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Let the Trade In Waste Continue
"Techno trash," "hazardous waste," "toxic sludge." The images these words connote aren't pretty. And some will have us believe that the developing world is awash with such waste, as the rich West trades away its garbage to the unfortunates in places like Asia and Africa. "Toxic waste will always run downhill on an economic path of least resistance," says Jim Puckett, coordinator of the Basel Action Network, or BAN, which advocates a complete ban on the trade in waste between rich and poor countries. Last week marked the sixth meeting of the Convention of Parties to the Basel Convention on the Transboundary Movement of Hazardous Wastes and Their Disposal, a treaty that seeks to eliminate human and environmental harm caused by the trade in hazardous waste. Among other things, the meeting discussed how to ban trade in plastic and electronic-goods waste and certain chemicals.

But in truth, halting the trade in waste between industrialized and developing countries will do more harm to people. Indeed, the Basel convention was never even necessary. It was a response by the international community to a few misrepresented claims of exports of hazardous waste to developing countries, against which laws already existed. The treaty was agreed upon in 1989 and came into force in 1992. Subsequently, 62 parties approved the Basel Ban Amendment -- not yet in force -- which prohibits the trade in hazardous waste between industrialized and developing countries.

Who was responsible for that treaty and who is now pushing the amendment? The usual suspects: protectionist industries and countries in the European Union, trade unions and organizations such as Greenpeace and BAN. One item that is next on the agenda is to end the trade in ships that are meant to be broken down and recycled. India is one of several poor countries that purchases recycled steel from ships, which provides 20% to 25% of inputs for its steel industry. Besides directly employing about 40,000 people in Alang, in Gujarat, the industry provides indirect employment for many others.

A move is afoot to classify decommissioned ships as "hazardous" waste because they may contain some hazardous material. Yet in truth, the ban amendment simply is a convenient way to apply Western labor standards to the ship-breaking industry, rather than a serious attempt at addressing the potentially hazardous properties of ships. Many environmentalists have focused not on the hazardous property of the waste itself, but on the poor labor standards that exist in the ship-breaking industry. So by banning the trade in ships, the effect is also to apply, extraterritorially, labor standards that nations like India do not have.

In this way, the Basel treaty illustrates an evolving conflict where trade sanctions are used to enforce Western labor and environment standards, undermining the move toward transparent, non-discriminatory rules through the World Trade Organization. Moreover, the Basel ban promotes discriminatory rules among members which allow wealthy countries to trade waste with each other, but not with developing countries. Typically, this involves stopping or rendering uncompetitive some economic activity in the developing world, such as ship breaking.

But such sanctions cause more human harm than they prevent. They slow economic development, eliminate jobs and perpetuate poverty in the name of "protecting" the environment. Indeed, the Basel ban's proponents forget that poor countries do not need "green" mandates to encourage recycling. Countries like India already have huge industries based on recycling. We should also remember that industrialized countries first exploited their natural resources with dirty technologies, and then through competitive market pressures and public awareness, hazardous waste was reduced and environmental pressures alleviated.

The real effect of the Basel ban will be to slow down development in poor countries. By driving the waste trade underground, it will harm the livelihood of the poor. In India, lead metal recycling already has been driven underground -- increasing the costs of enforcing existing regulations and slowing the improvement of health and safety standards.

To become law, the Basel ban requires only 42 ratifications -- less than 30% of the number of parties to the treaty. Expect to see political maneuverings that undermine the accepted practices of multilateral forums. With environmental treaties, it is common that aid-dependent nations such as those in Africa become pawns in the game, enticed with money to sign and ratify treaties. Along with the EU, countries like Rwanda often are among the first to sign and ratify such treaties.

Furthermore, the ban illustrates the disproportionate influence that non-governmental and industry organizations wield over treaties, allowing them to significantly affect the economies of developing countries. These groups have little accountability either to governments or the people for whom they claim to speak. Captured by these vested interests, the Basel ban's proponents distract attention from a broader agenda of promoting better labor and environmental conditions. They assume a moral high ground on environment and health. Measures enacted under this ban will have significant and adverse effects on people and the environment in many poor countries, prolonging the poverty of those who desperately need development. Dump the Basel ban.

Mr. Srinivasan is a visiting research scholar at the Liberty Institute in New Delhi.
________________________________________________________________________________________

Chicago Sun Times

Cell phone makers to work on UN plan for recycling units 

December 13, 2002

By Warren Giles 

GENEVA, Switzerland--Motorola, Nokia, Ericsson and other mobile phone makers have agreed

to work on a joint United Nations plan aimed at recycling used handsets worldwide, the UN said.

Phone manufacturers committed themselves to negotiating an agreement under the existing

United Nations' Basel Convention that restricts the transportation of hazardous waste. Samsung,

Siemens, NEC, Royal Philips Electronics and Mitsubishi also signed the declaration.

''We all have the same interests to make it very effective, both from an environmental and safety

perspective,'' Tapio Takalo, director of environmental affairs at Nokia, told reporters.

Nokia, the world's No. 1 mobile maker, estimates that the industry will sell 400 million handsets

globally this year, and sales will increase by at least 10 percent in 2003. Nokia and rivals

introduced phones with color screens and built-in cameras to lure buyers after industry sales fell

for the first time last year.

Given the current level of sales, about 40,000 metric tons of handsets are in use, said Mats

Pellbaeck Scharp, Sony Ericsson's director of environment, health and safety. ''Mobile phones

are a very small part of the total waste in the electronic industry.''

In industrialized countries, the average life of a mobile phone is between three months and a

year, Sachiko Kuwabara-Yamamoto, executive secretary of the Basel Convention, told reporters.

The life span of a phone runs to three years in developing countries.

''Once you make manufacturers fully responsible for disposal, you can improve quality of production, right from the design stage to thinking about the whole life

cycle of the product,'' said Says Marcelo Furtado, head of Greenpeace International's toxics campaign in Latin America.

________________________________________________________________________________________

IT Web

(Technology Website)

Leading manufacturers, Basel Convention to cooperate  on environmentally sound management of end-of-life  cellphones

ISSUED BY: BEACHHEAD MEDIA & INVESTOR RELATIONS [Johannesburg, 13 December 2002] - Major mobile phone manufacturers today signed a  declaration today expressing their interest in cooperating with the Basel Convention and   with other stakeholders in the mobile phone sector on the environmentally sound                        management of end-of-life mobile phones.

The Initiative for a Sustainable Partnership on Environmentally Sound Management of  End-of-life Mobile Phones will address the recovery of this popular consumer product using a  lifecycle approach. It is expected to be only the first of many such agreements to be  developed between various industry sectors and the Basel Convention during the coming  years.

The manufacturers supporting the proposed mobile phone initiative are LG, Matsushita  (Panasonic), Mitsubishi, Motorola, NEC, Nokia, Philips, Samsung, Siemens and Sony  Ericsson.

"The Information Age has brought extraordinary benefits to humankind. I am very pleased  that manufacturers of the mobile phone - a young consumer good - are reinforcing their  integrated product policies by focusing already on their product's environmental aspects,"  said Philippe Roch, State Secretary for Switzerland.

"Tackling the environmental implications of mobile phones through this initiative will  provide a good example of cooperation between economic sectors and multilateral  environmental agreements," he added.

Roch took the lead in launching the initiative on the basis of the Ministerial Declaration on  environmentally sound management that was adopted when he served as president of the   previous meeting of the Conference of the Parties (COP 5) in Basel, Switzerland, in 1999.

"This cooperation with the mobile phone sector is the first concrete initiative to be  developed between governments and companies within the framework of the Basel Convention," said Klaus Töpfer, Executive Director of the United Nations Environment   Programme, under whose auspices the Basel Convention was adopted.

