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The Ethics of Water 
Our planet's next big moral question: who gets fresh water?
By Michael Levitin
Reprinted with permission from the September 2004 issue of Science and Theology News 

BARCELONA, Spain — Access to clean drinking water is a basic human right, declared scientists, diplomats and water-rights activists, at a conference entitled "Water for Life and Security," in Barcelona this summer. The conference resulted in a written set of principles for a Global Convention on the Right to Water, which will eventually go before the United Nations for approval. 

Former Soviet premier Mikhail Gorbachev who headlined the event stated that "water is the number one problem in Africa and Asia," and called for a "global perestroika" to restructure the world’s economies in a way that fulfills mankind’s most basic needs.
More than 1.5 billion people lack access to drinking water and 2.5 billion live without sanitation. In addition, 5 million people —2 million of them children — die each year from water-related diseases, such as polio and diptheria.

However, the issue is not about water scarcity but about governance, the experts said. It will take an additional $30 billion to $40 billion of yearly investment in water development — on top of the current $80 billion — to achieve the Millennium Development Goals of 2000. These guidelines drawn up by the United Nations General Assembly aim to cut in half the number of people without access to drinking water by 2015, said Andras Szollosi-Nagy, UNESCO’s deputy assistant director-general of natural sciences.

"It sounds big, but not when you think that it’s only 2 percent of global annual military spending," Szollosi-Nagy said. "Then, it’s peanuts." 

Rich and poor countries have an equal stake in a world in which two-thirds of the population under 25 has no access to drinking water. In fact, the potential economic gains are great: for every dollar invested in water development, the return is estimated at between $3 or $4, or a total of $84 billion per year, he added. 

The "new water culture" movement has been growing since activists called for universal access to clean water in the Montreal Charter of 1990. Grassroots leaders attracted U.N. General Assembly support before launching the World Water Forum in Marrakech, Morocco, in 1997, when scientists, politicians, farmers, teachers and unions met for the first time to discuss the state of the world’s water. The forum convened in The Hague in 2000 and again last year in Kyoto, where 25,000 participants and a quarter of a million visitors witnessed the release of a Declaration of Water Rights.

“Water is the crisis of the century, a war that must be waged in our towns and cities” where 900 million people, or 43 percent of the developing world, lives, Anna Kajumulo Tibaijuka, director of U.N. Habitat, said at the Barcelona gathering. Opening trade barriers and relieving poor countries of vast levels of foreign debt would be an appropriate place for Western countries to start, she said. 

Drafted by the citizen groups International Secretariat for Water and the World Assembly of Water Wisdom, the Global Convention on the Right to Water seeks to define water security, safety, sovereignty, sustainability, financing and other issues related to the "fundamental right of access to water and sanitation" as a universal, inalienable right.

According to others at the conference, water is not only a basic human right but also a part of our cultural heritage.

"You can’t treat water as though it were gasoline or Coca-Cola," said Henri Smets of The Water Academy in France, an institute critical of the policies the developed world has forced developing countries to adopt, resulting in the privatization of water systems worldwide. "One has to give water to those who can’t pay for it. It’s proportional to population — it’s not like meat, where the poorer you are, the less you eat."

In the words of the U.N. Environment Program’s executive director, Klaus Toepfer, "sustainable development is nothing less than the peace policy for the future, and disarmament comes by bringing water to the people." 
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The Hindu

UNEP announces pilot project in Iraq to check pollution 
New York, Sept. 16. (PTI): As part of a long-term plan to clean up widespread pollution in Iraq after over a decade of instability and conflict, the United Nations environmental agency has announced a pilot project to investigate ecological "hot spots" ranging from chemical spills and oil discharges to contaminated food seeds and Sulphur fallout. 

The project will focus on only five of an estimated 300 contaminated sites but UN Environment Programme, Executive Director, Klaus Toepfer, stressed its long-term impact in rebuilding the country. 

"Importantly, UNEP will be training Iraqi experts to carry out the tests in order to build the skills and technical-know how in the country," he said. "This is part of our long-term aim of creating a fully independent Iraqi team of first class environmental assessors." 

The project, coordinated by UNEP in close cooperation with the Iraqi Ministry of the Environment, underlines the Iraqi Government's commitment to put environmental issues in the centre of the reconstruction efforts, despite the continuing difficulties prevailing in the country, the agency said. 

Iraqi scientists, trained in the latest laboratory and field testing skills, will share samples with UNEP's Post Conflict Assessment Unit (PCAU) in Geneva so that testing can be carried out in both Iraq and independent and reputable laboratories in Europe. 

The 4.7-million dollar project, which has received support from the Government of Japan, has identified 10 priority sites from which five are likely to be chosen. 

___________________________________________________________________________________

Jiji Press Ticker Service

September 15, 2004, Wednesday

Japan to Train Iraqis to Help Restore Marshland

DATELINE: Tokyo, Sept. 15

BODY:
Japan plans to invite Iraqi government officials to Japan as early as October to give them training under a program to restore and protect marshland in southern Iraq, informed sources said Wednesday.

The plan is aimed at helping the Iraqis to restore and protect the Mesopotamia marshes by themselves, the sources told Jiji Press. 

The program will be carried out by the U.N. Environment Program, using 11 million dollars from a U.N.-controlled Iraq reconstruction fund.

At the Japanese offices of the UNEP's International Environmental Technology Center, the Iraqi officials will study how to operate water and sewage facilities, maintain the wetland ecological system and protect water sources, the sources said.

The program is part of Japan's commitment to support Iraq's postwar reconstruction. The marshes were destroyed by the regime of former Iraqi President Saddam Hussein, because it was a hideaway of Shiite dissidents. 
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Swissinfo

ENTREVISTA-Rusia está en senda para ratificar Kioto-jefe PNUMA
 

BARCELONA (Reuters) - Es probable que Rusia ratifique el paralizado Protocolo de Kioto sobre el cambio climático a pesar de las
dudas de algunos políticos importantes, según un alto directivo de la ONU especializado en medio ambiente.

Klaus Toepfer, director ejecutivo del Programa de Naciones Unidas para el Medio Ambiente (PNUMA), también declaró a Reuters que
ha aumentado la voluntad de Estados Unidos de afrontar el problema del calentamiento mundial, y que es posible que este país, que se
retiró del Protocolo en 2001, pueda reconsiderar ratificarlo.

"Me mantengo, no optimista, pero sí realista en que es del interés (político) y económico de Rusia el ratificar Kioto", afirmó Toepfer,
añadiendo que creía que Moscú lo haría.

"También se puede observar una evolución muy notable en la posición de Estados Unidos. Así que el sentimiento general de que el
Protocolo de Kioto está lejos de estar muerto, se ha reforzado", declaró este directivo el lunes durante un foro mundial de ciudades en la
Ciudad Condal.

