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JAN 17, 2003
Deadly bio-invasions: Aliens among us 

By MICHAEL RICHARDSON
SINGAPORE - Alarmed at the potential damage to its inland fisheries, the United States has announced that it will ban imports of an unusual fish from Asia and Africa that is prized for its supposedly powerful medicinal properties, particularly by Asians living in the US. 

Known as the snakehead, it is a freshwater fish with razor-sharp teeth and a voracious appetite, often consuming all other fish in a lake, pond or river. It reproduces quickly. 

Snake-like in appearance and up to 1 m long when fully grown, the fish can slither across land and live out of water for at least three days.

'These fish are like something from a bad horror movie,' US Interior Secretary Gale Norton said in July as she announced the plan to prohibit the import or trade of 28 species of the snakehead.

'They have the potential to cause enormous damage to our valuable recreational and commercial fisheries,' she said. 'We must do everything we can to prevent them from entering our waters, either accidentally or intentionally.'

The proposed ban is just the latest result of the rapid spread of so-called invasive alien species as burgeoning transport, trade, travel and tourism make it increasingly easy for animals, plants and organisms previously confined to one part of the world to spread to others, often causing the decline or even extinction of local populations unable to compete with the newcomers. 

'Few people recognise how profoundly invasive alien species have reshaped the natural landscape around them over the past decades and centuries,' said Mr Klaus Toepfer, executive director of the United Nations Environment Programme.

'From tree-killing diseases to rats and other alien predators, invasives have travelled with traders, emigrants and now tourists to new lands where the native species have not had time to evolve adequate protection against these sudden threats,' he said. 'As globalisation continues to accelerate, the risks can only grow.' 

Ms Norton acted after Maryland wildlife officials found one species of snakehead in a pond in the state. Officials said that two of the fish, known as northern snakeheads, were released into the pond by an Asian living in the US who had purchased them to make soup for his sick sister. 

By the time the fish arrived, the woman had recovered, so the man discarded the fish in the pond near his home where they not only survived but also reproduced.

Tests in September showed that the breeding population of the snakehead fish had been wiped out, and Maryland wildlife officials have started rehabilitating the pond where the alien invaders had established themselves. 

State biologists found the bodies of six adult snakeheads and more than 1,000 juveniles some two weeks after they sprayed the poison rotenone - commonly used to control fish populations because it does not affect humans or other animals, even if they eat the fish - on the 1.6 ha pond. The burgeoning snakehead population was the progeny of the original pair dropped into the pond two years earlier. 

A study in 2001 by the US Fish and Wildlife Service found that snakeheads were in six other states and had established reproducing populations in two of them - Florida and Hawaii. Some 17,000 snakeheads were imported into the US between 1997 and 2000 by seafood sellers and aquarium shops, the service said in a statement. 

The problem of hitchhiking species is not new. As humans started to travel to distant countries and continents in search of greater wealth, living space or religious converts, they often took along or brought back with them, deliberately or inadvertently, domesticated and wild species that went on to colonise new areas. Sheep, deer, cats and rats are just a few obvious examples.

As the pace and scope of globalisation intensified in recent decades, the movement of species around the world has become much more widespread - and much more difficult to control.

Marine biologist David Barnes, from the British Antarctic Survey organisation, spent 10 years studying 30 remote islands from the Arctic to the Antarctic. 

He was searching for evidence of marine organisms that travel the world on flotillas of discarded plastic and other human-made rubbish, often washing up on beaches and coastlines. He reported his findings in the science journal Nature in April. 

Alien species are known to take rides on boats, planes, travellers and exported goods, including timber, farm produce and nursery plants. Marine organisms frequently move from one location to another via ships, either on their hulls or in their ballast water. 

Some 10 million tons of ballast water are estimated to move around the world each year on vessels, carrying diverse marine species that can spread waterborne diseases or harm local species. 

But Mr Barnes said that his study pointed to the increasing amounts of floating rubbish as another key transmitter of invasive alien species. 'Rubbish at sea is much more dangerous than we had previously assumed,' he said. 

'Floating debris is the most common sea-going transport system and is responsible for the widespread distribution of many marine animals that use it to hitch a ride.' 

Invasive alien species are those that occur outside their natural range and threaten the existence of native plants, animals and organisms.

'After habitat loss, this biological invasion constitutes the greatest threat to bio-diversity, and it has already had devastating consequences for the planet,' said Mr Jeffrey McNeely, chief scientist of the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN), an organisation made up of nearly 80 states, over 100 government agencies, more than 750 non-government organisations, and 10,000 scientists and experts. The IUCN aims to conserve the environment and use natural resources sustainably. 

The economic bill caused by invasive species amounts to hundreds of billions of dollars a year, officials and scientists say. 

For example, invasive plant species cover an estimated 40 million ha in the US and are spreading annually across 1.2 million additional ha. American farmers spend billions of dollars every year on pesticides to destroy invasive plants and weeds. 

'Pests, weeds and pathogens, introduced deliberately or acci- dentally, reduce crop and stock yields, and degrade marine and freshwater eco-systems,' Mr McNeely said. 

The IUCN published a report last year that listed 100 of the world's worst invasive alien species. It included the crazy ant, brown tree snake, small Indian mongoose, Nile perch, strawberry guava, water hyacinth, grey squirrel, domestic cat, Indian myna bird, Asian longhorned beetle, sweet potato whitefly, Asian tiger mosquito, yellow Himalayan raspberry, starling and mimosa. 

Crazy ants, so-called because of their frenetic movements, have invaded native eco-systems and caused extensive environmental damage from Hawaii to the Seychelles and Zanzibar. On Australia's Christmas Island, in the Indian Ocean, vast armies of the fast-breeding ants have built up in the past years, after they apparently reached the island from Africa by ship or on flotsam. 

The ants may have already devoured up to half of the island's 80 million land crabs, a species unique to the area, said Mr David Slip, the island's official conservator. The acid-squirting ants have also degraded a quarter of the island's rainforest. 

Another menace has been water hyacinth. Its beautiful purple and violet flowers make it a very popular ornamental plant for ponds. Yet it is one of the worst aquatic weeds in the world, capable of doubling its population in only 12 days. 

As a result of horticultural trade, infestations of the weed are now found in some 50 countries on five continents, blocking waterways and interfering with boat traffic and fishing. 

Water hyacinth also prevents sunlight and oxygen from reaching the water and submerged plants. Its shading and crowding of native aquatic plants dramatically reduce biological diversity in aquatic eco-systems, scientists say. 

Five years ago, some 30 million people in Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania who rely for their basic sustenance on Lake Victoria, the world's second-largest fresh-water lake, were facing disaster. The lake had become so choked with water hyacinth that fishing boats could no longer reach open water. Catches dropped dramatically and many fishing villages were being abandoned.

But science and international cooperation, or globalisation in another guise, can be mobilised successfully to battle invasive species. 

Australian scientists had successfully used another South American import, Neochitina weevils, to control water hyacinth that was choking lagoons on the Sepik River in Papua New Guinea. 

They managed to persuade enough African scientists and officials to try the weevils on Lake Victoria's water hyacinth, instead of implementing much more expensive alternatives, including the use of herbicides and harvesting machines, to try to eradicate the plant. 

The weevils kill it by feeding on the leaves. More importantly, larvae tunnel into the leaf stalks and the crown of the plant, destroying the growing points. The weed then rots and dies. Today, most of the weed in Lake Victoria has vanished and fishing has rebounded. Biological control was the key to success. 

However, prevention remains a less costly alternative. Mr Hamdullah Zedan, executive secretary of the Convention on Biological Diversity, said that a more effective international system to prevent bio-invasions in all areas of the world was urgently needed. 

'Priority should be given to a stronger system for preventing entry in the first place,' he said. 'But where entry has already taken place, we need more effective measures to stop invasive alien species from establishing themselves and spreading. And where eradication is not feasible or cost-effective, we need to invest more in containment and long-term control measures.'

