between the Liberian Government and rebels – mainly the Liberians United for Reconciliation and Democracy (LURD) in the north and west of the country – has spread to Monrovia, in the last two months, he said. There had also been fighting in the eastern part of the country, with a new group known as the Movement for Democracy in Liberia (MODEL) spreading into the capital.  

Mr. Farah said President Taylor did not want to deal with the Security Council and the UN – as demonstrated by his refusal to meet yesterday with UN High Commissioner for Refugees Ruud Lubbers (UNHCR) – and would rather deal with the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS), the African Union and other African initiatives.

Meanwhile, in Monrovia on the third leg of a five-nation West Africa mission, Mr. Lubbers warned Liberian officials yesterday that the humanitarian situation in their country has “gone from bad to worse,” as intensified fighting in recent months continued to paralyze humanitarian work and prevent Liberian refugees abroad from returning home. “I see the misery, it is simply overwhelming,” he said.

The High Commissioner had been expected to meet with President Taylor, but the meeting did not materialize. Mr. Lubbers did however meet with several government officials in the country’s capital and stressed that Liberia needed to make an immediate commitment to a political solution that will enable hundreds of thousands of refugees and internally displaced people to go home and rebuild their lives.

Fighting in 11 of Liberia’s 15 counties has already displaced or threatens to displace nearly half of the country’s 2.7 million people, UNHCR stated. Liberia currently has nearly 17,000 Sierra Leone refugees, over 38,000 Ivorian refugees and nearly 44,000 Liberians who returned home following the recent conflict in neighbouring Côte d’Ivoire. 

“Until there is a good political solution in Liberia, the humanitarian community will not be able to do its job properly,” Mr. Lubbers stressed, urging the opposing sides to put a ceasefire in place as soon as possible. “Humanitarian access cannot wait – we need to help people now.”

* * *

Iraq: human rights

15 May – The top United Nations human rights official today called on the United States and its coalition partners to ensure the immediate protection and integrity of mass grave sites in Iraq in order to preserve evidence of serious human rights violations committed by the ousted government.

The UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, Sergio Vieira de Mello, said the reported interference with newly discovered mass graves in various locations in Iraq lent considerable urgency to this matter.

“[I am] concerned that evidence of past serious human rights violations in Iraq may be lost unless immediate measures are taken to ensure its preservation,” Mr. Vieira de Mello said in a statement issued in Geneva.

As well as calling for action by the United States and its partners, he added: “Equally, appropriate access to these sites by independent forensic experts will be vital in preserving the integrity of such evidence.”

Noting that the renewed mandate of the Special Rapporteur on human rights in Iraq urges a focus “on newly available information about violations of human rights and international law by the Government of Iraq over many years,” Mr. Vieira de Mello declared: “All relevant evidence concerning these violations must be secured and made available to the Special Rapporteur, as well as to jurisdictions that might be established to deal with grave violations of human rights committed by the former regime.”

Meanwhile, the UN Emergency Relief Coordinator and head of the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, Kenzo Oshima, is due in Baghdad tomorrow to assess first-hand the humanitarian situation in Iraq as well as its future humanitarian needs.

In the coming days, he will also visit Basra and the Lower South region of the country. He will meet with UN staff and non-government organizations as well as with members of the US-run Office for Reconstruction and Humanitarian Assistance.

* * *
Sierra Leone

15 May – Senior officials from the United Nations-backed Special Court for Sierra Leone said today that new information about the killing of former rebel fighter Sam Bockarie, including the alleged involvement of Liberian President Charles Taylor, raises questions about the circumstances of his death earlier this month.

Alan White, the tribunal’s chief of investigations, said he had credible information that the family of Mr. Bockarie had been killed in Liberia. That news, he said, casts serious doubts about the claims regarding the circumstances of Mr. Bockarie’s death on 6 May, and he argued that President Taylor continued to obstruct the tribunal’s efforts. Mr. Bockarie, a former commander of the Revolutionary United Front (RUF) during the war, was indicted for atrocities on 7 March.