"Modern society must face up to the problem that we produce too much waste. Companies  are clearly an essential part of the solution, and this initial expression of willingness by  leading mobile phone manufacturers should serve as a model and an inspiration for other  business sectors," he said.

The estimated global market volume of mobile phones in 2001 was around 380 million  units.

To be successful, this initiative will require the support of other stakeholders, particularly  network providers.

Senior officials from the participating companies signed the declaration during the  high-level segment of the Conference of the Parties (COP 6) to the Basel Convention before   some 40 ministers and several hundred government representatives from most of the  convention's 151 member governments.

The signing was witnessed by Töpfer, Roch and Sachiko Kuwabara-Yamamoto, Executive  Secretary of the Basel Convention. 

________________________________________________________________________________________

SWISSINFO

Swiss lead efforts to get industry to clean up its act

 December 9, 2002 1:28 PM 

                   Swiss demand cooperation from industry to  reduce hazardous waste

                   (www.greenpeace.org) 

The Swiss government’s top environmental official has pulled off a  notable success as he prepares to step  down as chief of the Basel Convention on hazardous waste.

Philippe Roch on Monday announced a  deal with the mobile phone industry  under which it will share responsibility  for recycling old phones.

                     RELATED ITEMS

                      “It’s a good convention ... but we still have a lot to  do.”               

Roch, who is head of the Swiss Environment Agency, has spent the past three years  working to prevent rich countries dumping their waste on their poorer neighbours.

More recently, he has been arm-twisting private industry to take responsibility for  the mess caused by its activities.

 “I had one goal,” Roch told swissinfo. “[That was] to enhance cooperation with  private industry because I think it bears a part of the responsibility for toxic waste  and has the technology and financial means to deal with it.”

The agreement with the mobile phone industry – the first of its kind – is for Roch  an initial step aimed at getting all electronics companies to recycle their products.

In the longer term, he sees industry playing a much bigger role in disposing of  waste. “The Basel convention is a very useful one, but we need more support to  make it effective, and we will not be able to achieve this goal without the  cooperation of industry.”

The United Nations’ Basel Convention has chalked up some notable successes  since it was set up in 1989. It has been ratified by 152 states, and has cut  dramatically developed countries’ exports of waste to developing nations.

“The Convention has enhanced the awareness and control of the trade in waste,”   Roch told swissinfo. “And the shipping of waste to developing countries has been  reduced. I think there are probably still some cases, but not to the extent that  there were 20 years ago.”

                   Switzerland in the clear

As he prepares to step down after three years at the helm of the Basel Convention,  Roch can be proud that Switzerland is one country that has cleaned up its act. “No  Swiss waste is exported to developing countries,” said Roch.

“When I took over [at the Swiss Environment Agency] ten years ago, some waste  was still going abroad – for example: batteries to eastern Europe and aluminium  waste to Portugal. But this has been totally stopped since then."

Among the industrialised countries holding out against a complete ban of  shipments to developing countries is the United States.

“The US still wants to export some waste for treatment in developing countries,”  said Roch. We have an amendment that would ban any exports from developed to  developing countries, but it has not been ratified by enough countries until now.”

For the future, Roch hopes the Convention will be expanded beyond the trade in  toxic waste to include the prevention and elimination of all waste.

 “It’s a good convention, it achieved very concrete goals but we still have a lot to  do,” Roch said.

________________________________________________________________________________________

REUTERS

Canada signs Kyoto ratification after sharp debate

  OTTAWA - Prime Minister Jean Chretien signed Canada's ratification of the Kyoto global warming accord on Monday, reflecting his   determination to press ahead with the deal despite the U.S. decision to opt out of it. 

  "With this signature, we are doing the right thing for Canada, for the global environment and for future generations," said Chretien,

  acknowledging it will require adjustments in Canada. 

  Environment Minister David Anderson said that Canada had become the 99th signatory of the protocol, which requires reductions in

  greenhouse gases blamed for global warming, but that it would not take effect until Russia ratifies it. 

  The agreement requires Canada to reduce its emissions of greenhouse gases, blamed for global warming, by 6 percent below 1990 levels

  by 2012. That will require a major shift, since emissions are now roughly one-fifth above 1990 levels. 

  "We will be watching this government at every budget to examine how much it wastes chasing this potential economic disaster," said Bob

  Mills of the opposition Canadian Alliance. 

  The Alliance, based in oil-rich Alberta, has questioned the science lying behind Kyoto and has worried that Canadian firms would find

  themselves at a competitive disadvantage with U.S. firms, which will not have to meet any reduction targets. 

  Oil companies have said they might delay major investments in Canada unless they got more clarity on the costs, and other businesses

  have also warned of economic damage. 

  But Chretien said it was worth the cost. 

  "Things will have to change, but climate change is an extremely important problem, and the Canadian people wanted us to do the right

  thing. That's what we're doing today," he said. 

  The Canadian government has provided a loose plan for achieving about three-quarters of its cuts, but is hoping to get credit for the

  remaining quarter by selling cleaner energy such as natural gas to the United States and elsewhere. However, Europe has flatly rejected

  that idea. ________________________________________________________________________________________

BBC

Antarctic lake's secret  water
               A five-kilometre-long ice-sealed super-concentrated  saltwater lake has been discovered by scientists working  in Antarctica. 

               Researchers uncovered the  extreme lake, called Lake Vida, along with  2,800-year-old microbes,               under 19 metres of ice. 

               Because the body of water   has been cut off from the rest of the world for millennia,   the scientists say it could represent a previously  unknown type of ecosystem. 

This might make it an important template for the  search for evidence of microbial life on other worlds,     including Mars, they argue. 

               Frozen lakes 

It had been thought Lake Vida was one of several  Antarctic lakes that are frozen to their beds all  year-round. But this new research shows otherwise. 

               A team of US scientists extracted two ice cores above  Lake Vida, which lies in a cold desert region of               Antarctica known as the McMurdo Dry Valleys. 

               They also used ground-penetrating radar to find liquid  water below the lake's ice cap. 

The water remains liquid because it is seven times  saltier than seawater and so will not freeze even at  minus 10 Celsius - the temperature below the ice cover.

The team did not drill directly into the lake for fear of contaminating it. 

               Ancient DNA 

Using radiocarbon dating, the scientists analysed  sediments found in the ice cores and dated them back 2,800 years. 

When the sediments were thawed, the scientists  discovered micro-organisms which they successfully               revived. 

This suggests that despite a complete lack of light, cold  temperatures and hyper salinity, the lake itself may               also contain life. 

John Priscu, from Montana Sate University, was one of  the researchers who extracted the cores. 

He said: "The ice cover of these lakes represents an oasis for life in an environment previously thought to be               inhospitable. 

"Importantly, the cold temperature preserves DNA  extremely well making them perfect 'ice museums' for               the study of ancient DNA." 

               Red Planet 

This research could help scientists find out more about  possible life in Lake Vostok, the largest of over 70               sub-glacial lakes on the White Continent, which lies  more than four km beneath the East Antarctic Ice               Sheet. 

Commenting on the latest findings, Dr Dominic Hodgson, an Antarctic lakes expert from the British  Antarctic Survey (Bas) in Cambridge, said the research  raised the possibility that there was life on Mars. 

He told BBC News Online: "Life can be locked up in ice  for many thousands of years and cells can survive these               low temperatures, and once conditions are right they  snap out of their frozen states and start  photosynthesising again. 

"This is beyond what scientists thought a few decades  ago." 

Peter Doran, a co-researcher on the project from the University of Illinois at Chicago, said: "Mars is believed               to have a water-rich past, and if life developed, a Lake   Vida-type ecosystem may have been the final niche for               life on Mars before the water bodies froze solid." 

The research was carried out by scientists at the University of Illinois at Chicago, the Desert Research               Institute in Reno, Nevada; Nasa's Ames Research Center in Moffett Field, California; and Montana State               University in Bozeman. 