Documentos oficiales obtenidos por Reuters la semana pasada muestran que el primer ministro ruso, Mijail Fradkov, y varios ministros
importantes dudan de la base científica del Protocolo. Estos documentos también afirman que es poco probable que pudiera traer
ganancias significativas o nuevas inversiones.

El ministro de Asuntos Exteriores ruso, Sergei Lavrov, cuyo ministerio se encontraba entre los mencionados en los documentos, declaró
sin embargo que Rusia todavía tiene la intención de aprobar el Protocolo de Kioto.

El acuerdo de 1997, cuyo objetivo es estabilizar los niveles de gases de invernadero en la atmósfera, solo puede entrar en vigor si es
ratificado por países desarrollados que sean responsables del 55% de las emisiones.

Rusia tiene el voto decisivo desde que se retiró el principal contaminador, Estados Unidos, y en mayo el presidente ruso, Vladimir Putin,
aseguró que Moscú daría pasos para ratificar Kioto después de un acuerdo con la Unión Europea sobre su ingreso en la Organización
Mundial del Comercio.

ESPERANZAS ESTADOUNIDENSES

Topefer dijo que la campaña para las elecciones presidenciales de Estados Unidos en noviembre había aumentado su esperanza de
que el país esté reconsiderando su posición hacia el cambio climático. El primer ministro británico, Tony Blair, también ha presionado a
Washington para que cambie su postura.

Un informe de la administración Bush sorprendía recientemente a algunos ecologistas al afirmar que las temperaturas más elevadas que
se registran en América del Norte desde 1950 eran debidas en parte a las actividades humanas, con lo que en apariencia contradecía la
posición de la Casa Blanca de que no hay pruebas científicas claras sobre las causas del calentamiento mundial.

"No es que nadie esté esperando a otro Gobierno (...) simplemente que este (cambio climático) sería un factor de conjunto en esta
campaña", dijo Toepfer.

"Las señales que vienen de Estados Unidos subrayan la necesidad urgente de hacer más para luchar contra él", añadió.

Preguntado acerca de si veía posible que América pudiera ratificar el Protocolo de Kioto si Bush obtiene un segundo mandato, Toepfer
respondió: "Sí".

El director ejecutivo del PNUMA añadió también que las demandas de energía de los países en vías de desarrollo, mientras sus
poblaciones salen de la pobreza, impulsarían el desarrollo de las energías renovables.

"Estoy convencido de que la necesidad de desarrollo para más energía está estimulando un marco más amplio de fuentes de energía
con un contenido menos intensivo en carbono", afirmó.

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Canada Newswire

Invitation to a Conference Call with the Tremblant Forum Speakers about Corporate Social Responsibility 

    MONTREAL, Sept. 15 /CNW Telbec/ - Journalists are invited to participate on a conference call with speakers from the Tremblant Forum on Thursday September 16 at 3:15 pm, live from the Forum. 

    The Tremblant Forum on Corporate Social Responsibility and Sustainability will present some 20 international-caliber speakers representing large corporations, NGOs and governments on September 16 at the Westin Resort & Spa in Mont-Tremblant. This is the first time a major event focusing on this new discipline is being presented in Quebec.

    During the conference call, speakers will be available to answer journalists' questions on issues such as: How can environmental and social performance be improved? How can multinational companies identify and respond to local needs? What is the role of public/private/NGO partnerships? - as well as any other question related to the Tremblant Forum.      The following people will participate on the call:

    Mike J. Russill: President and CEO of World Wildlife Fund Canada, he formerly held the position of Vice-President, Marketing and Network Development at the petroleum company Suncor. 

    Alyson Slater: Director of Communications of the Global Reporting Initiative, which, in cooperation with the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), develops international standards for evaluating economic, environment and social performance of corporations and other organizations.

    Gaétan Morency: Vice-President, Public, Social and Cultural Affairs at the Cirque du Soleil.

    Michael Jantzi: President of Michael Jantzi Research Associates, the firm that evaluates the companies listed in the Report on Business' annual ranking on Corporate Social Responsibility.

    Daniel Audet: Managing Partner of the Montreal office of NATIONAL Public Relations, the largest public relations firm in Canada and the main organizer of the Tremblant Forum.

    Date:              Thursday, September 16, 2004

    Time:              3:15 pm

    Dial-in Number:    1-866-834-7688

    Access Code:       8431904

    For more information about the Tremblant Forum, visit

    http://www.forumtremblant.org

    NATIONAL is a privately held public relations firm with offices in Montreal, Quebec City, Ottawa, Toronto, Calgary, Vancouver, Victoria, New York and London. The firm offers corporate communications, investor relations, public affairs, marketing, technology and health-care communications to a broad range of leading corporate, government and institutional clients. At the international level, the firm is affiliated with Burson-Marsteller.

For further information: Roch Landriault, (514) 843-2345

ENS

Blair Advocates Urgent Action to Avert Global Warming 
LONDON, UK, September 15, 2004 (ENS) - Immediate action is needed to tackle global warming, "the world's greatest environmental challenge," Prime Minister Tony Blair said Tuesday night. Blair called it a challenge "so far-reaching in its impact and irreversible in its destructive power, that it alters radically human existence." 

"Now is the time to act," Blair told an audience gathered in central London for the 10th anniversary of the Prince of Wales' Business and the Environment Program. 

"It is now that timely action can avert disaster," he said. "It is now that with foresight and will such action can be taken without disturbing the essence of our way of life, by adjusting behavior, not altering it entirely." 

Blair said his government is taking the lead to deal with global warming at home, and he will use the British position as host of the G8 meeting next year to press for concerted action by the world's industrial democracies. 
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Prime Minister Tony Blair leads a Labour government, which won the 1997 election and was re-elected in 2001. (Photo courtesy No. 10 Downing St.)
Blair said the British Presidency of the European Union scheduled for July 1 through December 31, 2005 offers an opportunity to improve the way Europe deals with carbon emissions. 

"Cutting carbon emissions is the way the future will be," said Blair, and he stressed that there are "advantages to British industry from early action." 

"In Britain and throughout the world," he said, "the expected rapid growth in demand for transport, including aviation, means that we must develop far cleaner and more efficient aircraft and cars." 

"I am advised that by 2030, emissions from aircraft could represent a quarter of the UK's total contribution to global warning. A big step in the right direction would be to see aviation brought into the EU emissions trading scheme in the next phase of its development," Blair said. "During our EU Presidency we will argue strongly for this." 

Blair believes trading is the most cost effective way to reduce emissions, and he is looking forward to the start of a new carbon trading market across the European Union next year. It will "change the way thousands of businesses think about their energy use," he said. 