For the past 10 days, the authorities in Liberia have refused to transfer Mr. Bockarie’s body to the Court for an independent forensic examination in order to provide positive identification. The Office of the Prosecutor has repeatedly called on President Taylor to cooperate with the Court’s work, to no avail.

In an interview published in the Washington Post, the Court’s Chief Prosecutor, David Crane, charged that Mr. Bockarie was executed by President Taylor’s chief of security, Gen. Benjamin Yeaten.

Mr. Crane said another fugitive from the court, Johnny Paul Koroma, was hiding in northern Liberia, near the border with Sierra Leone. “We call on Taylor to rejoin the family of nations and turn over Koroma and any other indicted war criminals he is sheltering,” the Prosecutor said. “We call on Taylor to cease and desist his illegal actions.”

* * *

Rwanda

15 May – The United Nations International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) today convicted and sentenced two former government officials for crimes against humanity, including the country’s information minister who ordered the mutilation of Tutsi bodies.

Eliezer Niyitegeka, Minister of Information of Rwanda’s Interim Government in 1994, was given a life sentence for genocide and conspiracy to commit genocide, and both direct and public incitement to commit genocide.

The Tribunal concluded that Mr. Niyitegeka had played a prominent role in the events that took place in Kibuye prefecture, particularly in Bisesero, from April to June 1994. He procured gendarmes for an attack on Tutsis hiding inside Mubuga Church and also twice led armed attackers to Tutsi refugees who were at Muyira Hill.

Mr. Niyitegeka was also convicted of murder, extermination and other inhumane acts as crimes against humanity – the first such conviction by the Tribunal. The trial court said his presence and instruction during the killing and mutilation of a Tutsi constituted an inhumane act, as was his instruction to attackers to mutilate the body of a murdered Tutsi woman.

The judges acquitted him, however, of complicity to commit genocide, rape as a crime against humanity and serious violations of a Geneva Convention.

In the second conviction, the Tribunal found Laurent Semanza, a former Bourgmestre of Bicumbi commune, guilty of complicity to commit genocide and crimes against humanity. He was sentenced to 25 years’ imprisonment.

The trial judges found that the accused aided and abetted in the crime of genocide during massacres at Musha Church and Mwulire Hill. He was also found guilty of torture and murder as crimes against humanity for inciting a crowd in a commune to rape Tutsi women before killing them.

Mr. Semanza was also directly criminally responsible for the torture and murder of a Tutsi who he attacked during the church massacre. He was acquitted, however, of genocide, direct and public incitement to commit genocide, persecution as a crime against humanity and serious violations of a Geneva Convention.

* * *

Afghanistan

15 May – Responding to increasingly serious attacks on United Nations and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in southwestern Afghanistan, the UN mission announced today that road missions would only take place there with armed escorts provided by Afghan authorities at a level equal to security needs.

“These measures reflect our commitment to continue operations in all areas to the maximum extent possible,” Manoel de Almeida e Silva, spokesman for the UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) said in the Afghan capital, Kabul.

“We at the UN continue in close contact with the NGOs and with the concerned Afghan authorities to review security conditions and to make the arrangements necessary to address problems as they arise,” he added.

The move followed the suspension last week of mine clearance on parts of the road between Kabul and the southern city of Kandahar, one of the country’s most important routes for commerce and relief aid, after two attacks on de-mining teams. 

In one attack, gunmen killed the driver and wounded a passenger in a car belonging to a local de-mining agency. In the second, gunmen ambushed a UN-funded convoy of two trucks and an ambulance from a non-governmental landmine-clearance organization. When no internationals were found, they opened fire on the ambulance, wounding two of its three occupants. 

“This is one of the most severe examples of violence against the programme in the last 13 years of operations,” Dan Kelly, manager of the UN Mine Action Service programme in Afghanistan, said at the time. “And we feel we have no choice but to protect de-miners from future violent attacks by ceasing operations in areas that are not adequately patrolled and secured.” 