It was published in the Proceedings of the National  Academy of Sciences. ___________________________________________________________________________________

ENS

Canadian Species at Risk Gain Legal Protection 

OTTAWA, Ontario, Canada, December 13, 2002 (ENS) - The Species at Risk Act received Royal Assent Thursday, bringing to a close a nine year  legislative process to protect the more than 400 species at risk in Canada and  their critical habitat. The new legislation will come into force in 2003. 

The swift fox which once roamed the Prairies in large   numbers, is at risk of extinction. (Photo courtesy                                             Government of Alberta)

The burrowing owl, the white sturgeon, the  tiger salamander, the whooping crane, the  piping plover, the swift fox, the Plains grizzly  bear, the black-footed ferret, the Eskimo  curlew - are a few of the Canadian species at                                             risk of extinction that are supposed to  benefit from the provisions of the Species at  Risk Act. 

"Protecting species at risk is a shared   responsibility of all governments in Canada," said Environment Minister David  Anderson. "This Act ensures the federal  responsibility is met, and it also helps to   fulfill some of Canada's international  obligations under the Biodiversity Convention." 

The new law provides for the scientific assessment and listing of species, for species recovery, for protection of critical habitat, for compensation, for   permits and for enforcement. 

nderson linked the passage of the Species at Risk Act (SARA) and the  government of Canada's overall environmental agenda. "SARA complements  many other environmental initiatives," he said. "For instance, our actions on  climate change also protect species and their habitats – we know climate  change affects the forests and waters that support species." 

The Canadian Parks and Wilderness Society (CPAWS) welcomed passage of  the legislation. "After nine years of intense debate, it is good news that  Canada now has a federal law to protect species at risk," said Stephen Hazell,                      CPAWS national executive director. 

"Amendments to Bill C-5, the Species at Risk Act passed by the House of Commons in June and by the Senate earlier this week makes the law just good  enough for the wilderness protection community to support," said Hazell. 

The Canadian Nature Federation said the new law means that species such as  the humpback whale, the swift fox and the American pine marten will have  some legal protection across Canada. 

"The federal government has finally taken some responsibility for protecting  species at risk and their habitats," said Laura Telford, manager of the Canadian Nature Federation's Endangered Species campaign. "It's been too                      long in coming, but we commend them for their effort and perseverance in  bringing this bill to law. Now let's get on with the business of protecting  wildlife." 

Humpback whale breaches in Canadian waters. (Photo  courtesy NOAA)

For North Pacific  humpback whales, limited  breeding areas and  human disturbance   threaten their survival,                     says the Canadian Nature  Federation. Ivory gulls  breed on permanent pack ice in northern Canada,  but low flying aircraft  force these gulls to abandon their nests. The Newfoundland population of the  American pine marten has suffered loss and fragmentation of habitat. 

Under Canadian law, federal and provincial governments share responsibility  for protecting species and habitats. While most provincial jurisdictions have already created their own species at risk legislation, all previous attempts at   passing federal legislation have failed. 

Robert Thibault, Minister of Fisheries and Oceans, said, "We have devoted  an enormous amount of time and energy to getting it right. It was well worth  the effort, since the Act now enjoys broad support among Canadians. I would  like to thank all of the individuals and organizations that have contributed to  our Species at Risk Act as a truly national solution."

___________________________________________________________________________________
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www.tierramerica.net
Spirulina 'Miracle' Invades Cuba




By Dalia Acosta*
Hundreds of products made from this "miracle" algae fill supermarket shelves across the Caribbean island.
HAVANA - A tiny blue-green algae known as spirulina is taking over Cuba. Approximately 100 tons a year of this sea species serve the island as a raw material for hundreds of products, ranging from hair-loss creams to skin toning lotions, and even as supplements to fight cancer or HIV/AIDS. 

This microscopic algae began to be used as a nutritional supplement in the 1980s because it was found to contain some 60 substances that are beneficial to the human organism, including all known amino acids and a broad variety of minerals and vitamins, including B-12, whose normal source in the average diet is meat. 

The Cuban products created using spirulina, which is nearly two-thirds protein, are already being sold in a dozen countries of Latin America and the Caribbean. 

"There is quite a demand, especially considering the relatively high prices," commented an employee at a Havana supermarket where fruit preserves and jams share shelf-space with jars of Espirel Real and Espirel+C, combinations of spirulina and royal jelly (a bee product) and vitamin C. 

The price for this product -- five dollars for a bottle with 30 tablets -- was low enough to convince Mercedes Rodríguez, a Havana resident who has suffered systemic lupus erythematosus for the last 15 years, to quit taking the nine pills of a medication prescribed by her doctor. 

"I continuously had low hemoglobin counts, but since I began taking spirulina the problem disappeared," Rodríguez said in a conversation with Tierramérica. 

Multicellular photosynthetic Cyanophyceae, the scientific name for spirulina (so called for its spiral shape) has inhabited Earth for at least three billion years in salt water and in some lakes. 

It played a key role in the nutrition of the Aztecs, who called the algae "tecnitlatl", before the Spaniards conquered what is Mexico today. 

Some experts say spirulina is a possible solution to the nutritional problems afflicting large portions of the human population. In several countries it is already being exploited as "the food of the future". It can be cultivated in ponds or lakes, primarily in sub-tropical climates 

Spirulina is marketed internationally as a food supplement, not as a medication. But numerous studies show that it has therapeutic value, particularly because it does not produce side effects and because its consumption does not create dependence. 

Initial research in the 1980s found that the algae produced positive results for patients suffering certain illnesses. Today it is known to provide benefits -- as a dietary supplement -- for people diagnosed with intestinal or kidney problems, diabetes mellitus, acne, cardiovascular problems, cancer and even HIV/AIDS. 

Spirulina can also boost the human body's immune system, according to a study published in March by Japanese researcher Tsukasa Seyaa, an immunologist at the Cancer and Cardiovascular Medical Center in Osaka. 

It has been shown that consumption of spirulina by persons exposed to radiation reduces the radioactivity of their urine by 83 percent. 

Phycocyanin, one of the algae's pigments, reduces the predisposition for the development of cancerous cells. 

Cuban physician Idalina Suárez told Tierramérica that spirulina "is very good for reducing the risk of circulatory ailments, preventing cancer and even diminishing the effects of premenstrual syndrome, a problem affecting many women." 

"Most people know spirulina as something that helps you to lose weight, and nothing more. Spirulina doesn't cause weight loss itself. What happens is that it is such a nutritious food that it easily satisfies the appetite," she explained. 

Another indicator of the algae's popularity is the fact that the Cuban government ensures the supply of spirulina for all of the island's world-class athletes. 

www.ips.org
ENVIRONMENT-ARGENTINA:
Resort Town Still Reeling from Oil Spill 

Marcela Valente 


BUENOS AIRES, Dec 16 (IPS) - The inflow of weekend and summer visitors to the colonial-era coastal resort town of Magdalena in eastern Argentina has not yet recovered from an early 1999 oil spill by a tanker belonging to transnational oil giant Shell. 

''Major damage was caused by the oil spill, and experts say that if the necessary recovery efforts are not made, it could take between 50 and 80 years for the ecosystem to return to equilibrium,'' Magdalena Mayor Juan Sibetti told IPS. 

Magdalena, a town of 16,700, is located in the eastern province of Buenos Aires, around 100 kms south of the capital on the coast of the Rio de la Plata. The seat of government of a mainly agricultural region, the town was founded five centuries ago, and the coastal areas and colonial-era architecture make it a favourite for tourists and vacationers. 

The town is located at one end of the 40-km long Parque Costero del Sur (Coastal Park of the South) along the Rio de la Plata, declared a biosphere reserve by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO). 

The park's subtropical flora and fauna were also affected by the oil spill, but to a lesser extent. 

