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Philippine mobile phone producers to go eco-friendly 

      Major mobile phone manufacturers have signed a declaration 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, according to the Cebu-based Philippine Environmental Journalists  Inc. (PEJI). 

      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 life-cycle 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 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 Mr. 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. 

      Mr. 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 Toepfer, Executive  Director  of the United Nations Environment Perogramme, 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 for 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 will sign 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 Mr. Toepfer; Mr. Roch; and Ms. Sachiko Kuwabara-Yamamoto, Executive  Secretary of the Basel Convention.

__________________________________________________________________________________________

Financial Times (London) 

December 18, 2002, Wednesday Surveys ALB1 

 Families move to serious pollution blackspot: 

ENVIRONMENT: Wetland around Porto Romano

      contains 20,000 tons of toxic chemical residues 

Porto Romano, a fast-growing township with a spectacular view of the Adriatic Sea, boasts a well-equipped

      garage, several grocery stores and a school. Yet it is far from being a flourishing example of Albania's

      economic transition. 

      Its 6,000 residents have chosen to build their homes next to an abandoned chemicals plant that produced

      pesticides and chemicals for use in the tanning industry. 

      Water comes from wells polluted with lindane, a pesticide banned in the European Union as a health hazard.

      Houses are built with bricks from abandoned factory buildings, also contaminated with lindane. Cows and

      sheep graze, and vegetables are grown, on heavily polluted soil. Settlement in the Porto Romano area was

      banned under communism and workers were bussed to and from the plant. But after the plant closed in the

      early 1990s, a wave of migrants from northern Albania arrived in the coastal plain. Amid chaotic conditions

      prevailing in the early transition years, local government officials failed to warn the newcomers against

      settling around the plant. 

      Xhevahir Smeli says he moved to Porto Romano four years ago with his wife and son from a village in

      north-east Albania "where there wasn't any hope at all of getting a job". 

      Mr Smeli and his family live in a small, lace-curtained house built inside the factory complex - close to a

      facility that produced sodium dichromate, a chemical used in tanning leather. He works as a casual labourer

      in Durres, Albania's main port, five kilometres away. "I know about what's here. I had a test and was told my

      blood was poisoned," he says, standing at his garden gate beside a puddle stained yel low with chrome

      residue. "But the land was free, and we won't get any help to make a home somewhere else." 

      UNEP, the United Nations environmental agency, last year called Porto Romano "one of the worst

      environmental hotspots in the Balkans". It said a groundwater sample from one well showed levels of

      chlorobenzene 4,000 times higher than the limit for drinking water accepted in several EU member-states.

      Soil samples showed lindane concentrations over 1,000 times the level accepted in the Netherlands. A

      wetland around Porto Romano, used as a dump for chemical waste from the plant, contains about 20,000

      tons of toxic residues, according to the report. Chickens and turkeys - destined for sale in Tirana

      supermarkets - range freely around a nearby storage plant that still contains over 350 tons of chemicals,

      some leaking from corroded steel drums and torn sacks. 

      Xhemal Mato, founder of Mass Media and Environment, a local pressure group, says: "Past pollution is a huge

      problem, but develop ment takes priority over environmental issues. Vested interests are strong and public

      awareness is low." 

      Because of its proximity to Durres and the large number of people living around the chemicals complex, Porto

      Romano is Albania's most prominent environmental hotspot. Under pressure from international agencies, the

      government is planning a clean-up. A study will be carried out next year as the first stage of a Dollars 5m

      remedial programme to be financed by the World Bank. 

      Ilir Qesha, the Durres environmental officer, says the first measure will be to move out the 50 families living

      inside the factory complex and fence off the most dangerous parts of the site. But it is unclear whether

      residents of the township will be encouraged to move away from the area. "The clean-up is part of a plan to

      zone the area for industrial use. But it will be hard to uproot people," he says. 

      Albania last year set up an environment ministry, tasked with developing strategies to remedy past pollution,

      prevent the import and dumping of toxic waste, and protect tourist areas from unregulated development. 

      Mr Mato says Albania's industrial sites were built with Russian and Chinese technology that didn't include

      environmental protection measures, "so the problems are acute". 

      UNEP experts found dangerously high levels of mercury in beach sand and soil around an abandoned

      Chinese-built chemicals plant near the southern port of Vlora, which produced chlorine alkali and polyvinyl

      chloride. Several other heavily polluted industrial sites, including abandoned fertiliser and copper processing

      plants, as well as the partly revived steel complex at Elbasan in central Albania, also pose a daunting

      challenge for the new ministry. ___________________________________________________________________________________________

BBC Monitoring Service

Khatami inaugurates first ECO environment ministers conference 

      Text of report in English by Iranian news agency IRNA 

      Tehran, 15 December: The first Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO) Environment Ministers Conference was inaugurated here Sunday 15 December by Iranian President Mohammad Khatami who addressed the  meeting. 