The writer is the Senior Asia-Pacific Correspondent of the International Herald Tribune. Copyright 2003 Yale Center for the Study of Globalization, www.yaleglobal.yale.edu
_______________________________________________________________________________________

Australian Financial Review 

January 17, 2003 Friday 

Kyoto Flim-flam Is Nothing But Hot Air 

      While it is for the Australian government to decide on ratification of the Kyoto Protocol, two aspects in

      particular of "Industry counts the cost of Kyoto"(AFR, January 10, page 48) need to be addressed: the

      absurd conspiracy theory, and the Australian Bureau of Agriculture and Resource Economics' one-sided

      analysis. 

      Firstly, Industry Minister Ian Macfarlane is reported as citing "one" businessman from an anonymous country

      that has ratified the Kyoto Protocol, who claims Kyoto is a conspiracy by the Europeans to slow down the

      economic development of the Asia-Pacific Rim. Based on this, the minister astonishingly protests at what he

      sees is an attempt by Europe to "hijack" the protocol for its own trade benefit. This conspiracy theory also

      finds favour with the Minerals Council of Australia. 

      Are we to believe that 10 years of international negotiations following the United Nations Framework

      Convention on Climate Change (which Australia signed and ratified) has resulted in nothing more than a

      European conspiracy? 

      It would be laughable if the issue wasn't so serious and the stakes so high, not only for the global

      environment but also for Australia. 

      Let us be clear: addressing climate change is a leadership issue. The European Union's policy is driven by the

      acceptance that climate change is real and that action must be taken now for the sake of future

      generations. 

      The Kyoto Protocol is not perfect. It is a first step, which is all that could be negotiated at the time

      negotiations that went a long way to accommodate Australian demands. 

      Secondly, ABARE's analysis looks at only one side of the equation. ABARE baulks at the perceived costs to

      Australia of ratifying the protocol but takes no account of what it would cost Australia not to ratify. 

      This is the same ABARE that for two decades has berated the EU over its common agricultural policy,

      clamouring for reform with complete disregard to the very real social costs entailed. 

      Piergiorgio Mazzocchi, 

      Ambassador, European Commission Delegation to Australia and New Zealand, 

      Canberra, ACT.

______________________________________________________________________________________

The Dominion Post (Wellington) 

January 15, 2003, Wednesday 

 Public campaign on climate change to cost $ 1 million 

      THE Government has allocated nearly a million dollars for a public information campaign about climate

      change. 

      The National Party said yesterday it would be an expensive propaganda exercise designed to justify

      ratification of the Kyoto Protocol. Prime Minister Helen Clark ratified the protocol in December, ignoring

      criticism from opposition parties and the business sector. 

      The international agreement commits New Zealand to reducing emissions of six key greenhouse gases to

      1990 levels between 2008 and 2012. 

      Drafted in 1997, it aims to cut greenhouse gases worldwide to reduce the potentially catastrophic effects of

      long-term climate change. 

      National MP David Carter issued replies yesterday to parliamentary questions in which Cabinet Minister Pete

      Hodgson, who is in charge of climate change strategy, said $ 914,000 had been set aside for public

      education programmes. 

      Mr Hodgson said the Climate Defence Network had approached the Government's climate change team about

      putting a programme together. There had also been talks about the possible involvement of the business

      sector. 

      Mr Carter said he thought most of the money would go to the network, which he described as a privately

      organised group closely associated with promoting the protocol. 

      He said he believed one of Mr Hodgson's former advisers, Gary Taylor, had links with the network. 

      Before Miss Clark ratified the protocol, Business NZ's environment adviser Peter Whitehouse said the network

      was an "extremist" group that had no realisation of the economic consequences. 

      "New Zealanders will be on the receiving end of an expensive propaganda campaign using taxpayer money to

      sell government initiatives," Mr Carter said. 

      National strongly opposed ratification of the protocol, arguing it would impose costs on businesses and

      damage New Zealand's international competitiveness. Business NZ and Federated Farmers also opposed it. --

      NZPA

_____________________________________________________________________________________

U.S. Newswire 

January 16, 2003 Thursday 9:10 AM 

 Manufacturers to Label Mercury Fluorescent Lamps Nationwide; 
      Passage of First-in-Nation VT Law Prompts Labeling of 600 Million Lamps 

Fluorescent lamp makers, required by Vermont law to label all lamps sold in-state containing mercury,

      announced plans on Wednesday for "a nationwide program to labeling fluorescent and high intensity

      discharge (HID) lamps that contain mercury, as well as their packaging." While advocates noted that the

      lamp makers commitment was a step forward, they questioned why they don't label lamps worldwide. 

      "It's nice to see that lamp makers have finally seen the light," said Michael Bender, Director of the Mercury

      Policy Project, who helped drafted the legislation and win its passage. "Yet we question the practicality of

      only labeling lamps sold nationally based on NEMA's own statement that lamp makers sell to 'international

      markets and do not control the distribution system.' Because mercury is both a local and global pollutant, we

      urge lamp makers to recognize their responsibility and label all lamps worldwide to reduce mercury

      pollution-and exposure to mercury-both at home and abroad." After passage of the Vermont mercury law in

      1998, the National Electrical Manufacturers Association, a trade group representing lamp makers, filed a

      lawsuit arguing that the Vermont law violated the Commerce Clause as well as other Constitutional

      provisions. NEMA court documents stated that lamps sales in Vermont accounted for less than $2 million

      worth of fluorescent lamps purchased annually, representing a tiny percentage of lamp sales nationally-and

      questioned how "tiny Vermont" would "purport to dictate worldwide lamp labeling requirements." While NEMA

      won the first court round, they lost in the Second Circuit Court of Appeals and again when the U.S. Supreme

      Court declined to hear their case, setting the stage for NEMA's announcement yesterday. 

      "A harmonized national label is the only labeling approach that makes sense," said NEMA President Malcolm

      O'Hagan in a prepared statement. "Lamp manufacturers make their products for national and international

      markets and do not control the distribution system. Disposal requirements vary greatly across local, state,

      and international boundaries, making anything other than a national label impractical." 

      Lamp makers are now expected to label an estimated 600 million lamps -- and their packaging-sold

      nationwide. each year. By Nov. 30, 2003, all lamp makers selling their products in Vermont are required to

      provide a website and toll free number for consumers to readily obtain information on recycling and proper

      management of spend light bulbs. Manufacturers will also spend $10,000 a year for two years to help

      educate Vermonters to keep lamps from being broken or thrown in the trash. 

      Mercury is a persistent, bioaccumulative toxin that poses a risk to human health, wildlife and the

      environment. Levels of mercury have increased 3-5 fold over the past century due to human activities. The

      most recent data from the Centers for Disease Control indicate that 1 in 12 women of childbearing age have

      mercury levels in their bodies that are considered unsafe-translating into nearly 400,000 children born in the

      United States at risk of mercury exposure each year. Over forty states now warn the public to limit

      consumption or not eat mercury-contaminated fish. The Food and Drug Administration advises pregnant

      women not to eat certain seafood due to high mercury levels, and ten states warn pregnant women and

      young children to limit consumption of canned tuna, the most consumed fish in the US, due to mercury

      levels and high rates of consumption. 

      Last year, Connecticut passed a law requiring lamp makers to label lamp packaging. Legislation was recently

      introduced in Washington State mirroring Vermont's law and similar legislation was expected to be introduced

      in California and across the U.S. 

      Members of the NEMA lamp section are both national and multinational companies and include EYE Lighting,   GE Lighting, Light Sources Inc., OSRAM SYLVANIA, Panasonic Lighting, Philips Lighting, Ushio America, and   Venture Lighting. The Lamp Section represents virtually all manufacturers of mercury-containing lamps that  sell such lamps in the U.S., according to NEMA. 