Magdalena's river resort area draws many weekend visitors, largely from Buenos Aires, a city of 12 million. ''In the summer, between 7,000 and 10,000 people used to come every weekend, and now less than 3,000 visit,'' said Sibetti. The reduced flow of vacationers has hurt the sales of tourism-related products and services, as well as municipal government revenues. 

Just after the spill, ''the number of customers plummeted 80 percent,'' José Luis Bincas, the owner of a local restaurant, ''La Esquina'', commented to IPS. After that business picked up a little, he said, but ''it has never gone back to what it was.'' Similar complaints were heard from the owners of other local businesses. 

''I haven't let my daughters swim in the river for three years, and we stopped eating fish,'' said Bincas. One of the tourist attractions in Magdalena was the season for sea bass, which has also been hurt by the ecological disaster. 

The pollution affected other economic activities as well, such as the harvesting of reeds that grow along the riverbank, which are used by around 120 families who make a living weaving and selling baskets and other craft items. The artisans complain that their livelihood has been endangered by the drop in the quantity and quality of the river reeds. 

The accident occurred in January 1999, when the ''Sea Parana'', a container ship flying the Liberian flag, collided with the ''Estrella Pampeana'' oil tanker belonging to Shell in the Rio de la Plata, some 30 kms off the coast of Magdalena. 

The crash poked an eight-by-six metre hole in the ship's oil tanks, and 5,000 tons of crude spilled out. The Dutch-British oil company immediately carried out an environmental impact study and a three-month clean-up operation. 

The final impact study reported that the beaches were clean, and that only a small area was affected. It also stated that recovery was complete for the contaminated vegetation, and that the levels of hydrocarbons found in the water, reeds and shellfish were normal. The recovery of the soil was also remarkable, according to the report. 

But the residents of Magdalena and the courts do not agree. According to a ruling handed down by federal Judge Julio Miralles in November, Shell must carry out further clean-up and recovery work amounting to a total of 35 million dollars. 

Miralles also ordered the oil company to pay a fine of 100,000 pesos (around 28,500 dollars at today's exchange rate) for each day that the clean-up is delayed. But the company has appealed the sentence, and local residents fear that the legal proceedings will continue to stretch out, and that the local community will eventually lose. 

The judge did not order the payment of damages, but merely the work needed to ''remedy'' and ''mitigate'' the accident's environmental impact, lawyer Daniel Silva, a representative of the municipal government of Magdalena and a specialist in environmental law, explained to IPS. 

The National Water Institute and the Secretariat of the Environment of the province of Buenos Aires carried out their own impact study. Taking more than 4,000 samples in the affected area, they found continued damage to water, soil, flora and fauna. 

''There are reversible and irreversible alterations, and the worst thing is that the latter were caused by Shell's supposed clean-up actions, which removed entire layers of soil in coastal areas and generated irreplaceable losses for the ecosystem,'' said Silva. 

A group of local residents headed by Mayor Sibetti held a protest early this month in Buenos Aires outside the residence of the family of Máxima Zorreguieta -- the young Argentinian woman who married Crown Prince Willem-Alexander of the Netherlands this year. 

In a letter addressed to the princess, the protesters asked her to intercede and to ask Shell to assume responsibility for the damages caused. 

But no one in Magdalena is optimistic, while some local business owners even prefer to ignore the whole issue. ''If you can't see the oil slick anymore, that's because it's not there,'' the manager of a campground, anxious not to lose customers, told IPS.

___________________________________________________________________________________

DAILY PRESS BRIEFING BY THE OFFICE OF THE SPOKESMAN FOR THE SECRETARY GENERAL

           The following is a near-verbatim transcript of today's noon briefing by Fred Eckhard, Spokesman for the

     Secretary-General, and Richard Sydenham, Spokesman for the President of the General Assembly.

           Briefing for the Spokesman for the Secretary-General

           Good afternoon.

           **Guest at the Noon Briefing

           The guest at today’s briefing is Olara Otunno, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Children and

     Armed Conflict, who will brief you on the Secretary-General’s latest report on children and armed conflict.  The report

     for the first time includes a list of 23 parties in five countries on the Security Council’s agenda which recruit and use

     child soldiers, and also mentions parties in countries not on the Security Council’s Agenda.

           **Weapons Inspections

           Today, inspectors from the United Nations Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC)

     continued their work with visits to two separate locations involved in missile activity.  One of those sites is a fiberglass

     production plant.  When last seen by inspectors in 1998, it employed few people, and now more than 200 people work

     there.  The plant is principally involved in the production of fiberglass tubing.

           The UNMOVIC biological team inspected the Institute for Biotechnology and Genetic Engineering within the

     Baghdad University complex.  The Institute is engaged in training, teaching and research activities in biotechnology

     and genetic engineering.  It is a new site included in the recent Iraqi declarations.

           That same team also revisited the Al Amiryah Serum and Vaccine Institute in Baghdad to seek clarifications

     from the former Director of the Institute.  The team took physical inventory of the Institute and took some samples.

           Meanwhile, one International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) team visited three sites where inspectors took

     environmental samples, inspected the machine tools in the factories, and conducted a radiological survey.  Another

     IAEA team visited four sites that are part of the Iraqi military armaments structure to produce and test munitions.

           The inspection teams also worked over the weekend with visits to a number of sites, including missile

     factories, glass works, a sulfuric acid plant and a vaccine institute.

           For a full update on the inspectors’ activities, please pick reports in my Office.

           **‘Oil-For-Food’ Programme

           The United Nations “oil-for-food” programme was notified by the Governments of Iraq and Iran that they have

     agreed to open a border crossing point, the sixth such crossing point under the “oil-for-food” programme, to facilitate

     bilateral trade between the two countries.  The crossing point is at Khusravi and Mondhariya, northeast of Baghdad.

           Benon Sevan, head of the Office of the Iraq Programme, has informed the Security Council’s 661 Sanctions

     Committee of the agreement, and his office is preparing to deploy UN independent inspection agents to the new

     crossing point in late January or early February.

           We have a press release in my Office.

           **Special Court for Sierra Leone

           The Secretary-General and the Government of Sierra Leone have today announced that the judges of the

     Appeals and Trial Chambers of the Special Court have each elected a presiding judge.  This is in accordance with the

     relevant provisions of the Agreement on the Establishment of a Special Court for Sierra Leone, signed in Freetown on

     16 January.

           The judges of the Appeals Chamber of the Special Court have elected Mr. Geoffrey Robertson, QC, as

     presiding judge of that Chamber.  Pursuant to the Agreement, he is also President of the Special Court.

           The judges of the Trial Chamber have elected Professor Bankole Thompson as presiding judge of the Trial

     Chamber.

           In further implementation of the Agreement, the Secretary-General, in consultation with the President of the

     Special Court, has decided to appoint Mr. Robin Vincent as Registrar, as of 1 January next year.  Mr. Vincent

     currently serves as Acting Registrar of the Special Court.

           **Security Council

           From the Security Council, at 10:30 today the sanctions committee dealing with Al-Qaeda began a meeting

     with Michael Chandler, who is to present the committee with his panel's latest report.  We are trying to get him to be

     the guest at the noon briefing tomorrow.

           At 3 p.m., the United Nations Special Coordinator, Terje Roed-Larsen, is scheduled to give a periodic briefing

     on the Middle East in an open meeting of the Council.  That meeting will be followed by consultations, also on the

     Middle East.

           Friday afternoon, the Security Council held three back-to-back formal meetings.  The Council President read a

     presidential statement on Liberia, in which members expressed deep concern with the situation in that country, where

     conflict between the Government and a rebel group threatens to further destabilize the entire region.

           The Council proposed the development of a comprehensive strategy among the international community to

     address the situation, and said it was considering an assessment mission to the region in the first half of 2003.