      A draft of a final statement on regional cooperation to be issued at the end of the meeting is to be drawn up      by senior experts during the first two days of discussions. During the three-day meeting, ECO environment      ministers and experts on human, natural and wild life species will discuss marine environmental issues,      bio-diversity, as well as promotion and training of regional states on legal structures to promote  environmental concerns. 

      The meeting, sponsored and hosted by Iran is aimed at tackling environmental issues facing ECO member      states. 

      Representatives and environment ministers from Iran, Turkey, Pakistan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Azerbaijan,      Turkmenistan, Afghanistan and Tajikistan are attending this first-ever conference. 

      The conference is presided by Iran's vice-president and head of the department of the environment (DOE)      Ma'sumeh Ebtekar. 

      Representatives from the United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP), United Nations Development      Programme (UNDP), the World Bank, the Asian Development Bank, the Islamic Development Bank and the      Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC) are among other participants in this environmental meeting. 

      The Energy Charter, Persian Gulf Regional Environmental Protection Department, Caspian Sea Environmental  Programme, Ramsar Convention and the Asian and Pacific Economic and Social Cooperation Organization are  represented in the conference. ECO environment ministers held their preliminary session here Saturday 14 December .

__________________________________________________________________________________________

BBC Monitoring Service

Iran: Head of environment organization warns of regional crises 

Text of report in English by Iranian news agency IRNA 

      Tehran, 15 December: Vice-President and Head of the Department of Environment Ms Ma'sumeh Ebtekar said  here on Sunday 15 December that if regional countries do not prevent the current trend of environment      degradation, the region will witness severe and irreparable economic and social crises soon. 

      Addressing the inaugural session of the first Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO) Environment Ministers Conference, she said, currently, the criteria of sustainable development is in close relations with those of the economic, social and cultural development in different societies. 

      The ECO environment ministers are concerned about eruption of different regional crises in the near future,      she said adding that they are making efforts to jointly perform programmes in the areas of natural resources,      forest conservation, as well as fight against water, soil and weather pollution. She further announced  that      approval of transfer of environmental technology, scientific, technical and educational cooperation,      establishment of financial fund and of ECO environmental college are among the provision of joint plan of      action. 

      Ms Ebtekar underlined the need for close cooperation between the United Nations Environment Programme      (UNEP) and the ECO. 

      Also addressing the session, Klaus Topfer, the UNEP Executive Director, stressed the importance of      environment in sustainable development. 

      Underlining the need for establishment of closer cooperation among ECO members, he called for making use      of the existing potentials in all ECO countries in order to ensure lasting development in the entire region. 

      Stressing the importance of cooperation between ECO members and different international organizations,      Topfer proposed that a convention on the Caspian Sea environment be inked by the member states. 

      Meanwhile, the ECO Secretary General, Mojtaba Arastu, told the participants in the session that the      outcome of the conference will benefit the entire globe. The ECO has always made efforts to establish close      relations with several international organizations in order to achieve its goals, he emphasized...
__________________________________________________________________________________________

ENS

U.S. Lawyers Foster Environmental Change in China 

 WASHINGTON, DC, December 17, 2002 (ENS) - Public participation and China may not appear to go hand-in-hand, but a project aimed at furthering  the understanding of environmental compliance in the world's most populous  nation may be sowing the seeds of change. 

On January 1, 2003, a law providing public access to information and enabling public participation in environmental governance will enter into effect in the Chinese city of Shenyang. 

The northeastern Chinese city of Shenyang (Photo courtesy Int'l. Council for Local Environmental Initiatives)

It is the first law of its  type to be passed in   China, and it is the major  success of a year long                                                          project coordinated by  the American Bar  Association's Asia Law

Initiative and China's  Center for  Environmental  Education and Communications (CEEC). The CEEC is part of China's State Environmental Protection Administration (SEPA). 

Initial fears that the Chinese central government might object to the initiative   were unfounded, according to Gordon Davis, China liaison for the ABA's  Asia Law Initiative Council, which is based in Beijing. Davis and others gathered today in Washington at the Woodrow Wilson International Center   for Scholars to discuss the development and future of the project. 

"The reaction of the central government was positive," Davis said. "We weren't sure what we'd get, but we got 100 percent support from the central  government. It is too soon to tell if this will become a model, but we think it

will." 

The Environmental Governance in China project began early last year to    provide stakeholders in three regional cities with training and education on     environmental governance issues. After the formation of an advisory council to tailor the direction and goals of the project, Davis and his team coordinated training seminars in Shenyang, Wuhan and Chifeng. These seminars reached out to a broad target group of local and regional governmental officials, lawyers, academics, nongovernmental organizations and industry representatives. 

China does not have an established system for its citizens to participate in environmental initiatives, nor does it have a national framework for environmental compliance. 

Still, the Chinese government has begun to act on a number of serious environmental issues, including clean water, clean air and hazardous waste.  The current five year plan, 2001-2005, calls for environmental investments of some US$85 billion, with provincial and local governments tapped to provide some 35 percent of the investment. 

Interested parties are only now learning how to engage the government and the public on issues of environmental compliance, and the American Bar Association seeks to use its experience to shorten the learning curve. 