* * *

Pakistan

15 May – A United Nations human rights expert called on the Government of Pakistan today to stop further violence between tenants and a Ranger unit at military-controlled farms in Okara to fully investigate the killing of a farmer earlier this week and to punish the perpetrators.

The Special Rapporteur on extrajudicial, summary or arbitrary executions of the UN Commission on Human Rights, Asma Jahangir, said in a statement in Geneva that she was gravely concerned by the potentially dangerous situation developing at Okara after “the excessive force used by the Rangers during the 11 May demonstration.”

Ms. Jahangir said she had received reports that a group of Rangers, a unit under the direct control of the Pakistani military, shot at a crowd demonstrating against the Rangers’ excessive use of force on previous occasions, killing a farmer, Amir Ali.

“The Rangers have surrounded the tenants of the farms and there are grave apprehensions of further violence, according to the information received and seen by the Special Rapporteur during her visits to the area, including on 12 May,” the statement added.

“The Special Rapporteur urges the Government of Pakistan to fully investigate the circumstances of the killing of Amir Ali and to bring the perpetrators to justice,” the statement said. “The Special Rapporteur also calls on the Government to hold an independent inquiry into the ongoing confrontation between the Rangers and the tenants in the Okara farms.”

* * *

SARS

15 May – Stressing that the best defence is not exclusion but rather good management, the United Nations World Health Organization (WHO) today issued guidelines for mass gatherings or hosting of persons arriving from areas heavily impacted by the Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS).

WHO said the enormous amount of information now available on SARS, and the increasing awareness of the general public of the disease, may have led to extreme preventative behaviour such as the wearing of masks and the exclusion of people coming from areas with recent local transmission.

Only persons with symptoms are contagious and can transmit the disease through close contact, the agency reiterated. Close contact means having cared for, lived with, or had direct contact with respiratory secretions or body fluids of a suspect or probable case of SARS.

A person who is symptom-free and has not been in close contact with a suspected SARS patient may freely be welcomed to mass gatherings or foreign countries without any other measures, the agency recommended. It also said the wearing of masks by healthy persons who are travelling from an area with recent local transmission of SARS is not advised.

People from high-risk zones should remain vigilant, WHO cautioned, and if symptoms develop within 10 days of arrival they are advised to immediately seek medical attention. A person who has had, or suspects, close contact with someone who might have had SARS over the last 10 days should not leave their country but immediately contact their national health authorities. 

However, if the person has already left their country, it is critical to contact the medical service of the host country upon arrival and be placed under active surveillance for 10 days after the date of contact with a case. 

WHO said a person who develops symptoms within 10 days of arrival in the hosting country – including sudden fever above 38 degrees C, dry cough, shortness of breath, and/or difficulty in breathing – should not leave their room. They should call health professionals to ensure that proper isolation can be carried out according to the standardized procedures of the hosting country.

As of today, a cumulative total of 7,699 probable cases and 598 deaths have been reported in 29 countries.

* * *

Kosovo

15 May – The provisional local authorities in Kosovo were today excluded from United Nations delegations to three forthcoming international meetings after the provincial assembly passed a resolution that the top UN official there called “divisive” and against the spirit of avoiding a return to Kosovo’s violent past.

The head of the UN Interim Administration Mission in Kosovo, Michael Steiner, said the resolution raised questions as to whether local leaders had learned the lessons of the past conflict, when the international community intervened because of widespread rights violations, particularly the denial of rights of the majority community.

“We are fully aware that repression in Kosovo gave rise to its people’s struggle for justice,” Mr. Steiner said in a statement today. “It is, however, equally critical to recognize that Kosovo’s future peace and prosperity depends on upholding the principle that was trampled on during the 1990’s, that is, respect for the rights and interests of all Kosovo’s communities.”