The Prime Minister views the controversial Kyoto Protocol, an international agreement to limit the emission of six greenhouse gases by industrialized countries, as a small but crucial first step towards controlling what he is convinced is potentially catastropic global warming. 
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A British factory emits greenhouse gases responsible for global warming (Photo courtesy FreeFoto)
"We are on track to meet our Kyoto target," Blair said of the UK. "The latest estimates suggest that greenhouse gas emissions in 2003 were about 14 percent below 1990 levels. But we have to do more to achieve our commitment to reduce carbon dioxide emissions by 20 percent by 2010." 

"However, our efforts to stabilize the climate will need, over time, to become far more ambitious than the Kyoto Protocol," he said. "Kyoto is only the first step but provides a solid foundation for the next stage of climate diplomacy. If Russia were to ratify that would bring it into effect." 

From the start of his speech, Blair emphasized the political difficulties of achieving the international consensus to cool an ever warming climate. 

"The challenge is complicated politically by two factors," he said. "First, its likely effect will not be felt to its full extent until after the time for the political decisions that need to be taken, has passed. In other words, there is a mismatch in timing between the environmental and electoral impact." 

"Secondly, no one nation alone can resolve it. It has no definable boundaries. Short of international action commonly agreed and commonly followed through, it is hard even for a large country to make a difference on its own," Blair said. 

He pledged to work towards bringing other countries to act with Britain in ways that will limit global warming. 
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British Prime Minister Tony Blair (left) and U.S. President George W. Bush keep their thoughts to themselves at a NATO meeting June 29, 2004. (Photo courtesy The White House)
Blair said he would work with the United States, which under the administration of President George W. Bush has backed away from ratifying the Kyoto Protocol, signed during the Clinton administration. 

"We know there is disagreement with the U.S. over this issue," Blair said of the Kyoto Protocol. "In 1997 the U.S. Senate voted 95-0 in favor of a resolution that stated it would refuse to ratify such a treaty. I doubt time has shifted the numbers very radically." 

"But the U.S. remains a signatory to the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change, and the U.S. National Academy of Sciences agree that there is a link between human activity, carbon emissions and atmospheric warming. Recently the U.S. Energy Secretary and Commercial Secretary jointly issued a report again accepting the potential damage to the planet through global warming," he pointed out. 

Blair views the G8 as a forum to encourage the United States to limit its carbon emissions. The United States is the world's largest carbon emitter and is the only one of the G8 nations, except for Russia, that has not ratified the Kyoto Protocol. 

Climate change will be "a top priority for our G8 Presidency next year," Blair said. "I do not under-estimate the difficulties. This remains an issue of high and fraught politics for many countries. But it is imperative we try." 

Blair outlined his G8 strategy. "First," he said, "I want to secure an agreement as to the basic science on climate change and the threat it poses. Such an agreement would be new and provide the foundation for further action." 

"Second," he wants to obtain "agreement on a process to speed up the science, technology, and other measures necessary to meet the threat." 

Third, said Blair, "while the eight G8 countries account for around 50 percent of global greenhouse gas emissions, it is vital that we also engage with other countries with growing energy needs - like China and India; both on how they can meet those needs sustainably and adapt to the adverse impacts we are already locked into." 

"Given the different positions of the G8 nations on this issue, such agreement will be a major advance; but I believe it is achievable," he said, by promoting the "development and uptake of cleaner energy technologies begun under the French Presidency in 2003 and continued by the U.S. this year." 
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Storm clouds over northern England (Photo courtesy FreeFoto)
Blair summarized the evidence of global warming in few words of sharp impact. "The 10 warmest years on record have all been since 1990. Over the last century average global temperatures have risen by 0.6 degrees Celsius: the most drastic temperature rise for over 1,000 years in the northern hemisphere," he said. 

"Extreme events are becoming more frequent. Glaciers are melting. Sea ice and snow cover is declining. Animals and plants are responding to an earlier spring," he said. "Sea levels are rising and are forecast to rise another 88 cm by 2100 threatening 100 million people globally who currently live below this level." 

"The number of people affected by floods worldwide has already risen from seven million in the 1960s to 150 million today." 

"In Europe alone, the severe floods in 2002 and had an estimated cost of $16 billion. This summer we have seen violent weather extremes in parts of the UK." 

"These environmental changes and severe weather events are already affecting the world insurance industry," Blair told the conference participants. "Swiss Re, the world's second largest insurer, has estimated that the economic costs of global warming could double to $150 billion each year in the next 10 years, hitting insurers with $30-40 billion in claims." 

Polar bear on melting Arctic sea ice (Photo courtesy National Ice Center)
"By the middle of this century, temperatures could have risen enough to trigger irreversible melting of the Greenland ice cap - eventually increasing sea levels by around seven meters (22.7 feet)," he said. 

"There is good evidence that last year's European heat wave was influenced by global warming. It resulted in 26,000 premature deaths and cost $13.5 billion. It is calculated that such a summer is a one in about 800 year event. On the latest modelling climate change means that as soon as the 2040s at least one year in two is likely to be even warmer than 2003." 

Blair introduced a note of hope, saying, "There is one overriding positive: through the science we are aware of the problem and, with the necessary political and collective will, have the ability to address it effectively." 

"The public, in my view, do understand this," Blair said, noting a recent opinion survey by Greenpeace showing that 78 percent of people are concerned about climate change. 

"But people are confused about what they can do," he said, calling on governments and the private sector to present "clear and consistent policy and messages." 

Conservative leader Michael Howard is also stressing the dangers of climate change. Speaking to the Environment Forum on Monday, Howard described climate change as the "single most important environmental issue of all." 

Michael Howard leads the British Conservative Party. He served as Secretary of State for the Environment in 1992. (Photo courtesy Conservative Party)
Howard claimed leadership on environmental issues for the Conservatives and said the UK should use its "privileged relationship with the USA," to "persuade them into the international fold," when "we assume the Presidency of the G8 and the EU next year." 

"My concern is that we are squandering this opportunity," said Howard. 

"The instinct of our Prime Minister is to lecture other people," Howard said." But on his watch CO2 emissions have actually risen. He has set ambitious long term targets for CO2 emission reductions but few people outside government believe that there is a coherent plan for achieving them." 

But environmentalists such as Greenpeace UK fault Howard for sharing a platform with prominent anti-wind power campaigners like David Bellamy, who denies global warming is real. 

Blair said Tuesday night that "smarter lifestyle choices" by individuals as well as governments and corporations "can make a real difference." 

There are "immense business opportunities in sustainable growth and moving to a low carbon economy," said Blair. 

A strongly growing economy and control of carbon emissions can coexist, as the UK has demonstrated, Blair said. "Between 1990 and 2002 the UK economy grew by 36 percent, while greenhouse gas emissions fell by around 15 percent." 

Still, there is far to go. "The Royal Commission on Environmental Pollution's seminal report on energy concluded that to make its contribution towards tackling climate change, the UK needed to reduce our carbon dioxide emissions by 60 percent by 2050," said the Prime Minister. 