      In mid-December, the United Nations released its first-ever Global Mercury Assessment Report indicating

      that mercury is a serious global problem warranting international action. The United Nations Governing

      Council will be meeting in Nairobi in early February 2003 to discuss solutions to the global mercury pollution

      problem. 

      For more information, see: http://www.mercurypolicy.org

      http://www.anr.state.vt.us/dec/ead/mercury/Labeling/manufact.htm http://www.nema.org

      http://lamprecycle.org http://www.chem.unep.ch/mercury. 

      http://www.usnewswire.com 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

BBC

Alert over vanishing sharks
               This scalloped hammerhead breeds slowly, like most sharks

              By Alex Kirby 

               BBC News Online environment correspondent 

          Several shark species have declined steeply in the   north-west Atlantic over the last 15 years, scientists say.

               The populations of some sharks have fallen to less   than a quarter of their former size. 

               With sharks high in the marine food chain, there is  concern their fate may affect other creatures. 

               The scientists say marine reserves   will not be enough to save the   sharks, which need the sort of

               protection given to other large  marine predators. 

               The scientists, from Dalhousie University, Nova Scotia,   Canada, report their findings in the magazine Science. 

               They analysed catch data in the north-west Atlantic for   six oceanic species from 1986 (and for a further three,   including coastal sharks, from 1992) to 2000. 

               They say: "We estimate that all recorded shark species,   with the exception of makos, have declined by more   than 50% in the past 8 to 15 years." 

               Unsustainable losses 

               While fish like cod and haddock  can reproduce fairly  fast, possibly by up to 30-40% a year, sharks breed   much more slowly. 

               Some take 15 years or longer to reach sexual maturity,  and many have a long gestation period. 

               The spiny dogfish, one half of  the British staple take-away   food, fish and chips, under its               other names of dogfish or rock   salmon, has a 22-month  gestation. 

               Many sharks have an  annual replacement rate of  only 3-4%, too low to   make good the losses they               are sustaining. 

               The Dalhousie team report   a number of individual species' loss rates from 1986 to 2000: 

                    hammerheads: 89% 

                    white sharks: 79% 

                    tiger sharks: 65% 

                    coastal species (from 1992): 61% 

                    threshers: 80% 

                    blue sharks: 60%. 

               The authors say they believe populations of thresher sharks "have  collapsed" - in other words, they are close to commercial extinction. 

               They write: "Our results show that overfishing is   threatening large coastal and oceanic sharks in the               north-west Atlantic. 

               "The large and rapid declines we document are in   addition to substantial historical reductions. 

               "Overexploitation of elasmobranchs (sharks, skates   and rays) is known to have already nearly eliminated  two skate species from much of their ranges. 

               Moving the problem 

               "The magnitude of the declines estimated here  suggests that several sharks may also now be at risk of  large-scale extirpation." 

               The authors used models to analyse the implications of    large-scale marine reserves for shark conservation, and  say the results show that reserves "can indirectly cause   harm if fishing effort is merely displaced". 

               They say: "Conservation initiatives must explicitly  consider impacts on the whole  community of species. 

               "Emphasis on  single-species conservation, without  controlling effort, simply  shifts pressure from one               threatened species to   another and may actually  jeopardise biodiversity." 

               Dr Rachel Cavanagh is   programme officer for the  shark specialist group of  the World Conservation

               Union (IUCN). 

               Warning sign 

               She told BBC News Online: "The outlook for sharks is  bleak worldwide. And the north-west Atlantic and  Australia are probably the best-studied and   best-managed shark areas there are. 

               "If we're looking at massive declines there, it's going to  be as bad or even worse in other areas." 

               Clive James, of the UK's Shark Trust, told BBC News  Online: "These findings are very much in line with what  we're hearing from elsewhere. 

               "Because of their slow breeding rates, sharks are  biologically unable to withstand even a limited amount

               of exploitation, let alone what they're facing now. 

               "The problem is simple, straightforward  over-exploitation. There's a real danger some species

               will become extinct if we do not act." 

___________________________________________________________________________________________

The Australian 

January 16, 2003

Plan to dump ocean waste - DROUGHT ON THE DARLING 

OCEAN sewage would be abolished and waste water recycled for use along the coastal fringe, under a

      national water proposal being considered by the federal Government. 

      The ambitious plan to stop dumping waste at sea by 2025 is also a component of an Australian plan for an

      "Asian clean water strategy" to be unveiled at the World Economic Forum meeting next week. The ideas,

      authored by private sector entrepreneurs and Government MPs, have sparked the interest of billionaire

      Richard Pratt and Foreign Minister Alexander Downer. 

      Two Australians selected as WEF Global Leaders of the Future -- James Moody, a former Young Australian of  the Year for Science and Technology, and federal Liberal backbencher Greg Hunt -- will use the forum's  meeting in Davos to try to win backers. 

      Dr Moody said getting international support for investment in affordable treatment technologies was vital for

      the region and could provide opportunities for Australia. 

      "If you are talking about the pre-conditions for development then clean water is a key," Dr Moody said. 

      Mr Hunt said more than 1300 billion litres of water was released into oceans from Australia's 142 outfalls in

      2000, a rise of 8 per cent in six years, when much of the water could be reclaimed  for irrigation, environmental river flows or industrial uses. 

      Metals and organic matter left over could also be used for commercial projects. 

      "The Pratt group is looking at rural water but there is an ad-hoc approach to urban water," Mr Hunt said. 

      "It is obvious that it would be better to co-ordinate a national strategy over the next 30 years." 

      Mr Hunt came to the idea after watching the degradation of beaches at Gunnamatta in Victoria where a pipe

      dumps waste 20m offshore.

_________________________________________________________________________________________

ENS

EU Cuts Smog Forming Compounds in Paints, Varnishes 

                      BRUSSELS, Belgium, January 15, 2003 (ENS) - To help solve one of Europe's  most serious air quality problems, the European Commission has presented a   new proposal to reduce the content of volatile organic compounds (VOCs) in   decorative paints and varnishes by about 50 percent, or 280,000 metric tons,    per year. These compounds contribute to the formation of ground level ozone,    or smog, which is one of the big remaining air quality problems in the  European Union. 

                      Vehicle refinishing paints will   be covered by the new  regulations. (Photo courtesy  Standox)

                      When highly concentrated in air,   ground level ozone can  impair human health and   can damage forests,   vegetation and crops,   reducing yields. Data submitted by the 15   Member States to the                      Commission indicate that during the summer months the threshold level for  the protection of human health is exceeded in all the Member States. In urban     environments, more than 40 million people are estimated to be exposed to  potentially harmful concentrations of smog. 

                      The new proposal will for the first time set standard limits on solvent content  in paints, varnishes and vehicle refinishing products across the European  Union. The regulations are set to come into effect in two phases - 2007 and   2010. 

                      Environment Commissioner Margot Wallstrom said, "The Commission is committed to clean up the air that Europeans breathe, and this is part of our  efforts to deliver what we have promised. Our proposal will help improve the  health of citizens across the EU. It will provide Member States with a new tool                      to comply with the requirements to limit national emissions that they have  signed up to." 

                      As a result of smog, sensitive people experience eye irritation, sore throats  and respiratory problems. In the environment, the compounds in smog affect  photosynthesis, producing lesions and decoloration of leaves, and adversely  affecting the yield of certain crops. 

                      The proposal would place a limitation on the content of VOCs in decorative

                      paints and varnishes, and vehicle refinishing products. The proposal covers  products such as wall paints or those applied on woods and metals at home. 

                                                          Paints (Photo courtesy Freefoto)

                                                          The two phase approach   is intended to give the  affected industrial                                                      sectors adequate time to adapt without compromising the long  term environmental   benefits. The first phase,  which places limits on  these emissions, will  apply from January 1, 2007 while the second set of stricter limits will apply from January 1, 2010. 