He said the resolution, which reaffirms the determination for an independent state and calls for the government to regulate the “status of the fighter for the freedom and independence of Kosovo,” was divisive and ran counter to the reconciliatory spirit enshrined in UN resolutions and the constitutional framework.

The international community expected the Assembly to act in a manner “that builds into the future and does not drag Kosovo into the past,” he added.

The three meetings are the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) Council on 21 May in Brussels, the Stability Pact Parliamentary Conference from 21 to 22 May in Brussels, and the Stability Pact Regional Conference of the European Union (EU), NATO and the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) in Ohrid, former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia from 22 to 23 May.

Mr. Steiner said he had spoken to the hosts of all three meetings who “under these circumstances no longer consider it appropriate that the Provisional Institutions (President, Assembly and the Government respectively) are represented in the UNMIK delegations.”

* * *

Drug control

15 May – A new United Nations survey shows that that coca cultivation in Peru has remained stable over the past year – dispelling fears of a possible shift in coca growing from neighbouring Colombia, where a considerable decline had been recently registered. 

According to the survey conducted by the Vienna-based UN Office of Drugs and Crime (UNODC) and the Government of Peru, some 46,700 hectares of coca were under cultivation in that country last year, a one per cent increase from survey results for 2001. 

The increase was mainly due to the rehabilitation of abandoned fields in important coca growing regions like Apurimac, which produces some 30 per cent of Peru’s coca. The survey notes that the increase in Apurimac was also aided by the continuing worldwide depression in the price of coffee – the region’s main alternative crop. These statistics follow UNODC’s recent report on Colombia, which showed a 30 per cent reduction in coca cultivation from 2001 to 2002.

As a result, coca cultivation in the Andean region as a whole – which comprises Peru, Colombia and Bolivia – dropped by 17 per cent last year, to 173,100 hectares, the first decrease recorded in over a decade.

Despite these current developments, UNODC’s Executive Director Antonio Maria Costa warned that Peru needs a strategy of provide attractive, viable options that will dissuade farmers from growing coca leaves. “This means more alternative development, aerial and land interdiction and precursor control,” he said.  

Mr. Costa noted that the pressure to shift coca growth from Colombia to Peru is expected to remain. He also pointed out that Peru’s tendency towards high productivity in cultivation required greater use of chemical fertilizers and pesticides, resulting in very serious environmental damage.

* * *

Myanmar

15 May – The United Nations labour agency has negotiated a formal understanding with Myanmar for the establishment of a facilitator to assist possible victims of forced labour in the south Asian country.

“I welcome both the Formal Understanding on the Facilitator to assist possible victims in Myanmar to seek remedies available under the relevant legislation and as provided under the Forced Labour Convention No. 29 (1930) and the reaffirmation of your government’s commitment to eradicating forced labour, expressed in this Formal Understanding,” the Director-General of the International Labour Organization (ILO), Juan Somavia, said in a statement in Geneva.

Mr. Somavia also reiterated that the ILO Liaison Officer in Yangon, Hông-Trang Perrett-Nguyen “will continue to do her utmost for a successful conclusion of the Plan of Action.” In addition to the formal understanding on the facilitator, such a Plan of Action would comprise a road-building project in a pilot area; alternatives to the use of forced labour; and information and awareness raising.

* * *

Deputy Secretary-General

15 May – The Deputy Secretary-General, Louise Fréchette, met in Brussels today with officials from the European Union for talks on cooperation with the United Nations on crisis management.

Following that meeting with the EU’s Political and Security Committee, Ms. Fréchette went on to a series of encounters with the General Secretariat of the European Council and the European Commission.

The Deputy Secretary-General is expected to conclude her trip tomorrow with an address to the ministerial meeting of the African, Caribbean and Pacific Group of States and the EU.

* * *

Day of Vesak

15 May – With Buddhists celebrating the life of their spiritual leader today, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan said that the teachings of the Buddha should prompt people to be more mindful of their fellow human beings and of succeeding generations.