"This implies a massive change in the way this country produces and uses energy. We are committed to this change."

BBC

Hurricane Ivan slams US coast 
Heavy rains and strong winds are lashing the US coast as Hurricane Ivan roars inland from the Gulf of Mexico, spawning huge waves and tornadoes. 
The giant storm is expected to sweep through Louisiana, Alabama, Florida and Mississippi in the next few hours. 

Major roads were jammed as hundreds of thousands of people evacuated homes, and ports and airports were closed. 

Hurricane Ivan has already killed more than 60 people and left a trail of destruction across the Caribbean. 

At the same time, the Caribbean is on renewed alert as Tropical Storm Jeanne threatens Puerto Rico. 

State of emergency 
At 0100 GMT, Ivan's centre was about 85 miles (136 km) south of the Alabama coastline, and was moving north at around 12mph (19km/h). 

Ivan is expected to make land as a category three or higher hurricane, with winds at around 135mph (217km/h), said the Miami-based National Hurricane Center. 

Click here for map showing the hurricane's predicted path 
The storm's impact is being felt over a 400-mile (640km) stretch of coast. 

Waves - some up to 25 feet (7.5 metres) - were already destroying homes along the Florida shoreline, the Associated Press reported. 

Officials in north-west Florida said two people had died in tornadoes produced by the storm. 

A state of emergency has been declared in the states of Florida, Louisiana, Mississippi and Alabama and nearly two million people urged to flee to higher ground. 

The BBC's Matt Frei described an "eerie atmosphere" in the Alabama town of Mobile, which is expected to feel the full force of Ivan. 

He said the streets were deserted as tens of thousands fled in anticipation of storm surges reaching as high as 20 feet (six metres). 

Some 2,000 people were sleeping in the corridors of a school turned into an emergency shelter, he said. Two of the classrooms were now make-shift hospital wards. 

Deluge threat 
Mississippi governor Haley Barbour earlier begged people: "Do not ride this storm out". 

New Orleans in Louisiana - the largest US city below sea level - is particularly vulnerable. 

	
	Hopefully the house will still be there when we get back 
Tara Chandra 
New Orleans resident 



Experts are warning that a direct hit on New Orleans could devastate the city for weeks. 

Earlier Interstate 10, the main route out of New Orleans, was clogged with traffic, while only emergency vehicles headed into Ivan's predicted path. 

"Hopefully the house will still be there when we get back," New Orleans resident Tara Chandra told the Associated Press news agency as he packed up his car. 

Oil prices rose nearly $1.50 a barrel on Monday as oil and natural gas producers evacuated rigs in the Gulf of Mexico. 

Island damage 
Hurricane warnings are in effect in Puerto Rico, the US Virgin Islands and parts of the Dominican Republic as the latest storm Hurricane Jeanne approaches. 

Meanwhile, the clear-up operation in areas already hit by Ivan continue. 

	
	HURRICANE TOLL 

Grenada: At least 34 dead 

Venezuela: 5 killed 

Jamaica: at least 20 killed 

Dominican Republic: 4 killed 

Tobago: 1 killed 





Jamaican officials announced they had found more than 30 fishermen missing after the island was hit last Friday. 

There was a mass evacuation of western areas of Cuba, but the island escaped with minimal damage after the centre of the storm barely touched land. 

An overnight curfew remains in effect in the Cayman Islands, where the hurricane wrought havoc on Sunday. 

Flood waters are now receding on Grand Cayman island, the Caymans' representative in London told the BBC's Caribbean Service on Wednesday, while dozens of people are still missing in the British dependency, according to reports. 

PREDICTED PATH OF HURRICANE IVAN
Reuters

Earthquake Rocks Indonesia's Bali, One Dead


BALI, Indonesia - A powerful earthquake rocked Indonesia's premier tourist island of Bali Wednesday, killing one person, injuring at least two and triggering some panic, officials said. 

The Meteorological and Geophysics Agency in Jakarta said the earthquake measured 5.5 on the Richter scale. Officials said the epicenter was near Denpasar, the island's capital. 

"People rushed out of their homes, they panicked. The quake was very strong and lasted a long time," said Jumadi, head of the geophysics agency in Denpasar. 

He said there had been no reports of any serious damage. 

The person killed was from Bali, a hospital official said. Residents said the dead man fell off a roof he was working on when the quake struck. More than one million foreign tourists visited Bali last year, the majority vacationing on beaches that line the southern coast not far from Denpasar. 

Bali is 975 km (600 miles) east of Jakarta. 

Earthquakes often occur in Indonesia, occasionally causing widespread damage and loss of life. 

Story Date: 16/9/2004 
__________________________________________________________________________________________
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W E D N E S D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
*
Sudan: UN agencies probe fresh round of displacement in North Darfur

*
Annan says UN making progress in stabilizing Liberia but many challenges lie ahead

*
Women are vital to resolving armed conflicts and rebuilding peace – Fréchette

*
UN’s review of population policy says lack of funding is retarding progress

*
Civilian protections highlight annual UN push to boost treaty ratifications
*
UN helps build safer shelters for people displaced by ongoing fighting in Burundi
*
UN war crimes tribunal delays Miloševic trial by nearly a month

*
Malnutrition jeopardizes Asia’s tremendous economic potential – UN

*
Civil society meeting at UN seeks to end Israeli occupation of Palestine

* * * *

Sudan

15 September – United Nations humanitarian agencies have begun investigating the reasons behind the spontaneous arrival in the last 24 hours of between 2,000 and 4,000 displaced Sudanese people on the outskirts of one of the biggest towns in the strife-torn Darfur region.

Briefing reporters today in Khartoum, a spokesperson for the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) said internally displaced persons (IDPs) have arrived in El Fasher, the capital of North Darfur State, in large numbers last night and this morning.

Jennifer Abrahamson said UN officials are examining why the displaced did not travel to the established camps for IDPs at nearby Zam Zam and Abu Shouk instead. The security situation in the area is “relatively quiet” today, she added, although there has been violent clashes and general insecurity in recent weeks.

In South Darfur, about 5,000 people have arrived in Gereida in the past week, part of a wave of an estimated 40,000 people who have fled to the town in recent weeks because of violent clashes in their home villages.

The newly displaced join an already swelling population of at least 1.2 million IDPs in Darfur, a region the size of France that has been beset by armed conflict, violent attacks by militias and widespread humanitarian suffering since early last year. Another 200,000 people have fled across the border into neighbouring Chad.

In Abuja, Nigeria, where African Union (AU) mediators have brought two Darfur rebel groups and the Sudanese Government together for peace talks, Nigerian President Olusegun Obasanjo – he is also current chair of the AU – urged the parties to honour their ceasefire and negotiate a peaceful solution.