The city of Wuhan (Photo credit unknown)

The seminar in the central Chinese city of Wuhan focused on the feasibility of a regional Internet database of

Environmental information. The local enthusiasm for this idea  did not quite match the  reality, Davis explained,                       but further work on the  concept is continuing.  Helping local officials, especially those from the Environment Protection Bureau (EPB), understand how to communicate environmental information as well as how to enforce regulations is a key to fostering change in China. 

EBP officials are looking for "legal ways of doing their jobs," Davis said, adding that they face the additional challenges of balancing the pressures of  the central government, industry and local politicians. 

The Chinese system ultimately relies on local enforcement, according to Jia  Feng, deputy director of the CEEC. 

"SEPA has no financial support to implement local environmental laws and no enforcement power at the local level," said Feng, who has been the key Chinese official in the project. 

In the Inner Mongolian city of Chifeng where coal is mined, the seminar  focused on policy options to combat desertification and ecosystem degradation. These issues are of concern to many across China, as some 640

major cities face water shortages and a 1998 report indicated that some 85  percent of China's rivers exceed local pollution standards. 

The project's coordinators plan to follow up the seminars and training sessions in Chifeng, Wuhan and Shenyang with a series of pilot programs that highlight various tools for enforcing Chinese environmental law. 

China is slowly moving from the rule of authority to the rule of law, said  Richard Ferris, partner and co-chair of the International Environmental Health and Safety section of the Washington based law firm Beveridge & Diamond.It will take time for some to come to grips with this shift, he said, but "initiatives that take root at the local level are often picked up at the national 

level." 

The rest of the world can ill afford not to try and foster improved  environmental compliance by the world's most populous country, Ferris  added. 

China has nine of the world's 10 most polluted cities, and with its economy growing at some 10 percent a year, its impact on the global environment will only increase. 

"China's unique role in dictating how global environment initiatives proceed  makes this project even more important," Ferris said. 

But the project is nearing the end of its tenure and American Bar Association officials are scrambling to find further funding from the U.S. government. The project's first year was funded largely by some $385,000 from the U.S. State Department, but less than $100,000 has been secured for 2003, according to Brian Rohan, associate director of the ABA's Asia Law Initiative. 

Government building in the Mongolian Chinese city of Chifeng. (Photo courtesy Government of China)

"Funding for year two is very much up in the air," said Rohan, who added that the American Bar Association is hoping for a 2003 total of $700,000, with the aim of expanding  the project to additional cities. Funding is

 difficult, Rohan said, as many U.S. agencies are forbidden to fund projects in China. 

Chinese and American representatives from the project pleaded for its  continuation at today's conference. There is much work to be done, they say,  and it would be a shame to let the past year's efforts go to waste. 

"We've set up a good foundation for this project, and the Chinese audience is interested in these issues," Feng said. Chinese from all walks of life are becoming more engaged in environmental issues, he said. 

"The general picture has changed quite a lot in the past five years," said Hongjun Zhang from Beveridge & Diamond. 

Zhang credited China's participation in the World Trade Organization as a major factor in the country's increased acceptance of international experts and a further willingness to address environmental issues. 

"People in China now consider the environment before they become a victim," Zhang said. "We've come quite a long way but there is still a long way to go."

__________________________________________________________________________________________

Reuters

2002 second hottest as global warming speeds - WMO

  GENEVA - This year has been the second warmest since 1860, extending a quarter-century pattern of accelerated global warming linked to

  greenhouse gas emissions, United Nations scientists said on Tuesday. 

  The World Meteorological Organisation (WMO), a United Nations agency, said that 1998 remained the hottest year on record, with 2002

  surpassing last year as the next warmest. The 10 warmest years had all occurred since 1987, nine since 1990. 

  "Clearly for the past 25 or 26 years, the warming is accelerating...The rate of increase is unprecedented in the last 1,000 years," Kenneth

  Davidson, director of WMO's world climate programme told a news briefing. 

  A moderate El Nino system warming the tropical Pacific since mid-year was expected to last through April, according to WMO. 

  While El Nino is smaller in magnitude than the 1997-98 event, which caused $34 billion in damage, it has coincided with "climate

  anomalies" including droughts in Australia and southern Africa, as well as warmer conditions across Asia, it added. 

  WMO scientists were presenting a report on the status of the global climate in 2002, based on observations through November from a

  network of land-based weather stations, ships and buoys. 

  Global surface temperatures have risen six-tenths of a degree Celsius since 1900, according to the Geneva-based body. 

  Scientists say the world needs to slash emissions of carbon dioxide (CO2) and other greenhouse gases which trap heat in the atmosphere

  if it is to avoid disastrous floods, droughts and a rise in sea levels in coming decades. 

  Davidson called greenhouses gases "the major influence affecting the climate". 

  Hong Yan, WMO assistant secretary-general, went further: "If no very effective measures are taken for preventing further release of

  greenhouse gases, then the trend will continue." 