                      For vehicle refinishing products, there will be only one phase, which will   apply from January 1, 2007. 

                      Estimated benefits for the whole EU after phase II in terms of improved air   quality are over €580 million per year, whereas costs have been estimated to  range from €108 to €157 million per year. 

                      Due to its transboundary nature, no EU Member State can completely control  exposure to ground level ozone. Product oriented legislation that extends   across the entire bloc offers the best opportunity to limit VOC emissions, the Commission said. 

                      After prolonged and difficult negotiations in the Council of Ministers and the  European Parliament, Member States were able to commit to national emission  ceilings for 2010, which give a combined European Union ceiling of 6.5 million   metric tons of VOC emissions per year. 

                      Member States highlighted the difficulty of reducing VOC emissions and    asked the Commission to come up with further proposals in this area, in    particular concerning the VOC content of products. 

________________________________________________________________________________________

 ROAP Media Update -  17 January 2003

_____________________________________________________


Topical News Issues
Ministry to test system for trading emissions 
Yomiuri Shimbun, Jan 17, 2003 - The Environment Ministry will start testing a system to trade greenhouse gas emissions among companies in April, according to ministry officials. 
Under the Kyoto Protocol, which was adopted in 1997, industrialized nations are required to reduce emissions of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases by certain targeted amounts. 
…The protocol is expected to come into effect by the end of the year, when Russia ratifies it. Under the pact, Japan has a target of cutting greenhouse gas emissions by 6 percent below 1990 levels by 2012. 
http://www.yomiuri.co.jp/newse/20030117wo31.htm 

China trying emission trading to curb acid rain 
NANJING, Jan. 16 (Xinhuanet) -- China's first agreement on sulfur dioxide emission trading reached by two power plants in different cities becomes effective from July this year. 
…China plans to invest nearly 100 billion (12 billion US dollars)in preventing and curbing sulfur dioxide and acid rains during the Tenth Five-Year Plan (2001-2005). Regions that altogether emit two-thirds of China's sulfur dioxide are required to cut the pollution by 20 percent in 2005 from that of the year 2000.
http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2003-01/16/content_693138.htm 


China moves to rein in unruly, excessive mining
Reuters, Jan 17, 2003 - SHANGHAI - China's Ministry of Land and Resources said yesterday it has delegated control of its mining programme to provincial governments for the first time to improve the efficiency of the unruly sector.
http://www.planetark.org/dailynewsstory.cfm/newsid/19446/story.htm 

Fifteen killed in Fiji by Cyclone Ami
Reuters, Jan 17, 2003 - SUVA, Fiji - At least 15 people, including nine members of a family swept away by floodwaters, were killed in Fiji after Tropical Cyclone Ami tore through the South Pacific nation early this week, officials and survivors said yesterday.
http://www.planetark.org/dailynewsstory.cfm/newsid/19455/story.htm 

South Asian cold spell kills more than 1,000
Reuters, Jan 17. 2003 - NEW DELHI - Thick fog shrouded large swathes of northern India and Bangladesh yesterday as the death toll from a severe month-long cold spell gripping South Asia rose to more than 1,000.
http://www.planetark.org/dailynewsstory.cfm/newsid/19457/story.htm 

______________________________________________________________________________________

ROE

_______________________________________________________________

General Environment News

Financial Times, 16 January:

INTERNATIONAL ECONOMY: World production of biotech crops keeps growing

The production of genetically modified crops throughout the world continues to increase, particularly in developing countries, according to figures published yesterday.

The area under cultivation is now 58.7m hectares, with more than one-fifth of the global crop area of soya, corn, cotton and rape now producing biotech varieties.

The use of GM crops is increasing in developing countries. Of the 16 countries now growing GM crops, nine are from the developing south. For the first time more than half the world's population lives in countries growing biotech crops.

http://search.ft.com/search/article.html?id=030116000448&query=World+production&vsc_appId=totalSearch&state=Form
EU Cuts Smog Forming Compounds in Paints, Varnishes 

BRUSSELS, Belgium, January 15, 2003 (ENS) - To help solve one of Europe's most serious air quality problems, the European Commission has presented a new proposal to reduce the content of volatile organic compounds (VOCs) in decorative paints and varnishes by about 50 percent, or 280,000 metric tons, per year. These compounds contribute to the formation of ground level ozone, or smog, which is one of the big remaining air quality problems in the European Union. 

http://ens-news.com/ens/jan2003/2003-01-15-03.asp
IFAW: Ice Melting in Northwest Atlantic - Climate Change Puts Seals on Thin Ice: U.S., Canadian Study
OTTAWA, ONTARIO, 15 January --A new study by Canadian and American scientists investigating ice cover in the Northwest Atlantic Ocean will be released on Parliament Hill tomorrow. The study provides evidence that there has been substantially less ice on Canada's east coast since 1995. 

http://www2.cdn-news.com/scripts/ccn-release.pl?/current/0115047N.html
_________________________________________________________________________________________
ENVIRONMENTAL NEWS FROM NORTH AMERICAN MEDIA (RONA) 

16 January 2003

Searching for cancer cures in the deep blue sea, Associated Press, 16/1:  Scientists plunging to deep corners of the ocean are finding rare sponges that they hope, against astronomical odds, could lead them to a cure for cancer or other diseases.  (See http://enn.com/news/wire-stories/2003/01/01162003/ap_49365.asp)

Most North Atlantic shark species now threatened, researchers say, Associated Press, 16/1:  North Atlantic shark populations have declined by more than 50 percent in the past 15 years, with some species approaching the point of no return due to relentless fishing pressure and scant international efforts to protect the toothy ocean predator, a study in Friday's issue of the journal Science reports.  (See http://www.nandotimes.com/healthscience/story/721022p-5286313c.html)

Biotech the Latest Defense in Animal-Extinction Fight, National Geographic News, 16/1: Later this year, reproductive biologist Betsy Dresser, director of the Audubon Institute Center for Research of Endangered Species (AICRES) in New Orleans, will fly to Kenya with two thermoses containing about 50 bongo embryos, cryogenically frozen at –385° F (–232° C) in liquid nitrogen. The plan is to use these embryos to reproduce healthy calves that will repopulate bongo herds—endangered antelope that are rapidly disappearing from their African range.  (See http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2003/01/0116_030116_tvfrozenzoo.html)

US West grows less thrilled with drills, USA Today, 16/1:  In the US West, where energy exploration has been an accepted part of life for decades, ranchers, farmers and local elected officials have begun to say ''Whoa!' The Bush administration is pushing to expand domestic energy production, much of it in the interior West. But local governments and traditional land users are increasingly putting lifestyle concerns ahead of economic development.  (See http://www.usatoday.com/usatonline/20030116/4784142s.htm)

Shareholders act on global warming, MSNBC, 16/1:  A coalition of institutional shareholders, including the Presbyterian Church, have announced a coordinated action seeking to force five of the US’s biggest power companies to disclose their potential costs and financial liabilities stemming from emissions that contribute to global warming.  (See http://www.msnbc.com/news/860390.asp)

Democrats Attack White House Over Environment, AP/Fox News, 16/1:  Senate Democrats and environmental groups assailed the White House today for what they consider accelerated attacks on environmental protections since the Republicans claimed Congress in the November election.  Sen. Hillary Rodham Clinton, and five colleagues used the approach of Bush's State of the Union speech, scheduled for Jan. 28, to criticize what they said was a continuous attack by the White House on environmental laws and regulations.  (See http://www.foxnews.com/story/0,2933,75812,00.html)







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

           Following is a near-verbatim transcript of today’s noon briefing by Fred Eckhard, Spokesman for the

     Secretary-General.

           Good afternoon everyone.