Mr. Obasanjo said Khartoum and the rebels should at least sign the humanitarian protocol which they agreed to earlier this month.

Meanwhile, Jan Pronk, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Sudan, will visit the capitals of neighbouring Eritrea and Ethiopia next week to discuss the Darfur crisis with senior officials of both countries, said Radhia Achouri, spokesperson for the UN Advance Mission in the Sudan (UNAMIS).

* * *

Liberia

15 September – The United Nations Mission in Liberia (UNMIL) continues to make progress in stabilizing the West African country after it was torn apart by nearly 15 years of civil war, but many challenges lie ahead as it prepares for democratic elections, and international aid is urgently needed, Secretary-General Kofi Annan says in a new report.

“The process of restoring effective administrative structures will require continuing engagement by developing partners, in terms of the provision of both technical experts and funds,” Mr. Annan states in the report, in which he recommends extending the Mission’s mandate for another 12 months until 19 September 2005.

He notes serious shortfalls in financing the programme to reintegrate some 70,000 ex-combatants who have been disarmed and urgently calls for “further generous pledges” of international aid for this, for the preparation of presidential and legislative elections in October 2005 for which “much remains to be done,” and for the repatriation of refugees, resettlement of internally displaced persons and other humanitarian needs.

But he also highlights “significant achievements” such as the actual disarmament of the former fighters and the nearly complete deployment of UNMIL troops throughout the country, with the resulting improvement in security greatly facilitating the delivery of humanitarian aid and the restoration of state authority.

He expresses concern, however, at the problems the National Transitional Government is encountering in functioning as a cohesive administration due to protracted partisan disputes over government and other posts and violent divisions within one of the participating rebel groups, Liberians United for Reconciliation and Democracy (LURD).

“At this critical juncture, the parties concerned should put the national interest above personal interests and ensure that differences are resolved so that the restoration of stability in the country can proceed without delay,” he says.

After presenting the report to the Security Council today, Mr. Annan’s Special Representative Jacques Paul Klein told reporters: “We know that Liberia is the key to West Africa. We must have a Liberia that has long-term stability, that is reintegrated into the family of nations and that gets the economic support from around the world to rebuild civil society.

“We have a great deal of work to do yet. We shouldn’t delude ourselves,” he said, adding: “We had universal support (from the 15-member body). Everybody understands how difficult this mission is.”

UNMIL, with more than 15,000 military and police personnel on the ground, was established by the Security Council on 19 September 2003 to support the ceasefire and peace process that ended the long-running civil war with its toll of 150,000 dead and nearly a million people driven from their homes.

Mr. Annan notes that the ceasefire between the troops of former President Charles Taylor and the rebel forces, LURD and the Movement for Democracy in Liberia (MODEL), has generally held, but he voices concern at the increased frequency of minor crimes and violent civil incidents, such as rioting and looting.

He also reports that several core initiatives undertaken by UNMIL to reform the Liberian security sector have begun to bear fruit, such as police recruitment, strengthening the presence of government officials at the borders and deploying civil affairs officers to all 15 counties.

“It is essential that State authority is restored throughout the country to ensure the maintenance of security, to establish the conditions for the hold of free and fair presidential and legislative elections in October, 2005, and to ensure the transparent and proper management of the country’s considerable natural resources,” Mr. Annan concludes.

Mr. Klein told reporters the failure to hand over former president Taylor, in exile in Nigeria, to the Special Court for Sierra Leone (SCSL), where he has faces a 17-count indictment for war crimes and crimes against humanity committed during the 14-year conflict in that country, had a “very real” impact on the situation in Liberia.

He stressed to the Council that there was a quite a large class of Liberians who were ready to help the international community rehabilitate the country if they knew Mr. Taylor was before the court in neighbouring Sierra Leone. But until that happens they are not going to “stick their necks out,” he said, adding: “So he still is a cloud that hangs over much of what we do.”

* * *

Gender

15 September – Women are often the first victims of any armed conflict, but they must also be recognized as central to any solution of that conflict, instead of being marginalized or ignored, United Nations Deputy Secretary-General Louise Fréchette said today as she opened a conference in New York devoted to gender justice in post-conflict countries.

In the keynote address to the three-day conference, Ms. Fréchette said the UN is developing a more systematic approach to responding to issues faced by women in warring or post-conflict nations, consulting them at all stages of a peace process, including reconciliation, judicial reform and constitutional development.

But she said women still suffer from a “gender deficit” when it comes to justice, exposed to greater risk of sexual violence and abuse, and lacking the same protections as men.

“They are usually neither the initiators of conflict nor the wagers of war, and yet they are specifically targeted, often as a way to humiliate the adversary and break the morale and resistance of whole societies,” she said.

Ms. Fréchette said governments and civil society organizations in States affected by conflict need to do much more than simply share information about the issue.

Women must be consulted at every level of justice reform, and States and agencies – including those within the UN – must work together more closely to identify best practices and encourage their spread around the world.

The Deputy Secretary-General also called on delegates at this week’s conference to speak out about what they identify as necessary to improving justice for women. She cited improving legal training, providing lawyers specializing in sexual violence cases and strengthening victim support programmers as some examples.

* * *

Population

15 September – The world has made genuine progress towards achieving the ambitious programme outlined at the 1994 Cairo population conference, a United Nations review released today finds, but a serious funding shortfall is obstructing efforts to provide universal access to reproductive health care, combat HIV/AIDS and improve maternal health.

The State of World Population 2004, issued by the UN Population Fund (UNFPA) a decade after the landmark conference in Cairo and nearly halfway into the 21-year timetable for achieving its goals, shows that donors have given only half of what they promised.

In Cairo, international donors pledged to give $6.1 billion a year by 2005 for population and reproductive health programmes, but in 2002 – the most recent year with available figures – donors were giving only $3.1 billion.

The report indicates that the huge funding gap is having a negative ripple effect, retarding progress in health, education and other fields, especially for women and girls.

More than 350 million couples worldwide, for example, do not have access to a full range of family planning services; at least 500,000 women die each year from problems caused by pregnancy or childbirth, and most of those deaths are preventable; countless girls are unable to attend school; and five million people were infected with HIV last year.

In sub-Saharan Africa, the HIV/AIDS picture is especially grim: 25 per cent of the workforce there is HIV-positive, reducing economic productivity and strangling opportunities for economic development.

Adolescent health care also remains a problem, with early marriage and childbearing the norm for girls in many countries, and women aged below 24 disproportionately represented in statistics for sexually transmitted diseases.

But the UNFPA review finds there have been many advances since 179 governments agreed in 1994 that poverty could be reduced and economic growth sustained if women were given greater rights and access to reproductive health services was made universal.

The percentage of couples using modern contraception has risen from 55 per cent to 61 per cent; laws and policies to protect the rights of women, especially against violence, have been put in place; and population issues have become integrated into the heart of poverty-reduction strategies.