  The United States, the largest producer of greenhouse gases, has rejected the Kyoto treaty which aims to cut emissions from developed

  countries by 2012 to 5.2 percent below 1990 levels. 

  The El Nino phenomenon, from the Spanish term for a boy child, is the warming of the central and eastern tropical Pacific, the world's

  largest ocean basin, every few years. 

  It can wreak havoc on weather patterns, but no two El Nino events are identical, scientists say. 

  "The drought in Southern Africa appears very strongly linked to El Nino. The drought in Ethiopia appears not to be," said Paul Llanso,

  head of WMO's climate data and monitoring division. 

  U.S. forecasters said last week that El Nino would bring a milder winter to the northern half of the United States while pounding parts of

  the south and east with more storms. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

REUTERS

Earth hotter in 2002 as USA cools - US forecasters

  WASHINGTON - El Nino's return in 2002 helped to hike global temperatures to the second highest on record and scorch the earth with

  widespread drought, U.S. government forecasters said on Tuesday. 

  The weather anomaly El Nino caused drought in India and Indonesia and record high temperatures in Australia during the year, the U.S.

  National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) said. 

  Scorching temperatures and lack of rain caused severe drought over half the United States this past summer. A series of storms and an

  active hurricane season brought rain aplenty to the southern and eastern U.S., but about one-third of the country is still drought-stricken. 

  Still, the average temperature for 2002 for the contiguous United States is expected to be 53.6 degrees F (12 degrees Celsius), about

  one-half degree cooler than 2001, NOAA said. 

  "There is a clear trend toward warmer conditions, and it is a very significant trend," said Tom Karl, director of NOAA's national climate

  data center. 

  In its winter forecast last week, NOAA meteorologists said El Nino will affect U.S. weather through March or April, bringing a mild winter

  to the northern half of the country while pounding the South and East with more storms. 

  El Nino is an abnormal warming of waters in the Pacific Ocean that wreaks havoc on global weather patterns. 

  Forecasters said the current El Nino will not be as devastating as in 1997-1998 when nearly 25,000 people died due to weather-related

  conditions. That El Nino also caused billions of dollars in damages due to drought in Indonesia and floods in Ecuador and Peru. 

  The average global temperature in 2002 rose nearly 1 degree from last year to 57.8 degrees Fahrenheit (14.3 degrees C), the

  second-warmest year since the United States started tracking weather data in 1880. The highest temperature on record was 58.0 F (14.4

  degrees C) in 1998. 

  Nine of the 10 warmest years recorded on earth since 1880 have occurred since 1990, NOAA said. 

  During 2002, scientists saw the greatest surface melt on the Greenland ice sheet in the 24 years that satellites have monitored the formation

  and a record low in Arctic sea ice in September. 

  NOAA collects weather data from satellites, ships, ocean buoys and climate stations around the world. 

  MORE FOREST FIRES 

  NOAA cautioned on Tuesday that drought in the northern U.S. Rockies would worsen this winter, setting the stage for a repeat of the

  tinder-like conditions that burned an estimated 7 million acres (2.8 million hectares) of forest land last summer. 

  "When we say warmer and drier in Wyoming, Idaho and Montana, that could be a significant problem next year," said James Laver,

  director of NOAA's climate prediction center, referring to potential forest fires. 

  The Bush administration recently proposed removing small trees and brush that help spread wildfires by skirting some environmental rules

  that slow the removal process. Green groups have challenged the plan, saying logging companies would exploit the relaxed measures to

  commercially harvest timber under the guise of forest-thinning projects. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________

Reuters

Fuel spill in Thai Gulf after ships collide

  BANGKOK - A Panama-registered oil tanker spilled diesel fuel into the Gulf of Thailand on Tuesday after a collision with a cargo freighter,

  a marine police officer said. 

  The officer, who declined to be identified, told Reuters the tanker Sky Ace, with an estimated displacement of 11,488 tons, suffered

  starboard damage near its stern after the pre-dawn accident a few nautical miles off the Thai port of Laem Chabang. 

  He said an unknown quantity of diesel fuel from the tanks serving the ship's engines spilled into the sea. Thai television reports also did

  not say how much fuel was spilled. 

  The Sky Ace was carrying about 6,800 tonnes of oil solvent and lubricants to a refinery at Laem Chabang at the time of the collision with

  the freighter Kotavichaya, registered in Singapore, he said. 

  The officer, quoting a marine police report, said the incident left the 31,504-ton freighter with a superficial dent near its bow. 

  The freighter was sailing from the Thai port to Singapore, he said. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

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.

           Spokesman for the Secretary-General

           **Guest at the noon briefing

           Good afternoon.  Joining us as the guest at the briefing will be Michael Chandler, Chairman of the Monitoring

     Group on sanctions against Al Qaeda, the Taliban and associates.  He'll be here to brief you on the Group's third

     report.  I think, if you can tell from the reserved signs we have on the first row here, he expects to have his entire panel

     with him.