           **Blix

           The Executive Chairman of the UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC), Dr. Hans

     Blix, was in Brussels this morning where he met a number of European Union officials, including the High

     Representative for a Common Foreign and Security Policy, Javier Solana, and External Relations Commissioner Chris

     Patten.

           Afterwards, in remarks to the press, Dr. Blix said the message he wants to bring to Baghdad is “that the

     situation is very tense and very dangerous and that everybody wants to see a verified and credible disarmament of

     Iraq”.

           He added that he feels that Iraq should do more than they have done so far in order to make the inspection

     process credible.

           He also said that both he and the Director-General of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), Dr.

     Mohamed ElBaradei, were trying their best to make the inspections effective so that we can have a peaceful solution

     to this crisis, he said.

           We haven’t yet received the daily update from Baghdad on the inspectors’ activities for today.  As soon as we

     get it, we’ll let you know.

           **Iraq

           In Geneva today, the UN Compensation Commission announced it had made

      $597 million available to 17 governments and one international organization for payment to 327 claimants.

           As you know, this Commission is mandated to pay compensation for losses and damage suffered as a direct

     result of Iraq's invasion and occupation of Kuwait.

           The full text of that press release is available upstairs.

           **Security Council

           From the Security Council this morning, they heard a briefing from Under-Secretary-General for Political Affairs

     Kieran Prendergast on the Israeli-Palestinian situation in an open meeting on the Middle East, which was followed by

     consultations on that same subject.

           In his briefing, the notes of which are available in my Office, Prendergast reported on the recent Quartet

     meeting in Washington, as well as on the ongoing violence, which, since the last update to the Council, has claimed

     the lives of  68 Palestinians and 24 Israelis.

           “There is a legitimate concern”, he said, “that the negative trends so evident on the ground erode the prospect

     for achieving a two-State solution.  But there is a clear consensus in the international community to support the

     Quartet’s efforts to reach a permanent settlement on two sovereign States, living side by side in peace and security.”

           Yesterday afternoon, the Security Council came out with a press statement condemning in the strongest

     terms the massacres and systematic violations of human rights in the Democratic Republic of the Congo.

           And in the afternoon, Council members received a draft resolution on the sanctions against Al Qaeda.  A vote

     is expected on that tomorrow.

           Also, I have a brief update on Monday’s ministerial meeting on combating terrorism.  Only Council members

     will be allowed to take the floor on Monday.

     Non-Council members who wish to participate in discussions on this issue have been invited to do so at an open

     meeting on 20 February under the German Council presidency.

           **Venezuela/G-77

           President Hugo Chavez of Venezuela is meeting right now with the Secretary-General, and should be coming

     down here shortly; I’ll try to wrap up this briefing quickly so we can hold the press conference in this room about 12:15

     p.m., when he is expected here.

           President Chavez is here to attend the ceremony marking the turnover of the chairmanship of the Group of 77

     (G-77), which is now a coalition of 133 developing countries, from last year’s chairman, Venezuela, to this year’s,

     Morocco.

           The Secretary-General will speak at that hand-over ceremony, which is to take place at 3:30 this afternoon in

     the Trusteeship Council Chamber.

           In his remarks, the Secretary-General will highlight challenges the G-77 will face in the coming year, including

     the need to deal with trade-related intellectual property rights, while allowing developing countries to have access to

     life-saving medicines, an issue which has led to difficulties in multilateral trade negotiations following the 2001 Doha

     agreement.

           Also, he is to urge the developing nations to pay greater attention to protecting the human rights of migrants

     and for both developing and developed countries to realize fully the potential of international migration.

           We have embargoed copies of his comments upstairs.

           **Cyprus

           On Cyprus, Alvaro de Soto, the Secretary-General’s Special Adviser on Cyprus, is today in Athens, where he

     met George Papandreou, Greece’s Foreign Minister, and other foreign ministry officials.

           Mr. Papandreou confirmed Greece’s support for achieving a comprehensive settlement of the Cyprus problem

     by 28 February using the Secretary-General’s revised proposal of 10 December 2002 as a basis for negotiations.

           Later today, Mr. de Soto is meeting Javier Solana, EU High Representative for Common Foreign and Security

     Policy.

           Mr. de Soto returns to Cyprus tomorrow where he will attend a meeting at

     4 p.m. in the UN Protected Area in Nicosia between H.E. Glafkos Clerides, the Greek Cypriot leader, and H.E. Rauf

     Denktash, the Turkish Cypriot leader.

           I have just been told that President Chavez will be delayed.  The meeting with the Secretary-General has been

     extended.  So, I will finish my briefing and then you’re free to stay where you are and wait for him to come down.

           **Abkhazia

           On Abkhazia, the Secretary-General’s report on the situation in Abkhazia, Georgia, is out on the racks today.

           The Secretary-General notes that after one year of strenuous efforts by his Special Representative and the

     Group of Friends, the parties to the Georgian-Abkhaz conflict have not moved much closer to the start of negotiations. 

     “The Abkhaz side, in particular, refuses to even enter into discussions on the principles on which negotiations should

     be based”, the report says.

           In order for the conflict to be resolved rather than continued, the Secretary-General expresses his intention to

     invite senior representatives of the Group of Friends to an informal brainstorming session on the way forward.  He also

     recommends a further extension of the mandate of the United Nations Observer Mission in Georgia for six months,

     until 31 July 2003.

           The Group of Friends, as you may know, is composed of the United States, Russia, United Kingdom,

     Germany, France and Bulgaria.

           **Global Compact

           The Advisory Council for the Global Compact is holding its third meeting at UN Headquarters today, which

     included discussions this morning on broadening corporate commitment to the nine human rights, labour rights and

     environmental principles enshrined in the Compact, among other topics.  This afternoon, the participants are expected

     to hold an informal exchange of views on where the Global Compact should be five years from now.  We’ve put out

     copies of the participants list, as well as the agenda for today’s meeting, which you can get in my Office, if you haven’t

     picked it up yet.

           **Human Rights/Angola

           On Angola, the High Commissioner for Human Rights, Sergio Vieira de Mello, is in Angola, where today he is

     meeting with Foreign Minister João Bernardo de Miranda and other senior officials.

           Yesterday, on his arrival in Luanda, he said there were two major problems that deserve special attention from

     the Angolan Government and the outside world: the plight of the people displaced by the country’s conflict and the

     humanitarian treatment of troops and former troops, especially the National Union for the Total Independence of

     Angola, the rebel group UNITA.

           He called the end of Angola’s war “the fundamental improvement” in the human rights situation, adding, “Now it

     is necessary to consolidate this great progress.”

           We have copies of the transcript of his remarks available upstairs.

           **Western Sahara

           On Western Sahara, James Baker, the Secretary-General’s Personal Envoy for Western Sahara, met

     yesterday with Algerian President Abdelaziz Bouteflika and his Cabinet and explained to them a proposal for a political

     solution of the conflict over Western Sahara.  They listened to the proposal and said they would return with comments

     or questions later.

           Today, he was expected to go to Tindouf, Algeria, where the POLISARIO Front is based.

           Mr. Baker’s visit to the region this week has taken him to Morocco, and Mauritania is scheduled to be the last

     stop of his four-day mission.

           **Côte d’Ivoire-Humanitarian

           Carolyn McAskie, the Special Humanitarian Envoy for the crisis in Côte d’Ivoire, arrived in Abidjan today.

           She told reporters that the message she will convey to all parties to this conflict is that the United Nations

     attaches great importance to the protection of civilians, the respect of human rights and their responsibilities with

     respect to the humanitarian situation.

           **Malawi Floods

           We have a notice that floods in Malawi have taken a large number of victims in often-inaccessible areas, and

     many of these victims are extremely poor women who are predominantly engaged in crop production.