Many nations are also much more aware of the need to tackle the scourge of HIV/AIDS, improve adolescent reproductive health and expand training schemes for health care, according to the report.

UNFPA Director of Information and External Relations Safiye Cagar told a press briefing at UN Headquarters that “we have much to celebrate,” but she said increased donations are essential if the world is to achieve the reforms sought at the Cairo conference.

* * *

Treaties

15 September – With the recent string of violent terrorist attacks and last year’s deadly bombing of the United Nations headquarters in Iraq showing that civilians are increasingly the main victims of armed conflicts, treaties that protect the rights of civilians will be the focus this year of the annual push to boost ratification of global conventions, UN officials said today.

During a four-day forum that starts next Tuesday – to coincide with the opening of the General Assembly’s annual general debate, when many Heads of State and senior government officials are at UN Headquarters in New York – officials of the world body will try to encourage as many Member States as possible to ratify some of the more than 500 global pacts.

Palitha Kohona, Chief of the UN Treaty Section, told a press briefing that there is increasing recognition that civilians are bearing more and more of the brunt of armed conflicts around the world.

Mr. Kohona said many treaties or conventions already exist to offer protection to non-combatants during times of war, but to work effectively they must be ratified by as many nations as possible.

“The multilateral treaty framework which underpins most of international relations today is fundamentally important to the UN,” he said, urging States which have not done so to re-examine their positions and ratify treaties.

* * *

Burundi

15 September – As Burundi government forces and rebels continue to clash near Bujumbura, the capital, United Nations agencies and non-government organizations (NGOs) are constructing temporary shelters for an estimated 25,000 internally displaced persons (IDPs), the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) said today.

The new site in Kabezi Commune, just south of Bujumbura, will put some distance between the IDPs and government military positions, which are regularly attacked by the Front National de Libération (FNL), the only rebel group not to have joined the peace process after a decade of war in the small Central African country.

As other rebel forces join with various political parties in efforts to form a multi-party, power-sharing government, more than 80,000 Burundians who fled to surrounding countries have returned so far this year, with over 10,000 coming home in the last month alone, according to the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR).

In May the UN Security Council created the UN Operation in Burundi (ONUB), with an eventual strength of 5,650 military personnel and up to 1,000 national and international civilian staff, to help restore lasting peace and bring about national reconciliation between ethnic Hutus and Tutsis.

* * *

ICTY

15 September – The United Nations war crimes tribunal for the former Yugoslavia today adjourned the already long-running genocide trial of former Yugoslav President Slobodan Miloševic again, this time for almost a month, to allow his recently appointed defence lawyers more time to prepare their case.

Three judges at the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY), sitting in The Hague, ordered the trial be suspended until 12 October after an application by lawyers Steven Kay and Gillian Higgins.

Mr. Kay and Ms. Higgins were appointed by the ICTY on 3 September to act as counsel for Mr. Miloševic, even though the accused wanted to defend himself, because the judges said the workload required in doing that could exacerbate his heart problems and lead to further long delays.

Since the two lawyers from Britain were appointed as Mr. Miloševic’s counsel, some defence witnesses have refused to testify, ICTY spokesman Jim Landale told the UN News Centre.

Mr. Landale said Mr. Kay and Ms. Higgins applied for more time so they can try to persuade some of these witnesses to appear, hold further talks with Mr. Miloševic’s associates and conduct their own investigations into the accused’s case.

The judges denied the defence lawyers’ request for more medical examinations of Mr. Miloševic and also rejected the request to allow the accused the first right to question witnesses in the courtroom.

Mr. Miloševic – who has been on trial since February 2002 – is facing charges of genocide, crimes against humanity and other war crimes for his role in the conflicts in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia and Kosovo during the 1990s.

* * *

Malnutrition

15 September – With the greatest number of hungry people in the world living in Asia, the region must take decisive steps to reduce malnutrition or risk losing much of its tremendous economic potential, a top official of the United Nations emergency feeding agency said today.

“Malnutrition will be a millstone around the neck of the countries in their progress toward economic prosperity,” World Food Programme (WFP) Deputy Executive Director Sheila Sisulu told the opening session of a regional conference on maternal and child malnutrition in New Delhi.

“It is vital for everyone to play their part in making sure women and children, particularly adolescent girls, get proper nourishment,” she added, noting that Asia’s catastrophic malnutrition levels are the single greatest barrier to the evolution of a modern, knowledge-based work force that can manage the economic powerhouse it has the promise to become.

WFP and the Indian Government are co-hosting the three-day conference – the Regional Ministerial Consultation on Maternal and Child Nutrition in Asian Countries – which focuses on food and nutrition as a top priority in poverty-reduction strategies.

Ms. Sisulu explained that a mother weakened by iron and vitamin A deficiency cannot give her children the upbringing needed to complete their education and achieve their full social and economic potential. As the primary caregiver of the family, a mother needs essential micronutrients in order to do her job well.

It is also crucial for infants and young children to get good nutrition at this vital stage of their development, she said, pointing out that malnutrition in early childhood undermines children’s physical stature and cognitive abilities and impedes their performance in school. Undernourished adolescent girls bear underweight babies, who then continue the insidious cycle of malnutrition into the next generation. “Adolescent girls are the vital link in the chain to the future of Asia,” she declared.

Noting that fortified foods can be made available at affordable prices for the poor, like Indiamix, the low-cost blended infant food pioneered in India by WFP, she urged countries with a nutrition crisis to increase the fortification of staple foodstuffs lacking micronutrients, so that the poor get the necessary vitamins and minerals.

According to UN statistics, more than 500 million Asians do not get enough food to meet daily needs for nutritional well-being. Micronutrient deficiencies are especially serious: babies are born mentally retarded as a result of iodine deficiency, children go blind and die of vitamin A deficiency, and enormous numbers of women and children are sapped by iron deficiency anaemia. At the same time, World Bank studies show that productivity losses due to various types of malnutrition in low-income Asian countries constitute about two to three percent of the Gross National Product (and eight per cent in Bangladesh).

* * *

Middle East

15 September – A new draft plan in support of Palestinian rights adopted by a non-governmental conference committee meeting at the United Nations calls for escalating pressure on Israel to end its occupation and threatens to seek divestment, arms embargoes and other sanctions in the event of non-compliance.

The “2004-2005 Plan for Action to support Palestinian rights through international law and the United Nations” was presented to the International Conference of Civil Society in Support of the Palestinian People on the last day of a two-day meeting at UN Headquarters in New York after being adopted by its Steering Committee.

According to the draft, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) participating in the Conference would work to educate people and pressure governments to move towards strict enforcement of various international resolutions on Palestinian rights.