           **Statement attributable to the Spokesman

           “Today in Pretoria, South Africa, the Congolese parties signed an accord on an all-inclusive power-sharing

     arrangement for the transition Government in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, following intensive negotiations

     mediated jointly by the Special Envoy of the Secretary-General for the Inter-Congolese Dialogue, Moustapha Niasse,

     and the Government of South Africa.

           “The Secretary-General welcomes this long-awaited progress in the Congolese peace process as a significant

     step towards lasting peace in the Democratic Republic of the Congo and the Great Lakes region as a whole.  He

     praised the Congolese parties for their courageous decision to find a peaceful solution to end the suffering of the

     Congolese people and embark upon a path to reconciliation, reconstruction and development.  He also commends his

     Special Envoy and the Government of South Africa for their untiring efforts to help the Congolese parties reach this

     accord.

           “The Secretary-General hopes that this accord will be endorsed without delay at the plenary session of the

     inter-Congolese dialogue, to be convened by the Facilitator, Sir Ketumile Masire.

           “The Secretary-General pledges that the United Nations will continue to support the peace process in the

     Democratic Republic of the Congo, which promises to enter a transition period, that would, in turn, lead to free,

     transparent and democratic elections.” 

           **Congo

           The Secretary-General’s Special Representative in Kinshasa, Amos Namanga Ngongi, also welcomed the

     signing of the accord in Pretoria.

           The accord, he said, has been made possible by the signatories’ commitment, having managed to overcome

     their old reflexes of distrust and surpass all their differences for the benefit of the Congolese people who have the right

     to peace and happiness”, he said.

           We have his full statement upstairs.

           **Iraq

           In Iraq this morning, one United Nations Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC)

     biological team inspected the Department of Biotechnology, Baghdad University, while another biological team headed

     for Mosul to inspect a biological site.

           Meanwhile, two UNMOVIC teams of missile inspectors visited separate locations involved in missile activity. 

     The first was the Oxidiser Production plant, which is engaged in the production of fuel and oxidizer for missiles, such

     as the Volga/SA-2 and the Al Samood.  The second team inspected the Al-Almeen Factory which produces the motor

     cases and nozzle housings for the Al-Fet’h and the Al-Abour Missiles. 

           Today, an additional eight inspectors from UNMOVIC arrived in Baghdad, bringing the total number of

     UNMOVIC inspectors to 94.  The International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) has 19 inspectors.  The grand total of

     inspectors from UNMOVIC and the IAEA now stands at 113.  The full report is available upstairs.

           Concerning the Iraqi declaration, we expect the version edited by UNMOVIC to be available to all members of

     the Security Council later today.  The same holds for the parts of the declaration edited by the IAEA.

           Last Thursday, UNMOVIC’s Executive Chairman, Hans Blix, wrote to Iraqi authorities to ask for the list of

     personnel who had been associated with their weapons programmes, either now or in the past.  Security Council

     resolution

     1441 gives the inspectors the authority to ask for such a list.

           **Kuwait report

           Out on the racks is the Secretary-General’s latest report on the issue of the return by Iraq of Kuwaiti property,

     as well as missing Kuwaitis and third country nationals, in which he gives an account of the activities of the High-Level

     Coordinator for these issues, Ambassador Yuli Vorontsov.

           In the report, the Secretary-General notes that, on the issue of the return of Kuwaiti archives, there have been

     some encouraging developments, notably the return by Iraq of a first batch of documents in October of this year.  The

     Secretary-General writes, “I appeal to the Iraqi authorities to redouble their efforts aimed at the return of remaining

     Kuwaiti property without delay”.

           On the issue of repatriation of missing Kuwaiti and third-country nationals, progress has been limited despite

     some new positive elements, the Secretary-General said.

           As you’ll recall, last week the Permanent Representative of Iraq, Ambassador Mohammed Al-Douri, wrote to

     Vorontsov informing him that that the Minister for Foreign Affairs of Iraq would welcome his visit to Baghdad.

           “It is my sincere hope”, the Secretary-General says in the report, “that this and other developments noted ...

     are the beginning of a process, which would eventually enable me to report more substantive progress in the near

     future”.

           **Oil-for-food programme

           According to the weekly update from the Office of the Iraq Programme, the United Nations and the

     Government of Iraq have agreed to extend the Memorandum of Understanding for the “oil-for-food” programme for an

     additional 180 days.  This is phase 13 of the programme.  In terms of oil exports, for the week of

     7 December Iraq exported 3.7 million barrels under the programme for an estimated revenue of $84 million.

           **Security Council

           On the Security Council, the Council at 10:30 this morning held a meeting with troop-contributing countries to

     the United Nations Disengagement Observer Force, or UNDOF, in the Golan Heights.  Assistant Secretary-General for

     Peacekeeping Operations, Hedi Annabi, briefed members on the latest report.  The new United Nations military advisor

     Major General Patrick Cammaert was introduced.

           Council members then went into consultations today on UNDOF with a view to a formal meeting.

           And then at 3:30 this afternoon, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Angola, Ibrahim Gambari,

     will brief the Council on the latest report, first in an open meeting and then in consultations.