           **Afghanistan

           From Afghanistan, our Mission tells us that they have their new Web site up and running.  It’s:

     www.unama-afg.org

           The Web site provides, among many other things, access to transcripts of the daily press briefings and all

     relevant United Nations documents, including all General Assembly and Security Council resolutions on Afghanistan.

           **UNDP

           The UN Development Programme (UNDP), as you know, is involved in good governance projects all over the

     world.  And yesterday they pledged $1.3 million in Ho Chi Minh City, Viet Nam, to help the city's progress in reforming

     its public administration.  The UNDP will put out a press release shortly with more details.

           So, that’s all I have for you.  Any questions while we’re waiting for the President of Venezuela?  Jim?

           Questions and Answers

           Question:  What’s the Secretary-General’s position on the question of the validity of ... (inaudible) on Iraq ... 

     Does the Secretary-General believe that Blix is right to say that there should be a report for the Security Council ...?

           Spokesman:  That matter, Jim, as you know, is on the Council’s agenda for this morning.  The Council is

     going to have to sort out its common position.  He’s not going to enter that debate while their deliberations are going

     on.

           Question:  Is the Security Council going to finish the debate on the (inaudible) ... ?

           Spokesman:  I have no idea.  We’ll have to wait and see.  Yes, sir?

           Question:  What would be more working with the UN from Iraq from the view of Mr. Blix?  What would Iraq do

     to satisfy Mr. Blix?

           Spokesman:  He has mentioned the gaps in the reporting that he’d like to see filled.  I think that is probably

     the first item on his agenda

           Question:  Fred, does the meeting with President Chavez this morning mean that the Secretary-General is

     going to pay his attention, finally, to Latin America?

           Spokesman:  The Secretary-General mentioned before this year began that he expected Latin America to be

     much higher on his priority list for the year 2003.  He has been on the phone almost daily with Latin American

     leaders.  Primarily on the situation in Venezuela, but not only on Venezuela.  He has a Special Envoy working in

     Colombia, as you know.  He was quite active throughout last year on the Colombia problem.  But yes, in fact, it will be

     higher on the priority list.

           Question:  Will they have a read-out?

           Spokesman:  There probably will be a read-out.  I think they were planning to produce one.  But our read-outs

     are spare.  Julia?

           Question:  Yeah.  Even though your read-outs are spare, Fred, do you think that the result of today’s meeting

     will be that the Secretary-General will increase his participation in the Venezuelan conflict in some way?

           Spokesman:   I don’t want to predict what’s going to happen.  As I have already indicated, he’s been following

     the issue closely.  He’s been in touch with Latin American leaders.  He’s expressed his concern -- it was one of the

     two issues he highlighted along with Zimbabwe in his opening comments at his press conference earlier this week on

     Tuesday.  And we’ll just have to see what happens next.  Let’s see if there is anything in the read-out, and you’ll also

     have access to the President here to ask him about what might have been discussed in that meeting.  Yes?

           Question:  If I could just follow up on that question.  I presume that the Secretary-General is conveying to Mr.

     Chavez today what he said the other day, which is that he called on the parties in Venezuela to find a solution that is

     consistent with democracy.  Has the Secretary-General made any effort to convey that message also to the opposition

     in Venezuela in the last few days?

           Spokesman:  I am not aware that he’s had contact with the opposition.  So, I can’t say that he has.  But I am

     sure by making his appeal publicly as he did on Tuesday, I think he hoped the message would reach all parties in

     Venezuela.  Yes?

           Question:  Mr. Denktash ...

           Spokesman:  I am sorry, right there in the back.  We’ll be with you next.

           Question:  Has the Secretary-General called the President of Brazil to discuss the Venezuelan issue?

           Spokesman:  Yes, he has spoken with the President of Brazil.  Yes?

           Question:  Mr. Denktash, the leader of northern Cypriot Turkish committee, claims that the time of 28

     February is too short.  Does the United Nations consider this time the last chance?

           Spokesman:  It’s the last good chance for a very long time.  And so our operating assumption is that the talks

     now taking place must conclude by the end of February in order for there to be time to have the referendum that we

     discussed on both sides by the end of March.  If that opportunity slips by, I think it would be a tragedy.

           Okay.  So, sit tight and we’ll let you know as soon as the President comes down from the 38th floor.

           Thank you very much.

                                              * *** *
_________________________________________________________________________________________
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T H U R S D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
Iraq

*
In Europe, chief UN inspector urges ‘proactive’ cooperation by Baghdad

*
Empty chemical warheads found by UN inspectors

*
UN panel pays over $597 million in claims arising from Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait

Other news

*
Clear consensus for Quartet’s efforts on Middle East crisis, Security Council told

*
Annan, President Chávez discuss issues surrounding G-77, crisis in Venezuela

*
G-77 should focus on emerging challenges of development in 2003, Annan urges

*
UN envoy meets with Greek foreign minister on Cyprus problem

*
UN human rights chief expresses solidarity with people of Angola

*
Western Sahara: UN envoy meets Algerian leaders 

*
UN envoy arrives in Côte d’Ivoire to focus attention on unfolding crisis

*
Liberia: Annan still waiting for government’s response to new mandate for UN office

*
Heavy rains result in floods in Malawi, damaging homes and crops – UN

*
Living standards for Europe’s Roma comparable to sub-Saharan Africa, UN reports

* * * *

Iraq: inspections

16 January – After meeting with European officials today in the first of a series of talks before heading to Baghdad, the top United Nations weapons inspector said Iraq must offer more “proactive” cooperation with UN monitors in order to avoid military conflict.

“The message that we want to bring to Baghdad is that the situation is very tense and very dangerous and that everybody wants to see a verified and credible disarmament of Iraq, of doing away with any weapons of mass destruction that may remain there,” Hans Blix, Executive Chairman of the UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC), said at a press conference in Brussels.

His comments came after a meeting with the European Union’s High Representative for a Common Foreign and Security Policy, Javier Solana, the European Commission’s External Relations Commissioner, Chris Patten, and other European officials.

From Brussels, Mr. Blix is scheduled to travel to Paris and London before heading to Baghdad this weekend with the chief of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), Mohamed ElBaradei, for further consultations with their Iraqi counterparts.

Mr. Blix said Iraq’s 12,000-page arms declaration did not provide any new evidence and urged Baghdad to be “proactive” in its cooperation in order to convince the Security Council that the country no longer has any more weapons of mass destruction.

“There are two major avenues to this and one of them is through the United Nations and through the inspections that I represent, and we feel that Iraq must do more than they have done so far in order to make this a credible avenue,” he stressed.

“The other major option is the one we have seen taking shape in the form of an armed action against Iraq,” he added. “Of course for my part and for the part of Mr. ElBaradei, we try our best to make the inspections effective and so that we can have a peaceful solution.”

* * *

Iraq: inspections

16 January – United Nations inspectors today found empty chemical warheads at a storage area in Iraq, according to a spokesman for the UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC) in Baghdad.

During a visit of the Ukhaider Ammunition Storage Area to inspect a large group of bunkers constructed in the late 1990s, an UNMOVIC multidisciplinary team discovered 11 empty 122 mm chemical warheads and one that required further evaluation, Hiro Ueki said.

“The warheads were in excellent condition and were similar to ones imported by Iraq during the late 1980s,” Mr. Ueki said. “The team used portable X-ray equipment to conduct a preliminary analysis of one of the warheads and collected samples for chemical testing.”

Meanwhile, UN inspectors visited the homes of two Iraqi scientists in Baghdad in search of documents, according to the UN spokesman. “Some documents related to past proscribed activities, dating from the early 1990s, [and] were taken for further evaluation,” Mr. Ueki said.

In other inspection activities, an UNMOVIC missile team travelled to the Al Nidaa State Company, which manufactures specialized equipment used in the production of solid propellant rocket motors. The team held technical discussions with plant representatives in an attempt to verify information received during inspections of other sites within Iraq.