In a message marking the Day of Vesak, which is observed on 15 May this year and commemorates the birth, enlightenment and passing away of the Buddha some 2,500 years ago, the Secretary-General noted that the Buddha’s message was one of peace and compassion, but also one of mindfulness – of being fully aware of oneself, one’s actions and the world in which one lives.

“That message is one that should be taken seriously by all concerned about the direction and fate of humankind,” he said. “Unless we are more mindful of succeeding generations, our relentless degradation of the environment will compromise their ability to meet their needs. If we fail to understand that our choices – as consumers, citizens and voters – have implications far beyond our immediate communities, our global village will remain a more dangerous place than it need be.

“And if we do not recognize that poverty and conflict anywhere concern each of us, we will not succeed in our shared mission of building world of social harmony and universal well-being,” he added.

* * *

International Day of Families

15 May – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan called on world leaders today to provide the resources necessary for putting families closer to the centre of public policy in the effort to solve social welfare issues ranging from ageing and migration to fighting AIDS.

“As we look ahead to the launch of the tenth anniversary (of the International Year of the Family) in December 2003 at United Nations Headquarters, let us all reaffirm our commitment to improving the well-being of families throughout the world,” Mr. Annan said in a message marking the International Day of Families.

Stressing the need to sustain momentum in an area of vital importance for human progress, he declared: “Putting families closer to the centre of the public policy process will require greater political commitment.

“The issues involved are at the heart of the social welfare agenda: changes in family structures, demographic ageing, the rise of migration, the HIV/AIDS pandemic and globalization. I hope leaders will comprehend these links and give these questions the attention and resources they merit,” he added.

* *** *

__________________________________________________________________________________________

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, everyone.

           **Guest at Noon

           Our guest today is Ali Muktar Farah, the head of the UN Office for Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs in  Liberia.  And he will be talking about the humanitarian situation in that country in just a few minutes.

           **Bunia Quiet Today

           From the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), the counterattack on Bunia announced by Lendu militia for  9:00 this morning never materialized, but sporadic fighting did continue as of midday.

           The Deputy Force Commander, Brigadier-General Roberto Martinelli, met today with leaders of the various warring sides, the Hema and the Lendu, to try and broker at least a 24-hour ceasefire in order to move internally displaced people to more secure locations.

           Suspected cases of cholera and dysentery have appeared among the 8,000 or so displaced persons who have taken refuge in each of the two UN compounds in Bunia.  The revised toll of yesterday’s mortar attack on one of those compounds is five dead and 100 injured.

           The UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs has brought in a Congolese medical team from  Goma with three surgeons working out of a mobile clinic to support the UN medical team already in place.  UN  humanitarian workers report that, although there is a strong ethnic mix among the displaced, inter-ethnic relations in  the two camps is good.

           Political talks are also scheduled for today in Dar es Salaam, that’s in Tanzania, where DRC President Joseph  Kabila may meet with members of the Ituri Pacification Commission (IPC), as well as leaders of the various armed  groups, to try and find a means of bringing peace through the interim administration established by the IPC late last month.

           We have no further information on the two UN military observers who have been missing since Tuesday, but  the search for them continued today.

           We have received digital photographs; in fact we’ve been getting them daily from the UN Mission in Bunia and these are available from the UN photo library and they’re on display on the third floor.

           **Security Council

           The Security Council has no meetings or consultations scheduled today.

           Following a day of consultations on Iraq yesterday, Council members agreed to meet at the expert level this  afternoon to consider a new draft resolution on Iraq.

           Also today at 3:30 p.m., the Security Council Counter-Terrorism Committee is scheduled to meet in

     Conference Room 7.

           **Iraq

           From Geneva, the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, Sergio Vieira de Mello, issued a statement expressing concern that evidence of past serious human rights violations in Iraq may be lost unless immediate  measures are taken to preserve it.  Among those measures would be securing mass grave sites and allowing  appropriate access to those sites by independent forensic experts.