           Cyprus, which had been scheduled for this morning, has been moved to Wednesday afternoon.

           I am told that consultations have adjourned in the Security Council and a formal meeting on the United Nations

     Disengagement Observer Force (UNDOF) resolution should be underway shortly.

           Also, yesterday afternoon, Terje Roed Larsen, the United Nations Special Coordinator for the Middle East

     Peace Process, briefed the Security Council in an open meeting on the situation in the Middle East.

           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, Roed Larsen said.  He urged international efforts to reconcile plans

     with reality.

           Roed Larsen also noted that the road map for peace outlined by the diplomatic Quartet provides the best tool

     to achieve this goal.

           The Council then moved into closed consultations to continue the discussion.  During those consultations, a

     draft resolution on the recent deaths of three United Nations workers in the occupied Palestinian territory was

     introduced.

           **Security Council mission to Belgrade

           The Security Council mission, headed by Ambassador Ole Peter Kolby of Norway, ended its visit to Kosovo

     and Belgrade today, with Ambassador Kolby holding a press conference in Belgrade to say that the delegation had

     met yesterday with Yugoslav President Vojislav Kostunica, Serbian Prime Minister Zoran Djindjic and other senior

     officials.

           During those meetings, he said, the Council members stressed the importance of Belgrade’s full cooperation

     with Council resolutions on Kosovo and with the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia.  Also, he

     said, the delegation had emphasized that outstanding issues in Kosovo can only be resolved by dialogue among all

     affected parties, and that Kosovo Serbs should be encouraged to participate fully in Kosovo’s institutions.

           The Council mission is headed back to New York, where it will report back to the Security Council on its

     four-day visit to the region.

           We have a press release upstairs and also the full transcript of Ambassador Kolby’s press conference.  Also,

     the United Nations Mission in Kosovo issued a release today, noting that the certifications for the budgets of

     24 municipalities in Kosovo have been found to be in order, allowing for greater authority to be devolved to those

     municipalities.

           **Statement attributable to the Spokesman on Venezuela

           We have a statement attributable to the Spokesman concerning the situation in Venezuela. 

           “The Secretary-General reiterates full support for the mediation efforts undertaken in Venezuela by the

     Secretary-General of the Organization of American States, Cesar Gaviria.  These talks provide an opportunity which

     must not be missed to find a peaceful political solution to the present crisis on the basis of constitutionality.

           “The Secretary-General urges the Government and the opposition to cooperate in earnest with Mr. Gaviria’s

     efforts and to refrain from behaviour that disrupts normal life in Venezuela and may sharpen tensions.”

           **Afghanistan

           On Afghanistan, in a message to the meeting of the Afghan Support Group, the Secretary-General urges the

     international community to continue to invest in the recovery and security of Afghanistan.

           He notes the many achievements in the past twelve months in the country, and stresses:  “The changes in the

     political and security landscape of Afghanistan are inextricably linked to the resolution of the humanitarian plight still

     facing millions of Afghans, and to the essential requirement for accelerated social and economic reconstruction”.

           His message was delivered by the Special Representative, Lakhadar Brahimi, who also addressed the Oslo

     meeting.  Brahimi reminded the audience that a year ago, when in Oslo to receive the Nobel Peace Prize, the

     Secretary-General invited people to think about a little girl born in far away Afghanistan, as a symbol of the need for

     international solidarity and cooperation.  Brahimi invited the audience to keep thinking of the need of that little girl born

     today and the respective responsibilities that the international community has to that girl.

           At today’s meeting, an appeal for the amount of $815 million was launched for the 2003 United Nations

     Transitional Assistance Programme for Afghanistan.

           Both the Secretary-General’s message and that of Mr. Brahimi are available in my office.

           **International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia

           Witness testimony in the sentencing hearing for former Bosnian Serb President Biljana Plavsic wrapped up

     today in The Hague, with the prosecution and defence to present their closing arguments tomorrow.

           Among those testifying today were former United Nations envoy for the Balkans, Carl Bildt, and former United

     States Secretary of State, Madeleine Albright.

           The International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia has marked the importance of the proceedings

     underway, which are the first time that any politician in the former Yugoslavia has accepted responsibility for actions

     during the Bosnian war.

           Plavsic, you'll recall, entered a guilty plea for one count of persecution as a crime against humanity –- a broad

     category that incorporates mass killings, the detention and mistreatment of non-Serbs and the destruction of property.

           **International Court of Justice

           The International Court of Justice, or world court, ruled today that Malaysia has sovereignty over Pulau Ligitan

     and Pulau Sipidan, two small islands off the north-eastern coast of the island of Borneo that had also been claimed by

     Indonesia.

           In its judgment, which was decided by a vote of 16 in favour and one against, the world court found that neither

     party had a treaty-based title to the islands; consequently, the Court determined whether the two nations’ claims to

     sovereignty were based on evidence of an actual, continued exercise of authority over the islands.  It was on that basis

     that the Court ruled in favour of Malaysia.  We have a press release with more details.