A second missile team inspected the Nissan 17 Factory in Baghdad, which produces moulds and casts for both military and civil applications, including components for the Al Samoud ballistic missile.

Another UNMOVIC team went to a couple of storage facilities in and around the Rasheed State Company for Production of Construction and Building Materials, the spokesman said.

Yesterday, a Mosul-based multidisciplinary team inspected the Mosul Technical Institute, which conducts agricultural research.

* * *

Iraq-Kuwait

16 January – A United Nations panel in Geneva today paid out more than $597 million for claims resulting from losses and damage suffered as a direct result of Iraq’s 1990 invasion and subsequent occupation of Kuwait.
The UN Compensation Commission announced that the funds would go to 17 governments and one international organization for payment to 327 claimants.

The money to pay the awards is drawn from the UN Compensation Fund, which receives up to 30 per cent of the revenue generated by the export of Iraqi oil and other petroleum products. The Commission has so far paid a total of $16,680,964,976.12 to various claimants.

* * *
Middle East

16 January – There is a clear consensus within the international community of support for the diplomatic Quartet’s efforts to reach a permanent settlement to the situation in the Middle East based on two sovereign states, living side-by-side in peace and security, a senior United Nations official told the Security Council today.

Under-Secretary-General for Political Affairs Kieran Prendergast recalled in a briefing to the Council that the principals of the Quartet – the United States, European Union, Russian Federation and UN – had last met on 20 December, after which US President George W. Bush expressed his strong support for the group’s efforts and a firm commitment to the road map towards realizing a vision of two States, Israel and Palestine, living side-by-side in peace and security. Progress has been made in finalizing that plan, and the Quartet expects to present it formally to the parties following the elections in Israel on 28 January.

That road map sets out a three-phase plan for achieving a negotiated settlement and is premised on a recognition that progress is contingent on parallel steps by both parties in security, humanitarian, institution-building and political matters, Mr. Prendergast said. The first phase requires parallel implementation of a complete ceasefire, improved humanitarian conditions, promotion of Palestinian institution building and a halt all settlement construction. “The dismal situation on the ground makes it imperative that the Quartet finalize and then begin implementing the road map as soon as possible,” he said.

On the matter of Palestinian reform efforts, Mr. Prendergast said he was particularly encouraged by the rapid pace of financial reforms and noted that the Palestinian Authority had submitted an austerity budget for fiscal year 2003 to the Palestinian Legislative Council and was in the process of developing a robust internal auditing capacity, with the assistance of prominent international accounting firms.

On the other hand, the continuing lack of progress in advancing the issue of the rule of law was of concern, he added. The Palestinian legal community continued to challenge the legality of the Palestinian state security courts. The development of a robust and transparent judiciary was an important foundation for reform in other areas.

Much attention, Mr. Prendergast said, was now focused on the outcome of the Israeli general elections. Whatever Israeli government emerged would confront the reality of surging violence in Israel and the occupied Palestinian territory. The growing economic hardship on both sides posed another serious challenge. There was little hope on either side that the political stalemate that prompted, and continued to fuel the current crisis, would soon be resolved.

“Whatever the current difficulties, ultimately a lasting peace can only be achieved through a political process that takes fully into account the legitimate aspirations of both the Israeli and Palestinian peoples,” Mr. Prendergast said. “We therefore remain convinced that the implementation of the road map of the Quartet will constitute a new beginning for the peoples of both societies.”

* * *

Venezuela

16 January – With Venezuela handing over chairmanship of the Group of 77 developing countries today at United Nations Headquarters in New York, Secretary-General Kofi Annan took the occasion to meet with President Hugo Chávez to discuss several issues concerning the caucus and well as the situation in that country.

According to a readout of the meeting provided by a UN spokesman, the talks addressed the efforts of the Secretary-General of the Organization of American States, César Gaviria, and the manner in which the UN could help Venezuela overcome the current crisis.

President Chávez expressed his views on the state of affairs and on further ways to find a solution, the statement said. He explained that a first step had been taken toward the formation of a Group of Friends of Venezuela.

“The Secretary-General reiterated his concern regarding the situation and emphasized the need to take further steps in accordance with the Constitution and respect for democratic principles, justice and human rights,” the statement said. “The problem of governability in the country requires concerted efforts from all sides to reduce tensions. This is a process in which the international community could be of assistance.”

Earlier Thursday, President Chávez told a press conference that once established, the Group of Friends could assist “Venezuela and its government and institutions, and could benefit democracy” in the country. As for the idea of former Prime Minister Felipe Gonzalez of Spain serving as a mediator from the Group, President Chávez replied that he did not have any information about Mr. Gonzalez’s role.

“The Secretary-General had said to me that given our request that some personal envoy come from him to participate in those efforts,” a list of candidates was currently under review, President Chávez said.

* * *

G-77

16 January – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today encouraged the so-called “Group of 77” developing countries and China to pay greater attention to emerging issues that will profoundly affect efforts to meet the challenges of development and globalization, as the chairmanship of the 133-nation coalition was formally handed over from Venezuela to Morocco.

“Morocco assumes this responsibility at a challenging time,” the Secretary-General said in his remarks to the handover ceremony at UN Headquarters in New York. One such challenge was migration, which now involves hundreds of millions of people, “and which requires the political leaders from both the developing and developed countries to strengthen cooperation.”

“The challenge is threefold,” he continued, “to better protect the human rights of migrants; to fairly share the burdens and responsibilities of providing assistance for refugees, and to fully realize the positive potential of international migration – for migrants and for transit and receiving countries alike.”

The Secretary-General also underscored the challenges the G-77 will face, including the need to deal with trade-related intellectual property rights while allowing developing countries to have access to life-saving medicines, an issue which has led to difficulties in multilateral trade negotiations following the 2001 Doha agreement.

“But this should not lead to pessimism,” Mr. Annan stressed. “With so much at stake, we have no option except to persist.” The international community now has a commitment to reduce trade barriers and subsidies, and to set trade rules in ways that will bring benefits to developing countries. “Poor countries should do their utmost to defend their interests,” he said, and “rich countries must recognize that it is in their interest to open up trade.”

The Secretary-General commended Venezuela’s work leading negotiations for the Group of 77 during the past year under the chairmanship of Ambassador Milos Alcalay. Looking ahead, he congratulated Minister for Foreign Affairs and Cooperation Mohamed Benaissa and Ambassador Mohamed Bennouna on the assumption of Morocco’s duties for the coming year. “Morocco’s voice has contributed greatly to the development debate,” he told the Group. “I am confident the Moroccan delegation will lead you with expertise and determination in the coming months.”

Venezuelan President Hugo Chávez said he was convinced that the Moroccan delegation would be an effective voice, upholding the historic principles of the Group of 77, as well as the struggles and aspirations of the developing world in the coming year. Looking back, he said that with the support of the international community, Venezuela had “spoken the voice of the G-77 with conviction and with firmness.” He was proud to have been the spokesman for the developing world for the past year, having led calls for, among other things the significant reduction of resources spent on weapons of mass destruction, and the creation of an international humanitarian fund to effectively address poverty.

Highlighting Morocco’s goals for the coming year, Mr. Benaissa said the Group would continue to promote and pursue North-South as well as South-South dialogue, and improve efforts to ensure broad consultation on important international issues. The Group will remain committed to working with the membership of the eight most industrialized nations to help find corrective solutions for economic, cultural and social problems. No efforts will be spared to strengthen the Group’s capacity and cohesion so that it can continue to forge fair and strong and democratic international relations.

* * *

Cyprus

16 January – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Special Adviser on Cyprus, Alvaro de Soto, met in Athens today with Greece’s foreign minister and other senior officials. 

According to a UN spokesman, during his meeting with Mr. de Soto, Foreign Minister George Papandreou confirmed Greece’s support for achieving a comprehensive settlement of the Cyprus problem by 28 February using the Secretary-General’s revised proposal of 10 December 2002 as a basis for negotiations.