These include UN General Assembly resolutions calling for Palestinian self-determination and removing Israeli settlements, and a recent International Court of Justice advisory opinion that urged the dismantlement of what it called an illegal separation barrier Israel is building on the occupied West Bank.

If the occupying power continued to violate international obligations, the participants would, as civil society, initiate divestment and other targeted sanctions against the occupying Power, and urge governments to impose restrictions including arms bans, withdrawal of economic privileges, bans against items produced by illegal settlements and travel restriction on violators of international law, the draft adds.

The participants would work towards the realization of the international community’s responsibility to provide serious protection of Palestinians forced to live under Israeli occupation, refugees and exiles, in particular the most vulnerable such as children and women. They would strive for a greater UN role in diplomacy regarding Palestine.

In a message delivered on the opening day of the conference, in which both Palestinian and Israeli NGOs took part, Secretary-General Kofi Annan called for prompt implementation of the Road Map, the plan sponsored by the UN, European Union, Russia and United States, which calls for parallel and reciprocal steps by both sides leading to two States living in peace by the end of 2005.

* *** *

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

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

Good afternoon.

**Guests at Noon
Joining us today at the noon briefing will be Safiye Cagar, the new Director of Information at the UN Population Fund, and she’ll be joined by Jill Sheffield, the President of Family Care International.  They’ll be discussing the new State of the World Population Report, which reviews progress in the 10 years since the International Conference on Population and Development took place in Cairo.  They’ll be coming up here after our briefings are completed.

**Sudan
On Sudan, at its weekly press briefing in Khartoum, the UN mission in the Sudan reported on continued clashes and violence, as well as insecurity in the Darfur region.

The mission reported the security situation in North Darfur was relatively quiet today, but noted displacements triggered by the insecurity of the last few weeks.  Last night and this morning, approximately 2,000 to 4,000 internally displaced persons arrived on the outskirts of El Fasher.

In South Darfur, some 40,000 new IDPs have been registered in one location, where about 5,000 people arrived during last week alone.

Meanwhile, on the political front, the parties to the Abuja talks met yesterday with President Olusegun Obasanjo of Nigeria, the current chair of the African Union, who called on them to commit to a negotiated, peaceful political solution to the Darfur crisis and to act with good faith.  He requested the parties to abide by the ceasefire agreement and urged them to sign the humanitarian protocol, which they had agreed upon recently.  

**Security Council
The Security Council started its programme today with a troop contributors' meeting on Liberia.

Then in closed consultations, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Liberia Jacques Klein briefed the Security Council on their latest report on Liberia, which was issued as a document today.

In that report, the Secretary-General notes that the UN mission in Liberia is now moving into a new phase of its operations, during which there will be particular focus on the rehabilitation and reintegration of ex-combatants.  He urgently calls for further generous pledges to ensure that the reintegration process, which is absolutely critical for the success of the peace process, is adequate, effective and completed in a timely manner.  A draft on Liberia was introduced.

Jacques Klein will speak to you at the Council stakeout once the consultations end.  Also scheduled today is the monthly luncheon of the Security Council with the Secretary-General.  Then in the afternoon, the Council will meet with troop contributors for the UN Mission in Sierra Leone. 

**Hurricane Ivan
A brief update on the aftermath of the passage of hurricane Ivan through the Caribbean.  The UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs has released emergency cash grants of $80,000 to Cuba and $100,000 to Jamaica and Grenada.  That’s $100,000 each to those two countries.

Preliminary assessments show that over 90 per cent of the population in Grenada was adversely affected by the storm.  Much work will be required to restore power, more temporary shelters are urgently needed, fuel shortages are creating a tense situation, and phone lines are down.  We have more details available upstairs.

**Gender Justice  

This morning, the Deputy Secretary-General, Louise Fréchette, delivered the keynote address at the Conference on Gender Justice in Post-Conflict Situations held here in New York.  She noted that, while women are often the first victims of armed conflict, they must also and always be recognized as key to the solution.  The UN, she said, is now developing a more systematic approach to consult with women from the earliest stages of a peace process, including discussions on constitutional development, judicial reform and reconciliation. The full text of her remarks are available upstairs. 

Co-organized with the UN Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM) and the International Legal Assistance Consortium, the unprecedented three-day conference has brought together women in key legal and judicial positions from over 12 conflict-affected countries.  The main aim of the conference is to listen to priority needs on gender justice as articulated by the speakers from the conflict-affected zones, and to identify specific ways for the international community to provide coordinated assistance to address these needs.  

**Burundi
The Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, along with UN agencies and non-governmental organizations, is constructing temporary shelters for some 25,000 internally displaced persons in Burundi’s Kabezi Commune, just south of the capital.  The new shelter site is intended to put some distance between the displaced persons and the Government’s military positions, which have been attacked regularly by the rebel National Liberation Front (FNL).

**Guatemala
The Secretary-General yesterday opened the photo exhibit at the UN Visitors’ Lobby, called “Guatemala:  Images of Peace”, by saying that, 10 years after the deployment of the UN Verification Mission in that country, we can now look with pride at images of peace, not of conflict.

The Secretary-General said that “Guatemala has now consolidated its democratic framework”, allowing for the UN Verification Mission to depart.  But while the Mission may leave, he promised, the United Nations will not, and will continue to, work with the people of Guatemala as they struggle to deal with the legacy of a violent past.

**Human Rights
The Secretary-General has tasked Diane Orentlicher, a professor at AmericanUniversity's Washington College of Law, with updating the United Nations Set of Principles for the protection and promotion of human rights through action to combat impunity.  Ms. Orentlicher will serve as an independent expert for a period of one year.  And we have more information on that in a press release.

**WFP
From the World Food Programme, with the greatest number of hungry people in the world living in Asia, the region must take decisive steps to reduce malnutrition or risk losing much of its tremendous economic potential, the World Food Programme’s deputy head said today.

WFP Deputy Executive Director Sheila Sisulu told the opening session of a regional conference on maternal and child malnutrition in New Delhi that “malnutrition will be a millstone around the neck of the countries in their progress toward economic prosperity.”  More than 500 million Asians do not get enough food to meet daily needs for nutritional well-being. WFP has a press release with more details.

**Press Conferences Tomorrow
On press conferences tomorrow, at 11 a.m., the General Assembly President Jean Ping will be here to brief you on the work of the Assembly’s 59th session.

Then at 1:15 p.m., Bruno Henn, the Officer-in-Charge of the UN Security and Safety Service, and Abdellatif Kabbaj, the Chief of Media Accreditation and Liaison, will brief you on security arrangements for the General Assembly, in particular, during the general debate which begins next week.  So you’ve all been asking for that one, and now it’s scheduled.

**Guest at Noon Tomorrow
And then at the noon briefing, my guest will be Stephen Lewis, the Secretary-General’s Special Envoy for HIV/AIDS in Africa, and he’ll be talking to you about his recent missions to Uganda and Lesotho.