           **Guinea-Bissau

           The Secretary-General’s report on developments in Guinea-Bissau and on the activities of the United Nations

     Peace-building Support Office in that country is out on the racks today.

           He says that the political, economic and social situation in Guinea-Bissau continues to be of great concern. 

     He notes there has been no resort to violence and it is clear that the people of Guinea-Bissau are united in their desire

     for peace, but adds that political developments have not been encouraging.

           **Population Conference

           The Fifth Asian and Pacific Population Conference concluded today with the adoption by consensus of a “Plan

     of Action on Population and Poverty”, which addressed population issues as a key contribution to reducing poverty and

     meeting the United Nations Millennium Development Goals.

           However, the United States expressed strong reservations about two sections of the Plan of Action, which

     relate to reproductive rights and reproductive health services, as well as adolescent reproductive health.

           To address the continuing problem of poverty in the region, the document urges governments to “ensure that

     demographic and population factors are fully integrated into all levels of planning, in particular addressing the needs of

     the poor and the disadvantaged”.

           In a press release today, the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) hailed the pledge by the governments

     to give priority to population and reproductive health concerns in their work to reduce poverty.  Nearly

     600 participants from about 40 member countries participated in the two-day meeting.  You can get more details on

     the Plan of Action in my office.

           **Secretary-General Remarks

           The Secretary-General and his wife, Nane, will be going to the United Nations Book Shop at 1:30 today, where

     the Secretary-General will speak at the launch of David Rockefeller’s Memoirs, where the author will also speak and

     sign copies of his book.

           And then this evening, at about 8 p.m., the Secretary-General will speak at a ceremony at the Waldorf Astoria

     Hotel, at which Seton Hall University’s School of Diplomacy and International Relations is to be named officially after

     John Whitehead, the former chairman of the United Nations Association of the United States.  He will draw attention to

     the role that Whitehead has played in informing the United States public about United Nations work.  We have

     embargoed copies of his remarks upstairs.

           **Press Releases

           The World Health Organization (WHO) today presented a report to the Government of China on the link

     between sustainable development and investment in health and its implications for the Chinese economy.  The report,

     written by WHO's Commission on Macroeconomics and Health, finds that investment in health strongly contributes to

     economic growth and development and recommends that focus should be on the deadliest and most debilitating

     diseases.

           And then in a second press release, the Pan American Health Organization (PAHO), which is the arm of the

     World Health Organization operating in the Americas, today issued a new report on the operations of tobacco

     companies in the region.  The report shows that, in the last 10 years, transnational tobacco companies have

     conducted active campaigns of deception regarding the harmful effects of second-hand tobacco smoke.

           **Signings

           This morning, Canada became the 100th country to ratify the Kyoto Protocol to the United Nations Framework

     Convention on Climate Change.

           **Budget

           And budget news, Seychelles became the 116th Member State to pay its regular budget contribution in full

     and that with payment of just over $22,000.

           **Questions and Answers

           Question: What was the nature of that chemical that the inspectors found in Iraq?

           Spokesman: Any technical questions like that I'd ask you to make to the UNMOVIC Spokesman.

           Question: Do you have a date for Vorontsov to go?

           Spokesman: No, we haven't announced one, and we don't have one yet.

           Spokesman for the General Assembly President

           Good afternoon.  In his message for International Migrants Day, which is observed on 18 December, President

     Kavan says that “through past decades, many States have experienced a large rise in the number of migrants, and

     estimates by the International Migration Organization show that the international community has to be prepared for a

     further huge increase in the future”. 

           While recognizing that there are both positive as well as negative aspects to the question of migration, the

     President’s message stresses that “the debate on migration should not polarize the international community since the

     protection of human rights of migrants is not incompatible with either the exercise of sovereignty by States or the

     practical implementation of national security.  Effective policies are needed to prevent illegal migration, starting in the

     countries of origin via transit countries to destination countries.  This is absolutely essential if we are serious about

     halting the spread of organized transnational crime networks”.

           President Kavan calls for countries to reaffirm their commitment towards overcoming these challenges on a

     basis that respects the right of migrants, as well as the rule of law.

           There is no General Assembly plenary today, but tomorrow the plenary will take decisions on Third Committee

     reports, and on Friday is expected to take up Second Committee reports.

           Yesterday afternoon, the Fifth Committee concluded its work for the main part of this session after taking

     decisions on a number of outstanding draft

     resolutions including pattern of conferences and the proposed programme budget 2004-2005.  The Committee’s first

     resumed session will take place from 3 to

     28 March and its second resumed session from 5 to 30 May 2003.

           Any questions?  Thank you.

                                              * *** *

___________________________________________________________________________________________
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* * * * 

Al-Qaida

17 December – Countries have collectively made strides in reducing the operational capability of the Al-Qaida network, which has suffered significant disruptions to its infrastructure, according to the latest report by a United Nations Security Council expert panel.

Under a resolution adopted in January by the Council to tighten measures against Usama bin Laden, Al-Qaida, the Taliban, and associated individuals and entities, countries have made greater efforts in identifying and breaking up cells, arresting members of Al-Qaida and their associates, as well as disrupting its finances or tracing transactions supporting the network, the report says.