           De Mello added that all relevant evidence concerning human rights violations must be secured and made  available to the Special Rapporteur dealing with human rights in Iraq, as well as to jurisdictions that might be  established to deal with grave violations of human rights committed by the former regime.

           Kenzo Oshima, the UN’s Emergency Relief Coordinator and head of the Office for the Coordination of

     Humanitarian Affairs, will arrive in Baghdad tomorrow.  In the following days, he will visit also Basra and the lower south region of the country.

           The purpose of the trip is to gain first-hand appreciation of the humanitarian situation in Iraq, as well as the future humanitarian needs in the country.  Oshima will meet with UN staff and NGOs, as well as with members of the US-run Office for Reconstruction and Humanitarian Assistance.

           **Sierra Leone Special Court

           This morning, the Chief of Investigations of the Special Court for Sierra Leone, Alan White, announced that he had credible information that the family of indicted war criminal Sam Bockarie had been killed in Liberia.  That  information, he said, casts serious doubts about the claims regarding the circumstances of Bockarie’s death, and he argued that Liberian President Charles Taylor continues to obstruct the Tribunal’s efforts. 

           For the past 10 days, the authorities in Liberia have refused to transfer Bockarie’s body to the Court for an  independent forensic examination in order to provide positive identification.  The Office of the Prosecutor has repeatedly called on President Taylor to cooperate with the Court’s work, to no avail.

           In an interview with the Washington Post, the Special Court’s Chief Prosecutor, David Crane, charged that  Bockarie was executed by Taylor’s chief of security, General Benjamin Yeaten.  He also repeated demands that the Liberian Government take all steps to deliver another indicted suspect, Johnny Paul Koroma –- who is reported to be in northern Liberia –- alive to the Court.

           **Rwanda Tribunal

           Today in Arusha, Tanzania, the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda convicted the former Rwandan Information Minister of genocide and crimes against humanity, and sentenced him to prison for the rest of his life.  The  Tribunal also convicted a former municipal official of Bicumbi commune to 25 years’ imprisonment for complicity to  commit genocide and crimes against humanity.

           The judgments handed down today include the first conviction the Tribunal has passed down for other

     inhumane acts, including the decapitation and castration of a man and the sexual mutilation of a dead woman.  We  have a press release with more details. 

           **Afghanistan

           The UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan, responding to increasingly serious security incidents affecting the  United Nations and non-governmental organizations, announced that it has taken new measures for south-west  Afghanistan.  Road missions will only take place with armed escorts provided by the Afghan authorities at a level  commensurate with security requirements.

           These measures, according to the mission, reflect its commitment to continue operations in all areas to the maximum extent possible.

           Meanwhile, Pakistan has hosted the first-ever meeting of a commission with the Government of Afghanistan and the UN refugee agency to discuss the ongoing return and reintegration of Afghan refugees.  The so-called Tripartite  Commission, held on Wednesday in the Pakistani capital of Islamabad, marked the start of a formal process for resolving one of the world's longest-running humanitarian concerns.

           **Human Rights

           Asma Jahangir, the Special Rapporteur dealing with extrajudicial, summary or arbitrary executions, is gravely  concerned about a potentially dangerous situation developing at military-controlled farms in Okara, Pakistan.

           She has received reports that, on 11 May, a unit of Pakistani Rangers under the direct control of the Pakistani military shot at a crowd that was demonstrating against the excessive use of force on previous occasions, and killed one demonstrator.  The Rangers have surrounded the farm tenants, and there are worries about the possibility of  further violence.  There is a press release on that.

           **SARS

           The World Health Organization (WHO) has removed Toronto, Canada, from the list of areas with recent local  transmission of SARS.  The chain of transmission is considered broken since in the past 20 days, which is twice the maximum incubation period for SARS, no further cases have occurred.  Earlier, Toronto had also been removed from the list of areas for which WHO has issued recommendations pertaining to international travel.

           WHO will hold a meeting of epidemiologists on SARS tomorrow and Saturday in Geneva.  The latest statistics  on SARS indicate a total of 7,628 probable cases and 587 deaths.  That’s based on reports from 29 different countries.