           The Security Council also forwarded to the General Assembly 23 nominations for positions as permanent

     judges of the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda.

           The Council then voted 14 in favour and one against (Syria), to adopt a resolution strongly condemning last

     month's terrorist attacks in Kenya, where a bomb blast shook a resort hotel and missiles were fired at an Israeli

     airliner.  The resolution also calls on all States to cooperate in finding those responsible for those attacks and bringing

     them to justice.

           **Security Council Mission to Kosovo and Belgrade

           The Security Council delegation, led by Ambassador Ole Peter Kolby of Norway, which arrived in Pristina,

     Kosovo, on a three-day visit on Saturday, left Kosovo for Belgrade, Yugoslavia, this morning, after a final press

     conference, in which Ambassador Kolby said there has been “substantial progress” since Security Council members

     last visited Kosovo 18 months ago.

           He said the delegation was impressed by the work of the United Nations Mission and the Kosovo Force

     (KFOR), as well as the dedication shown by local political leaders.  We have the transcript of that closing press

     conference upstairs.

           Over the weekend, the Council delegation met United Nations Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK) officials, Kosovo

     leaders and Assembly members and members of minority communities, and it also visited both the northern and

     southern parts of the town of Mitrovica.

           In different meetings with Kosovo leaders, the Council delegation stressed that they had focused on three key

     issues in Kosovo:  full support for the eight standards articulated for Kosovo’s progress by Special Representative

     Michael Steiner; a demonstrated commitment to multi-ethnicity; and integration.

           We have a full account of the Council mission’s activities over the weekend available upstairs.

           **United Nations Observer Mission in the Golan Heights (UNDOF)

           Out on the racks this morning is the Secretary-General’s latest report to the Security Council on the United

     Nations Observer Mission in the Golan Heights –- known as UNDOF.

           In the report, the Secretary-General notes that while the situation along the Israel-Syrian sector has remained

     relatively calm, the situation in the Middle East as a whole is very tense, and is likely to remain so unless and until a

     comprehensive settlement covering all aspects of the problem can be reached.

           In light of this situation, the Secretary-General recommends that the Security Council extend the mission’s

     mandate for a further six months, until

     30 June 2002.  The Council is expected to take up the report in closed consultations this week.

           **Afghanistan

           Tomorrow, the United Nations and the Afghan Government will jointly launch the 2003 United Nations

     Transitional Assistance Programme for Afghanistan.  This year’s $815 million appeal, which will cover the period from

     January 2003 to March 2004, intends to help meet immediate humanitarian needs and provide funds for recovery and

     reconstruction.

           Though the humanitarian situation has improved greatly in the past year,

     6 million Afghans out of the total population of 23 million remain critically poor, and over 4 million Afghans will need

     food aid in 2003.  It is estimated that another 1.2 million refugees will return.

           This launch was undertaken during the annual meeting of the Afghanistan Support Group (ASG) in Oslo, this

     year chaired by the Government of Norway.

           We have more in a press release.

           **Africa Hunger Alert

           The World Food Programme (WFP) today officially launched the Africa Hunger Alert campaign, aimed at

     drawing international attention to the unprecedented hunger crisis gripping the African continent, where 38 million

     people face starvation.

           The campaign represents a global response to a growing number of spontaneous grass-roots initiatives in

     North America, Europe and Asia.  In a growing sign of concern among ordinary citizens, WFP has recently received

     hundreds of unsolicited online donations from people of different nationalities, all of them eager to help avert a

     humanitarian catastrophe.

           **Angola

           The Secretary General’s report on the United Nations mission in Angola is out as a Security Council

     document today.  The report notes that there are real prospects for lasting peace in Angola, but notes that the

     challenges facing the Angolan people are still considerable.

           The disarmament of the civilian population remains central to the overall enhancement and consolidation of

     peace and security.  Full support for the promotion and protection of human rights is also required, it says.  The major

     remaining challenges are in the humanitarian and developmental sectors.

           The report is scheduled to be discussed tomorrow afternoon in the Security Council.

           **Asian and Pacific Population Conference

           The Ministerial level of the Fifth Asian and Pacific Population Conference was opened this morning in

     Bangkok, Thailand.

           In a message to the Conference, the Secretary-General underscores that population issues are at the heart of

     the challenges the region is facing.  He says:  “The Millennium Development Goals, particularly the eradication of

     extreme poverty and hunger, cannot be achieved if questions of population and reproductive health are not squarely

     addressed.”

           In the message, which was read out by Kim Hak-Su, the Executive Secretary of the United Nations Economic

     and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific, the Secretary-General also appeals for stronger efforts to promote

     women’s rights, and greater investment in education and health, including reproductive health and family planning.

           One of the co-organizers of the Conference, Thoraya Obaid, the Executive Director of the United Nation

     Population Fund, emphasized at the Conference that the meaning of the phrases “reproductive health” and

     “reproductive rights” is clear.  She said:  “The components of reproductive health are safe motherhood; voluntary family

     planning; protection from and treatment of sexually transmitted infections, including HIV/AIDS, and protection from

     gender-based violence.”

           The Conference will end tomorrow with an adoption of a Plan of Action.

           We have a press release with more details.

           **United Nations Correspondent Association (UNCA) Elections

           Finally, the elections for the United Nations Correspondents Association’s (UNCA) Executive Committee for

     next year ended on Friday.  I’d like to congratulate Tony Jenkins, the new UNCA President for 2003, and all the

     15 members of the incoming Executive Committee.  I’m sure you’ll be able to pilot UNCA effectively in the coming

     year, and I wish you the best of luck.

           I’d also like to thank Azim Mian, who has been an able UNCA President over the past year for the helpful role

     that UNCA has played over the course of 2002.  To all the UNCA Executive Committee members who served this year,

     thank you.

           That's all I have for you.

           **Questions and Answers

           Question:  There have been some reports that those two ad-hoc committees (on Cyprus) that had been

     announced a couple of months ago will start working now.  Do you have anything on that?

           Spokesman:  I don't.  I'll have to look that up for you. I'm sorry -- I have nothing on that.  I wasn't expecting a

     question on Cyprus.  I should have known better.

           Spokesman for the President of the General Assembly

           Good afternoon.

           The plenary is taking action this morning on draft resolutions on a number of agenda items.  These are

     follow-up to the outcome of the Millennium Summit; strengthening of the coordination of humanitarian and disaster

     relief

     assistance, including special economic assistance; cooperation between the United Nations and regional and other

     organizations; the United Nations year of cultural heritage [23]; assistance in mine action [28]; the situation in central

     America [38]; and the International Year of Rice, 2004 [168].

           The plenary is expected to continue this afternoon on these agenda items.  Due to the amount of work that

     remains to be done, the President will propose, at the end of today’s meeting, to postpone recess of the current

     session to Friday, 20 December.  So the new target date for completion of the General Assembly is Friday, 20

     December.

           Late last Friday afternoon, the Fifth Committee took action on 22 draft resolutions.  These included Capital

     Master Plan; UN Common System, Financing of the international tribunals; financing of peacekeeping and of

     UNAMSIL; and proposed revisions to the programme budget for 2002-2003.

           The Fifth Committee this afternoon is expected to take action on the remaining drafts before it, which are

     pattern of conferences; further remaining items under the 2002/2003 programme budget; and the proposed programme

     budget 2004/2005.  After this work has been completed, the Committee is expected to close its work for the main part

     of this session.

           No meeting of the plenary is expected tomorrow.

           Any questions?  Thank you.

*** * 

__________________________________________________________________________________________
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* * * * 

Child soldiers


16 December – Rebel and government forces in Burundi, the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), Liberia and Somalia are among those named in a new report by United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan that lists conflict areas where children are used as soldiers.