Mr. de Soto was also scheduled to meet on Thursday with Javier Solana, the European Union’s High Representative for Common Foreign and Security Policy.

Mr. de Soto will return tomorrow to Cyprus, where he will attend a meeting in the UN protected area in Nicosia between Glafcos Clerides, the Greek Cypriot leader, and Rauf Denktash, the Turkish Cypriot leader.

* * *

Angola


16 January – With the end of fighting and the signing of a ceasefire accord between the Government and armed opposition groups, Angola has already overcome the most severe impediments to the protection and promotion of human rights in the country, the United Nations chief human rights official said shortly after arriving in Luanda.

UN High Commissioner for Human Rights Sergio Vieira de Mello, in Angola for three days of meetings with senior government officials, told reporters yesterday that now it is necessary for the people of the country to “consolidate this great progress” and to, above all, work together to overcome the “immense and terrible” legacy of decades of war. 

“That is why we are here,” Mr. Vieira de Mello said, “to express our solidarity with the Government and people of Angola and to discuss with civil society what else we can do to improve humanitarian conditions in all regions of the country and in all categories of the population.” During his stay, he is scheduled to meet with President José Eduardo dos Santos to discuss the current peace process and also draw attention to the importance of human rights in achieving national reconciliation.

Admitting that broad, speedy reconciliation was a “monumental task,” the High Commissioner highlighted two priorities for the Angolan Government and the international community – providing solutions for millions that had been displaced and facilitating demobilization for ex-combatants and former troops of the National Union for the Total Independence of Angola (UNITA). “I came to see what our High Commission and our other partners can modestly contribute to the progress already made,” he added.

Recalling his tenure as the Secretary-General’s Special Representative and head of the UN Transitional Administration in East Timor (UNTAET), Mr. Vieira de Mello said it was no coincidence that he chose to visit Angola. Following Timor Leste’s declaration of independence last year, it seemed important, he said, to show support for Angola, another nation “entering a new phase in its history” on his first official visit as the UN’s top human rights official.

Mr. Vieira de Mello said that during his three-day stint in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) earlier in the week, he urged the leadership in Kisangani and Kinshasa to study the progress made in Angola as they moved to consolidate peace in their own country – namely that ending conflict leads to obvious improvements in human rights. “War is the cause of all the human rights violations in the DRC,” he said, “and [implementing] the Pretoria Agreement is the main condition for significantly improving the civilian, political, economic, social and cultural rights of the Congolese people.”   

* * * 

Western Sahara

The top United Nations envoy guiding negotiations to end the conflict over Western Sahara has met with Algerian President Abdelaziz Bouteflika to discuss proposals for a peaceful solution.

James A. Baker III, Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Personal Envoy for Western Sahara, met yesterday with the Algerian President and his Cabinet to discuss the Council’s proposal, according to a UN spokesman in New York. The Algerian leaders listened to the proposal and said they would return with comments or questions to him.

Mr. Baker is scheduled to head today to Tindouf, Algeria, where the POLISARIO Front is based.  He has been in the region this week to present and explain to the parties and neighbouring countries a proposal for a political solution of the conflict over Western Sahara, which provides for self-determination as requested by the Security Council last July.

 
The envoy’s visit has taken him so far to Morocco and he is expected to end the four-day mission tomorrow following meetings in Mauritania.

* * *

Côte d’Ivoire


16 January – The United Nations humanitarian envoy for the crisis in Côte d’Ivoire arrived in Abidjan today with a mandate to focus international attention on the crisis unfolding in the country, and to ensure that all affected populations – including nearly 1 million refugees – receive the help they so desperately need.


Carolyn McAskie, Special Humanitarian Envoy of UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan, begins her month-long mission in the region amid reports that Liberian refugees are being recruited by both the Ivorian regular army and rebel groups. Clashes in the western part of Côte d’Ivoire and recent ceasefire violations in the north have forced an estimated 400,000 persons in the central and northern regions to flee south, according to an update issued by the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA).

Of the parties to the conflict that sparked the crisis, Ms. McAskie told reporters in Abidjan today “the message I will convey is that the United Nations attaches great importance to the protection of civilians, the respect of human rights.” Stressing the importance of the parties’ responsibilities with respect to the humanitarian situation, Ms. McAskie also assured them that “the UN Secretary-General and the Security Council are watching the situation closely.”

 
In the afternoon, Ms. McAskie met with the Ivorian Minister of Urbanism and Housing, Raymond Abouo-N’dori, to discuss the situation of shantytowns in Abidjan.

During the mission, Ms. McAskie will also meet with other Government authorities, UN Agencies, and a wide range of international and local humanitarian organizations. She will also visit IDP reception centres, transit centres and refugee shelters in Abidjan as well as in other parts of Côte d’Ivoire to talk with those affected by the crisis and gain a deeper understanding of their experiences and needs. 

Ms. McAskie is also scheduled to visit neighbouring countries affected by the crisis to mobilize resources for, and improve coordination of, the humanitarian response. 

* * *

Liberia

16 January – After submitting a revised mandate for the United Nations Peace-building Support Office in Liberia (UNOL), Secretary-General Kofi Annan says that he is still waiting to hear from Freetown about the proposed changes.

In a letter to the President of the Security Council released today at UN Headquarters in New York, the Secretary-General says the Government of Liberia’s initial reaction to his proposal was that the text was being carefully studied and that its response would be conveyed soon.

Last November, the Council asked the Secretary-General to make recommendations concerning the mandate of UNOL as part of its comprehensive strategy for dealing with the situation in Liberia. The 15-nation body suggested that the Office work to offer assistance to the Liberian authorities and to the public for strengthening democratic institutions and the rule of law, contribute to and monitor the preparation of free and fair elections in 2003, and enhance and monitor respect for human rights in Liberia.

The Council also proposed that UNOL promote national reconciliation and resolution of the conflict, support the Government of Liberia in the implementation of peace agreements to be adopted, and engage in an educational campaign to present accurately UN policies and activities regarding Liberia.

“These changes to the mandate of UNOL should increase its capacity for objective reporting on the situation in Liberia,” the Council President said in a letter to the Secretary-General, who had proposed extending the Office’s mandate for an additional year until 31 December 2003.

* * *

Malawi

16 January – Heavy rains in Malawi have resulted in flooding in many parts of the country, damaging homes, destroying crops and disrupting transportation, the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) said today.

The great majority of those affected are extremely poor women who are predominantly engaged in crop production, OCHA said, noting that such crops as maize, tobacco and rice that have been wiped out are the main source of livelihood for most Malawians.

The Government, along with several UN relief agencies, have been providing assistance and assessing the damage in each of the districts to determine the number of households affected by the floods.

The rains, which began in late December, have occurred during a time when Malawi is experiencing a food crisis. Under the UN’s emergency appeal for southern Africa, the country needs $144 million in aid for the period from July 2002 to June 2003.

* * *

Roma

16 January – The literacy, infant mortality and basic nutrition rates of most of the four to five million Roma in Europe are closer to levels in sub-Saharan Africa than those for other Europeans, according to a new report by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) launched today in Brussels.

UNDP’s Roma Human Development Report, “Avoiding the Dependency Trap,” points out that nearly half of the Roma surveyed are unemployed, and close to one in six is “constantly starving.” Only 60 per cent of the households have running water, and fewer than half have toilets in their homes. It adds that only a third of the Roma surveyed completed primary school, while only one percent attended college.

“The international community needs to consider Roma issues from a broader developmental perspective and ensure that Roma people have equal access to education and job opportunities,” said Kalman Mizsei, UNDP Director for Europe and the Commonwealth of Independent States, who supervised the survey, which was carried out in Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Romania and Slovakia.

‘* *** *
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