**Press Conference this Afternoon
And they’ll be a press conference this afternoon, that we mentioned to you yesterday, 2:15, Palitha Kohona of the Office of Legal Affairs will be joined by Cate Steainsand Mark Bowden of the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs to give a press conference on Focus 2004, the treaty event on the protection of civilians.

That’s all I have for you.  Any questions before we go to Djibril on the General Assembly? 

**Questions and Answers
Question:   What is the UN’s official position on the press conference that wasn’t held in the General, in the UN Foreign Correspondent’s Association on Taiwan?  The Taiwanese President in this video feed said to reporters that the UN threatened to shut down the power “to the building”, whether he meant just to that room, should the press conference take place.

Spokesman:  That’s not true.  The Secretary-General’s position is that, while he does not want in any way to curtail freedom of the press within the Building, that you have to understand that this Building belongs to governments, and it’s an organization of governments, with certain constraints.  And in this case, on the advice of his legal counsel, he felt that there was a contradiction between the presence of an official representative of Taiwan and the General Assembly resolution recognizing a single China for the China seat.  So, the first case involved a person claiming to be an ambassador from Taiwan.  The most recent case involves someone calling himself the president of Taiwan and Taiwan is not a recognized nation here in the United Nations.  So, for that reason, the Secretary-General did not approve this press conference taking place on UN premises.

Question:   But I believe from Chechnya to Kashmir, there have been various events held in that room that run counter to, they’re not the government.  What happened here?  Did China protest, or in the other cases the other countries don’t complain?

Spokesman:  No, I believe that it’s a legal basis.  That this is a unique case, at least in the view of the legal counsel, where there’s a direct contradiction to a General Assembly resolution.

Question:   Does the idea of a video feed change things, where the person is physically not here?

Spokesman:  I don’t think that changes anything.  No.  You have the person speaking via teleconference to UN correspondents in the UN Building, and so that does not change anything.

Question:   I don’t know if I mentioned earlier, but they are saying that they tried to shut the power down.  But, there was a threat. Would they have stopped the conference from happening?

Spokesman:  There was no threat.  We have had ongoing discussions with the Correspondent’s Association.  We made clear in writing the basis of the Secretary-General’s opposition.  We were waiting to hear back from the Correspondent’s Association and then the Association made the decision to cancel the event.

Thank you.  Okay, Djibril, come on up.

Spokesman for General Assembly President
Good afternoon.  The 59th session of the General Assembly opened yesterday afternoon with a minute of silent prayer or meditation. 

The General Assembly, as you know, brings together delegations from all Member States, to review a wide range of international issues.  During the two-week general debate, at the beginning of the session, many of the delegations are led by heads of State, or heads of government, or foreign ministers. 

Before turning to the items on the agenda, President Jean Ping drew the attention of the General Assembly to a letter from the Secretary-General of the United Nations, in which the Secretary-General informed the Assembly that 13 Member States are in arrears in the payment of their financial contributions to the United Nations, within the terms of Article 19 of the Charter, and that Article stipulates, among other things, that a member of the United Nations which is in arrears in the payment of its financial contributions to the organization shall have no vote in the General Assembly if the amount of its arrears equals or exceeds the amount of the contribution due from it for the preceding two full years.  The Assembly took note of that information, which is contained in document A/59/350. 

The Assembly also heard the keynote speech of the incoming president of the 59th session of the General Assembly, his excellency Mr. Jean Ping, in which the President articulated the main challenges facing the General Assembly this year.  President Jean Ping started with a mention of solidarity and compassion with the victims of hurricane Ivan and their governments.  He also said that it is important to continue the work of his predecessors, that is past Presidents of the General Assembly, each of whom have contributed to making this world a better place to live in. 

He added that today’s world is faced with global challenges, such as terrorism, poverty, HIV/AIDS, armed conflicts, environmental degradation, international crime, and so on, and he said that these issues can only be addressed with the participation of all nations, and that there is no organization better-suited than the United Nations to address and resolve these problems. 

In my briefing to you yesterday, I highlighted the priority concerns from this session, and such concerns, as you may remember, included the work to revitalize the Assembly, the leadership in peace and security, while balancing that leadership with issues to do with sustainable human development, the important work of preparing the 60th anniversary of the United Nations, and to these items the agenda of the Assembly also adds the burning issues confronting the international community.

The General Committee started officially its work today.  You will remember that the General Committee is the body that makes recommendations to the Assembly about such issues as the adoption of the agenda, the allocation of items and the organization of work.  It is composed of the President, 21 vice-presidents of the Assembly, and chairs of the six Main Committees.  And what is interesting, also, is that the President, the Vice-President and the chairs of the six main committees, were elected at least three months prior to the opening session; namely, they were elected on the 10th of June. 

And as Fred mentioned, President Ping will have his first press conference tomorrow, at 11 a.m., in this room, 226.  So we look forward to interacting with you. 

Thank you.

Questions and Answers
Spokesman for General Assembly President:Yes, Richard.

Question:   Which General Assembly committee and when discusses the annual Taiwanese case for representation?

Spokesman for General Assembly President:I am not allowed to discuss that at this stage.

Question:   Allowed?

Spokesman for General Assembly President:Not allowed.

Question:   What do you mean?

Spokesman for General Assembly President:Well, I don’t have the information on it right now.

Question:   But as a question right now, and the question that I have is (inaudible), there are over 100 statements, at least there are 97 listed, and I understand that it’s going to go to 100 and change. What is the procedure at the end?  Will they go through an entire speaker’s list before they make a decision? A, is this a procedural question and, b, if they do, what is the procedure? Is there a show of hands for a vote, is it a tally vote, is it affirmation?

Spokesman for General Assembly President: I’ll check and get back to you.

Question:   Okay.

Spokesman for General Assembly President:I just don’t have the information. I’ll check and get back to you.

Question:   Well, will we get it in fairly short order?

Spokesman for General Assembly President:As soon as I get it, I’ll get it to you. Thank you.

Question:   How many presidents and prime ministers are scheduled to speak?

Spokesman for General Assembly President:I gave out the information as of yesterday. I’m sorry, I’ll get back to you and give it to you.

Thank you.

* *** *



UNEP and the Executive Director in the News





� HYPERLINK  \l "Water" ��Beliefnet.com - The Ethics of Water - Our planet's next big moral question: who gets fresh water?�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Iraq" ��The Hindu UNEP announces pilot project in Iraq to check pollution�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Marshland" ��Jiji Press Ticker Service - Japan to Train Iraqis to Help Restore Marshland�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Kioto" ��Swissinfo - ENTREVISTA-Rusia está en senda para ratificar Kioto-jefe PNUMA�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Socialresponsibility" ��Canada Newswire - Invitation to a Conference Call with the Tremblant Forum Speakers about Corporate Social Responsibility 
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