In addition to the four African countries, the report lists Afghanistan as a country where certain factions employ child soldiers. All of the 23 parties named are involved in situations currently on the agenda of the Security Council.

The report also highlights other conflicts not on the Council’s agenda – including Colombia, Myanmar, Nepal, Philippines, Sudan, northern Uganda and Sri Lanka – where children are recruited and used as combatants, as well as conflicts that have recently ended – Angola, Kosovo, Republic of Congo, Sierra Leone and Guinea-Bissau – where demobilization and/or reintegration programmes for child combatants are under way.

Mr. Annan points to “impressive gains” in the global legal regime for children, with the entry into force this year of two landmark treaties. The Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the involvement of children in armed conflict sets an age limit of 18 years for compulsory recruitment and direct participation in hostilities, and requires States parties to raise the minimum age for voluntary recruitment to at least 16. The Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court classifies conscription, enlistment or use in hostilities of children below the age of 15 as a war crime in both international and internal armed conflicts.

“The entry into force of these two legal instruments strengthens the international framework for the protection of children in situations of armed conflict,” Mr. Annan writes. “The challenge today is in ensuring their implementation on the ground.”

Part of the implementation effort, the Secretary-General says, is the published list of violators, which he calls “an important step forward in our efforts to induce compliance by parties to conflict with international child protection obligations.”

Echoing this view, Olara A. Otunnu, Mr. Annan’s Special Representative for Children and Armed Conflict, said the report breaks new ground. “For the first time in an official report to the Security Council, those who violate standards for the protection of war-affected children have been specifically named and listed,” he told a press briefing in New York. 

Mr. Otunnu stressed that the list was not significant for its comprehensiveness but rather for the political signal which it sends. “It is the thin end of a wedge, but a particular, fundamental and important wedge which is being put in place, which can then be expanded.”

* * * 

Middle East


16 December – Amid a growing consensus on the need for a two-State solution to the Middle East conflict, bloodshed and economic collapse are intensifying in the region, Terje Roed-Larsen, the senior United Nations envoy in the region, told the Security Council today, urging international efforts to reconcile plans with reality.


“This paradox – the steadily growing gap between the deteriorating situation on the ground and the growing consensus about where to go – has to be resolved,” said Mr. Roed-Larsen, the UN Special Coordinator for the Middle East peace process. He noted that the roadmap for peace outlined by the diplomatic Quartet – the UN, United States, Russian Federation and European Union – provides the best tool to achieve this goal. 


“It is, therefore, imperative that the upcoming Quartet meeting in Washington, D.C., this week finalizes a plan for moving forward, and sets out – in parallel and with reciprocity – political, security and economic steps monitored under the auspices of the Quartet,” Mr. Roed-Larsen said. “Only this can restart a process that stops the meaningless and unfathomable fear and suffering of both parties.”


The envoy said that humanitarian aid alone could not stem the dismal conditions now prevailing in the West Bank and Gaza, where Israeli defence measures “are creating a humanitarian catastrophe.” He stressed that “lasting security for Israel will only be found through a just, lasting and comprehensive settlement in the Middle East; meanwhile, the humanitarian crisis cannot and should not be solved by donor support alone.” While welcoming Israel’s decision to transfer $28 million in withheld tax revenues to the Palestinian Authority, he urged a system of regular transfers, as well as the back payment of some $580 million owed in arrears.


Reviewing the most recent wave of violence, he cited Israel’s killing of three UN workers, including British national Iain Hook, who was slain in an area where Israeli forces faced no threat. Mr. Roed-Larsen called for a full investigation of the incident.


Citing Israel’s “troubling indifference to the sanctity of UN facilities,” he said the country must to ensure that its soldiers do not place civilians in harm’s way, behave with greater restraint and discipline, and act in conformity with international humanitarian law.


Mr. Roed-Larsen also decried terrorist attacks on Israeli civilians. “We have repeatedly demanded – in the strongest of terms – that the Palestinian Authority take all measures within its power to apprehend and prosecute those who carry out terrorist attacks, and those who order such attacks,” he said. All Palestinian groups had been asked to halt “these wicked acts.”


Calling on the parties to work with the international community towards a two-State solution, he said “only this can provide harmony, justice and prosperity for both peoples.”

* * *

Iraq: weapons inspections


16 December – With over 100 United Nations weapons inspectors now in Iraq, the international probe of the country’s arms programme is picking up pace.

Two teams of missile inspectors from the UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC) today visited separate locations involved in missile activity: the Saad General Company, owned by the Military Industrialization Corporation, and the Taji Fiberglass production plant. When last inspected in 1998, the fiberglass plant employed very few people, but now it has over 200 workers.

The UNMOVIC biological team inspected the Institute for Biotechnology and Genetic Engineering within the Baghdad University complex at Al Jadiriya. “The Institute is engaged in training, teaching and research activities in biotechnology and genetic engineering,” UN spokesman Hiro Ueki explained. “The team completed full inspection of the whole building housing the Institute with the assistance of the Institute Director and the chiefs of two departments.”

Inspectors then revisited the Al Amiryah Serum and Vaccine Institute in Baghdad to seek clarifications from the former Director of the Institute, according to the spokesman. The team took physical inventory of the Institute and took some samples.

An UNMOVIC chemical team inspected the Al Nassir Al Atheen State Company, formerly known as Heavy Engineering State Company. “The team conducted rebaselining inspection, including changes that had occurred since 1998” when the UN probe was suspended, Mr. Ueki said. “The team inspected all the buildings and dual-purpose equipment at the site.”

A team from the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) visited three sites: the Hatteen State Company, the Iskanderya Foundry and the Iskanderya State Enterprises for Mechanical Industries. “Following discussions with the sites’ operators, the team took environmental samples, inspected the machine tools in the factories, and conducted a radiological survey of the sites,” Mr. Ueki said.

Another IAEA team visited four sites: Al Qa Qaa, Mussayib Army Munitions Depot, Al Motaseem Factory, and the Hatteen Establishment’s testing range.  According to the spokesman, these sites work as a unit in the Iraqi military armaments structure to produce and test munitions.  

Describing the Al Qa Qaa site in an interview with UN Radio, UNMOVIC spokesman Ewen Buchanan said Iraq had conducted much of its nuclear weapons programme there in the past. “It’s a large sprawling site with quite literally hundreds of buildings so its not particularly surprising that it would be subjected to fairly close investigation,” he said.

* * *

Iraq: scientists


16 December – Exercising power granted by the Security Council resolution which paved the way for resumed weapons inspections in Iraq, the United Nations has asked Baghdad for a list of scientists involved in the country’s arms programme.


“The resolution does give us the authority to ask the Iraqis to provide a list of personnel who had been associated with their weapons programmes either now or in the past,” Ewen Buchanan, a spokesman for the UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspections Commission (UNMOVIC), said today in an interview with UN Radio.


UNMOVIC chief Hans Blix “put the Iraqis on notice that he would indeed wish to exercise this authority given to us by the Council,” the spokesman reported. “Dr. Blix wrote to the Iraqi side on Thursday last week to ask for this list, and we’ve asked that they provide it to us by the end of the month.”

The compilation, Mr. Buchanan said, “might be quite useful for us to cross reference with information we have, and it may form the basis of inspection work or possible interviews in the future.”

Asked whether these interviews would be conducted outside of the country, Mr. Buchanan said the option is being studied. “We do have some concerns about the modalities for such activities but we’re still looking at it,” he said.

* * *

Iraq

15 December – Teams of experts in Iraq from the United Nations Monitoring, Verification and Inspections Commission (UNMOVIC) today inspected two separate locations involved in missile activity.

One team went to the Tho Al Fekar factory, which is concerned with the manufacture of mechanical parts for several solid propellant rockets. The other team inspected the Al Mutassem Solid Rocket Plant, which is owned by the Military Industrialization Corporation. Located approximately 90 kilometres west of Baghdad, the facility carries out the final assembly of the Ababil and Al Feta’h solid propellant rockets.