           **Drugs -- Peru

           A new survey conducted by the UN Office on Drugs and Crime and the Government of Peru shows that coca cultivation in Peru has remained stable over the past year, dispelling fears that there was a major shift in coca  cultivation recently to Peru from neighbouring Colombia.

           According to the survey, some 46,700 hectares of coca were under cultivation in Peru last year, a 1 per cent  increase from survey results for 2001.  Meanwhile, the Office on Drugs and Crime two months ago published a report  on Colombia that showed a 30 per cent reduction in coca cultivation from 2001 to 2002.

           As a result, coca cultivation in the Andean region as a whole -– which comprises Peru, Colombia and Bolivia –- dropped by 17 per cent last year, to 173,100 hectares, the first drop recorded in over a decade.

           **Vesak

           We have a message from the Secretary-General, available upstairs, to mark the occasion of the Day of

     Vesak, on which Buddhists mark the life of the Buddha some 2,500 years ago.  The Secretary-General says that the  teachings of the Buddha should prompt us to be more mindful of all our fellow human beings and of succeeding generations.

           **International Day of Families

           Today is International Day of Families, dedicated to raising the awareness of family issues and improving the  institutional capabilities of nations to tackle serious family-related problems.  The Secretary-General’s message that was issued last week as a press release is available at the documents counter on the 3rd Floor.

           **Fréchette

           The Deputy Secretary-General, Louise Fréchette, is in Brussels today where she met with the European

     Union’s Political and Security Committee.  Among the topics discussed were EU-UN cooperation on crisis

     management.  Afterwards, the Deputy went to a series of meetings with the General Secretariat of the European  Council and the European Commission.

           **UN Peacekeeping operations

           A background note on UN peacekeeping operations is now available at the documents counter and on the UNWeb site.  Among other basic facts, the note points out there are currently 14 peacekeeping operations, with a current budget of about $2.63 billion.  Proposed budgetary levels for the period July 2003 to June 2004 are estimated to be  about $2.3 billion.  Some 89 countries are currently contributing almost 37,000 military and civilian police personnel.

           **Budget

           Another budget news today, Ghana made a payment of more than $67,000 to become the 81st Member State to be paid in full for its regular budget contribution for this year.

           That’s all I have.  Anything before we go to Mr. Farah on Liberia?  Yes?

           Questions and Answers

           Question:   Can you give us any advance on the search for troops for Congo, and also whether the

     Secretary-General -- Mr. De Mello has been making comments, as you know, with his report.  Does the

     Secretary-General endorse this, that Congolese lives are as important as Iraqi’s and they’re annoyed that Iraq’s got the  monopoly and there are no troops for the Congo?  What’s the latest in the search for troops?

           Spokesman:  I am not going to comment on the latter.  But, on the former, we never talk about specific

     contributions until the package is complete.  We feel that we’re making very good progress; there are discussions  going on at the highest level; we’ve received active expressions of interest from possible troop-contributors in Africa,  Europe and Asia and I think you can say in general we’re pleased with the progress that we’re making in assembling a  possible intervention force for the DRC.  Mr. Abadi?

           Question:  When the Secretary-General says the Buddha message should be taken seriously by all those

     concerned about the fate and direction of humanity, whom does he have in mind?

           Spokesman:  We can talk afterwards about that, Mr. Abadi.  Thank you.

           Mr. Farah, welcome to the briefing.

                                              * *** *




UNEP and the Executive Director in the News





 


� HYPERLINK  \l "Hurdles" ��The Straits Times (Singapore) -No green hurdles in US-S'pore trade deal;�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Eden" ��Science World - End of Eden? Environment/Wetlands.�


� HYPERLINK  \l "GEF" ��NEWS RELEASE  - Global Environment Facility  (GEF) Council appoints Len Good, former President of the Canadian International Development Agency, as GEF's Chief Executive Officer� 
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