Meanwhile, chemical warfare experts from UNMOVIC continued inspection of the Al Qa Qaa complex, updating information about selected facilities, namely a sulphuric acid plant, an explosives production plant and storages, according to UN spokesman Hiro Ueki. “Inspection focused on a new production unit, which was built in the period between 1998 and 2002,” he said.

The UNMOVIC biological team inspected the Al Amiryah Serum and Vaccine Institute on the western outskirts of Baghdad. “All buildings, including new constructions, were inspected,” Mr. Ueki said.

In a related development, two teams from the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), which is mandated to scrutinize Iraq’s nuclear programmes, today carried out inspections at Al Maarik, a facility involved in the manufacture of a number of civil and military engineering projects. The teams also inspected the nearby sites providing engineering support to the military in a number of areas, and Badr, a facility that was previously involved in the centrifuge programme prior to 1991 and now provides general engineering capability.

“At all three sites inspections were carried out to review the activities of personnel and departments since 1998 [when the UN probe was suspended], and to review the disposition and use of a number of dual-purpose machine tools,” Mr. Ueki said.

Two further IAEA teams travelled to Ramadi, approximately 100 kilometres west of Baghdad, to inspect the Glass and Ceramic Company. A Gamma Survey team, accompanying the main team, carried out measurements in the Ramadi area, Mr. Ueki reported, adding that an IAEA team visited Tuwaitha and parts of north Baghdad to obtain water and silt samples for radiological analysis.

* * *
Iraq

14 December – Experts from the United Nations Monitoring, Inspection and Verification Mission (UNMOVIC) today completed an inspection of Iraq’s Communicable Diseases Control Centre. 

On Friday, UNMOVIC had tagged seals on locks in the area, and upon its return today, “the team did not find any signs of break-in or break-in attempts on the rooms, including windows,” according to spokesman Hiro Ueki. 

The experts then joined the main germ warfare team, which inspected the Al Tuwaitha complex. 

Two UNMOVIC teams of missile inspectors visited separate locations involved in missile activity. One team visited the Al Samood factory which manufactures major components for the Al Samood missile. 

The other team went to the Al Fat’h facility, which is located approximately 30 kilometres west of Baghdad and owned by the Military Industrialization Corporation. “The facility solely conducts research and development on solid propellant missiles and rockets,” Mr. Ueki explained. 

In addition, an UNMOVIC chemical team inspected two facilities within the Al Qa Qaa complex: a high concentrated (oleum) sulphuric acid plant and the main storage area. “Equipment and chemicals present at both sites were verified,” Mr. Ueki said, reporting that “the inspection went smoothly.” 

Meanwhile, the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) had several inspection teams out today at a number of sites, including Shaheed, a facility some 120 kilometres south west of Baghdad that is involved in the manufacture of non-ferrous alloys. 

Two IAEA teams carried out inspections at Hatteen and adjacent Iskanderiya facilities located some 70 kilometres south of Baghdad, while another IAEA team inspected the use of dual-purpose machine tools at the Daura heavy engineering facility. 

* * *

Iraq: oil-for-food


16 December – The Governments of Iran and Iraq have informed the United Nations of a new border crossing point between the two countries that will be used as a trade route for the delivery of humanitarian relief under the world body’s “oil-for-food” programme.


The Office of the Iraq Programme, which runs the scheme allowing Baghdad to use a portion of its crude revenues to purchase relief supplies, today announced plans to deploy independent UN inspection agents to the new Khusravi/Mondhariya crossing point in late January or early February. The agents will be responsible for confirming and authenticating the delivery of goods to Iraq under the oil-for-food programme.


The newly designated crossing point, located to the northeast of Baghdad, is the sixth set up under the oil-for-food programme. Others are located on or near Iraq’s borders with Saudi Arabia, Turkey, Kuwait, Jordan and Syria.

* * *

Kosovo

16 December – A Security Council delegation headed to Belgrade today after a weekend of meetings in Kosovo, with the head of the mission saying the group was impressed by the advances made in the province.

Ambassador Ole Peter Kolby of Norway told the press in Pristina that the Council found the trip to be a “very, very useful visit” and that “compared to what we saw here 18 months ago, there has been substantial progress.”

The establishment of institutions was a major step forward and the security situation has improved significantly, Ambassador Kolby noted, adding that the Council team was very impressed by the work of the UN Interim Administration Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK) and the NATO-led international force (KFOR), as well as the dedication shown by local political leaders.

“It is very important that this work continue,” he stressed. “The first steps have been taken but more remains to be done. This is vital if Kosovo is to become a multiethnic and democratic society.”

Over the weekend, the Council mission met with Kosovo leaders, both from the majority and minority communities, as well as with members of the Provisional Institutions of Self-Government and the Kosovo Assembly.

On Sunday, the delegation met the KFOR commander, Lt. Gen. Fabio Mini, and then visited UNMIK’s new office in the northern town of Mitrovica, where it was briefed on the problems of introducing a market economy in Kosovo.

While in Mitrovica, the Council mission also met with representatives of civil society from the Serb community. “We conveyed to them the Council’s point of view, [that it] wants Kosovo to be a multi-ethnic society,” Ambassador Kolby said afterwards. “There should be in Kosovo room for everybody here and it is also important that everybody tries to integrate.”

* * *

UNDOF


16 December – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan is calling for a six-month extension of the United Nations Disengagement Observer Force (UNDOF), which since 1974 has monitored a ceasefire between Israel and Syria.


In a new report to the Security Council, the Secretary-General observes that although the area “has remained generally quiet,” the region is volatile.

“The situation in the Middle East is very tense and is likely to remain so, unless and until a comprehensive settlement covering all aspects of the Middle East problem can be reached,” he writes. Under the prevailing circumstances, he says, UNDOF’s continued presence in the area is “essential.”

In making the recommendation, the Secretary-General voices hope that “determined efforts will be made by all concerned to tackle the problem in all its aspects, with a view to arriving at a just and durable peace settlement, as called for by the Security Council in its resolution 338 (1973).” That text urged peace talks and reaffirmed an earlier milestone Council resolution – 242 of 1967 – which requires the withdrawal of Israeli forces from all occupied territories and an end to all claims of belligerency, as well as an acknowledgement of the right of all States in the region to live in peace.

Both Syria and Israel have agreed to the proposed extension, which would carry the Force through 30 June 2003. 

* * *
Afghanistan

16 December – The senior United Nations envoy in Afghanistan is travelling to Oslo for the start tomorrow of a pledging conference that aims to raise funds for ongoing humanitarian priorities as well as recovery and reconstruction efforts in the country.

Lakhdar Brahimi, the Special Representative of the Secretary General for Afghanistan, will be at the launch of the Transitional Assistance Programme for Afghanistan (TAPA) appeal from 17 to 18 December, a spokesman for the UN mission said Sunday in Kabul.

Afterwards, Mr. Brahimi is scheduled to travel to Rome to participate in the Conference on Justice in Afghanistan, which will address the administration of justice in the country – its present and future prospects – and assistance for the rebuilding of the Afghan judicial system.


According to UN officials, the $815 million TAPA will replace the Afghan Immediate Transitional Assistance Programme and run from 1 January 2003 to March 2004. The new appeal is intended to address some of the underlying causes of the Afghan crisis, such as poverty, debt, environmental degradation and insecurity.

* * *

 Afghanistan

 
15 December – In a bid to eradicate polio from Afghanistan, United Nations agencies today teamed up with the country’s health officials to launch a new round of national immunization days.

With the support of the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and the World Health Organization (WHO), the drive aims to reach some 5.9 million children. “Teams of vaccinators will go from village to village, house to house, to ensure that all children each receive the two drops of the oral polio vaccine, regardless of prior immunization status or geographical location,” UNICEF spokesman Edward Carwadine told reporters in Kabul.

During the three-day campaign, children aged 6 months to 5 years will also be administered drops of vitamin A – an important micro-nutrient to prevent night blindness and help the body fight disease and infection.

“As in previous rounds, emphasis will be placed on enabling women vaccinators and supervisors to play prominent roles in easing access to mothers,” Mr. Carwadine said.

While the influx of returning refugees and other challenges make it difficult to put a firm date for polio interruption in Afghanistan, the country has made significant strides in recent years toward the globally set objective of stopping transmission there by 2002-2003, according to UNICEF. So far this year, there have been eight reported cases compared to 27 two years ago.

In another development, today marked the start of the First National Congress of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists in Afghanistan. The UNICEF-supported event brings together professionals in Kabul to help implement a new strategic approach to maternal health and safe motherhood in the country, which has one of the worst maternal mortality rates in the world, with an estimated 1,600 deaths per 100,000 live births.

* * *

Sierra Leone 


16 December – Judges serving on a “mixed court” set up to try war crimes in Sierra Leone have elected from among themselves two to preside over key chambers, the United Nations and the Freetown Government announced today.


Geoffrey Robertson of the United Kingdom and Bankole Thompson of Sierra Leone will preside over the Appeals Chamber and the Trial Chamber, respectively.

The current Acting Registrar of the Special Court, Robin Vincent, was also appointed to serve as the official Registrar as of 1 January. 

The mixed composition of the Court is unique to the UN, which has created international criminal tribunals for Rwanda and the former Yugoslavia employing only foreign – not national – judges. The Sierra Leone Special Court is mandated to try persons deemed most responsible for war crimes, crimes against humanity and other violations of international humanitarian law during the country’s decade-long civil conflict.

Although no cases have yet been put forward, the prosecution has begun its work, which will kick the court into action in the period ahead.

* * *

Africa

16 December – The United Nations World Food Programme (WFP) today launched the Africa Hunger Alert campaign aimed at drawing attention to the unprecedented hunger crisis on the continent.

The campaign represents a global response to the dire humanitarian situation now confronting Africa, where 38 million people currently face starvation.

The hunger crisis in Africa has grown particularly acute in the wake of two major, simultaneous emergencies in the past year, WFP said. In southern Africa, almost 15 million people are threatened in Malawi, Zimbabwe, Zambia, Lesotho, Swaziland and Mozambique. In Ethiopia and Eritrea, meanwhile, an additional 12 million to 16 million are at risk, where millions more face starvation in Sudan, Angola, the Great Lakes region and West Africa.

“To avert mass starvation, we need a massive response by governments, private charities, non-governmental organisations, citizens’ groups and individuals, ordinary citizens,” WFP Deputy Executive Director Jean-Jacque Graisse said in a statement issued from the agency’s headquarters in Rome.

The catastrophic conditions are primarily the result of drought, the HIV/AIDS epidemic and, in some countries, political turmoil and failed economic policies. Of particular concern is the new phenomenon of shifting weather patterns causing floods and droughts, which over the past two years have brought the highest number of weather related disasters in a decade.

The WFP campaign is one component of a growing global focus on hunger issues in Africa. “Ordinary citizens have a role to play,” Mr. Graisse said. “It’s critical they join the campaign and urge their governments to address the needs of the hungry now before it is too late.”

* * * 

Angola

16 December – With Angola now enjoying “real prospects for lasting peace” following nearly three decades of war, the Government and the international community must take steps to consolidate progress and foster reconstruction, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan says in a new report to the Security Council. 

While hailing recent political developments – including the cessation of hostilities and the signing of an accord between the Government and the National Union for the Total Independence of Angola (UNITA) – the report points to major security and humanitarian challenges still facing the country.

Concerns persist that “demobilized ex-combatants, without means of support, may resort to banditry and theft,” the Secretary-General cautions, adding that the Government’s unorganized and ill-financed resettlement effort has been “a source of tension.” He also warns that the effort to help some 80,000 ex-combatants and their 300,000 dependants, as well as about 4 million internally displaced people, constitutes an “unprecedented challenge” for Angola.


Humanitarian activities have been expanding dramatically in the country – with the UN now helping 1.8 million Angolans, a larger number than at any time during the 27-year war – but the overall situation remains “extremely difficult,” Mr. Annan writes. Earlier this year, Angola recorded a drop in the percentage of people suffering from life-threatening shortfalls of food and medicine, but since the influx of more than 700,000 internally displaced people, malnutrition levels have since increased.

The Secretary-General underscores the importance of disarming the civilian population, supporting the electoral process – with national elections now scheduled for 2004 – curbing corruption, and providing guarantees of basic freedom and human rights. 

In this period of transition, “it is imperative that the United Nations and the international community continue to support the Angolan people in further consolidating peace,” he stresses, calling on Angola to “establish transparent and accountable governmental institutions across the board” and to provide “full support for the promotion and protection of human rights, especially for children.” 

Last week, citing progress in the peace process, the Security Council voted unanimously to lift the sanctions it had imposed on UNITA over the last nine years of the war. The cancelled measures, which date back to 1993 and were tightened in subsequent years, included the freezing of UNITA funds, a ban on Angolan diamonds originating from UNITA-held territory, and a prohibition on the sale of weapons, materiél, or petroleum to the rebel group.

* * *

Population

16 December – Government ministers from more than 40 countries in the Asia and Pacific region convened in Bangkok today at a United Nations-backed meeting aimed at hammering out recommendations for action on population issues and poverty eradication.

The Fifth Asian and Pacific Population Conference is expected to adopt a plan of action at the end of two days of meetings, emphasizing the need to address critical issues – including reproductive health, gender equality, HIV/AIDS and migration – as a key contribution to reducing poverty in the region and meeting the UN Millennium Development Goal (MDG) of halving by 2015 the number of people living on less than $1 day.

In a message to the gathering, Secretary-General Kofi Annan noted that Asia and the Pacific faces numerous challenges. “In large parts of the region, deprivation prevails, with too many women and girls kept out of the development process, and illiteracy thwarting the efforts of millions of women and men for economic and social development,” he said in the message, which was delivered by Kim Hak-Su, the Executive Secretary of the UN Economic and Social Commission (ESCAP).

Mr. Annan stressed that the MDGs, particularly the eradication of extreme poverty and hunger, could not be achieved if population and reproductive health questions were not squarely addressed. “And that means stronger efforts to promote women’s rights, and greater investment in education and health, including reproductive health and family planning,” he said.

For her part, Thoraya Ahmed Obaid, the Executive Director of the UN Population Fund (UNFPA), emphasized the importance of the Programme of Action adopted at the 1994 International Conference on Population and Development held in Cairo, saying that it gave space “to everything from voluntary abstinence to meeting unmet needs for family planning, and include[s] carefully crafted language on abortion and adolescents, which articulates the common agreement among the participants in all their diverse cultures, religions, values and practices.”

Ms. Obaid also stressed that the meaning of the phrases “reproductive health” and “reproductive rights” were not in doubt. “The components of reproductive health are safe motherhood, voluntary family planning, protection from and treatment of sexually transmitted infections, including HIV/AIDS, and protection from gender-based violence,” she said.

* *** *



UNEP and the Executive Director in the News





� HYPERLINK  \l "Waste" ��Wall Street Journal - Let the Trade In Waste Continue�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Cellphone" ��Chicago Sun Times - Cell phone makers to work on UN plan for recycling units�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Basel" ��IT Web -  Leading manufacturers, Basel Convention to cooperate�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Industry" ��SWISSINFO - Swiss lead efforts to get industry to clean up its act�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Kyoto" ��REUTERS - Canada signs Kyoto ratification after sharp debate�
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