However, “due to its decentralized, loose and relatively simple command and control system and inherent flexibility, [Al-Qaida] continues to pose a substantial threat, globally, to peace and security,” warns the report, which was produced by a Monitoring Group set up by the Council to track the implementation of such measures as a freezing of assets, a travel ban and an arms embargo.

The Group recommends that the Council quickly issue its list of individuals and entities associated with Usama bin Laden, Al-Qaida and the Taliban in a revised format, and that updated versions of the roster be sent to all UN Member States as soon as possible.

Among other measures, the panel suggests that countries set up appropriate regulatory authorities to oversee charities and non-governmental organizations. The panel also advised the Council to consider all individuals designated on the list as Al-Qaida terrorists or suspected terrorists so that Member States can detain, prosecute or extradite them to countries where they are wanted. Countries should also be encouraged to become party to international treaties dealing with plastic explosives and terrorist bombings.

Speaking at a press briefing at UN Headquarters, the panel’s Chairman, Michael Chandler, told journalists that the key to international cooperation was the UN Consolidated List, which was meant to be a full catalogue of persons and entities comprising or associated with Al-Qaida. But the list continued to reflect a small subset of those persons who had been identified as members or known to different countries as perhaps being linked in some way, he said.

Mr. Chandler also stressed that without broad information sharing, police investigative cooperation and the application of international system-wide financial controls, Al-Qaida will continue to be able to resist, recruit and rearm. “Al-Qaida is an insidious movement and no countries or group of countries can handle this problem alone,” he stressed.

* * *

DRC

17 December – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today welcomed the signing in Pretoria of an all-inclusive power-sharing arrangement for the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) and voiced hope that the accord will soon be formally adopted.


In a statement released by his spokesman, Mr. Annan hailed the “long-awaited progress in the Congolese peace process as a significant step towards lasting peace in the Democratic Republic of the Congo and the Great Lakes region as a whole.” He also praised the Congolese parties for their “courageous decision to find a peaceful solution to end the suffering of the Congolese people and embark upon a path to reconciliation, reconstruction and development.” 

The Secretary-General expressed hope that the accord will be endorsed “without delay” at a plenary session of the Inter-Congolese Dialogue, to be convened by the Facilitator, Sir Ketumile Masire, according to the spokesman. He also pledged the UN’s continued support for the peace process in the DRC, predicting that the country’s transitional period would lead to free, transparent and democratic elections. 

Today’s accord was signed following intensive negotiations mediated jointly by the Secretary-General’s Special Envoy for the Inter-Congolese Dialogue, Moustapha Niasse, and the Government of South Africa. The statement commended both for their “untiring efforts” in support of the Congolese peace process.


Meanwhile, the head of the UN Organization Mission in the DRC, Namanga Ngongi, hailed the accord as a “landmark in the history of this country” and lauded the parties for overcoming “their old reflexes of distrust and surpassing all their differences for the benefit of the Congolese people who have the right to peace and happiness.”

Mr. Ngongi also urged all concerned to “keep the current peace momentum with a view to implementing the agreement for a new political dispensation marked by free and transparent elections in the DRC.”

* * *

Iraq: declaration


17 December – United Nations officials today prepared to distribute to all 15 members of the Security Council copies of an edited version of the declaration by Iraq on its weapons programme.

The document, which runs in the thousands of pages, was screened first by the UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC) and the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA). Each then prepared edited copies of their portion – the first on chemical and biological arms and the second on nuclear weapons – for the Council.

Asked about this development as he entered UN Headquarters this morning, Secretary-General Kofi Annan said it was “important” that all Council members receive the text before they meet Thursday on Iraq. “But I think the actual analysis is going to come later,” he added.

* * *

Iraq: weapons inspections


17 December – With new inspectors arriving in Iraq to boost their ranks, United Nations experts today probed suspected germ warfare and missile production sites around the country.

One biological team from the UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC) inspected the Department of Biotechnology-College of Sciences at Baghdad University at Al-Jadiriyia, according to spokesman Hiro Ueki. The Department, which was previously declared by Iraq and monitored by the UN, carries out basic research and teaching for graduate students.

Another biological team headed for Mosul to inspect previously declared biological sites in the region. 

In addition, two UNMOVIC teams of missile experts visited separate locations involved in missile activity. One went to the government-owned Oxidiser Production plant, which is engaged in the production of fuel and oxidizer for missiles, such as the Volga/SA-2 and the Al Samood. The second team inspected the Al-Almeen Factory, which produces the motor cases and nozzle housings for the Al-Fet’h and the Al-Abour Missiles. The UNMOVIC chemical team inspected the Falluja II site.

Meanwhile, experts from the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) inspected two sites in Baghdad: the Radwan Factory and the Iraqi Plant. Both were previously declared by Iraq.  

With the arrival today of eight additional inspectors from UNMOVIC, the Commission now has 94, while the IAEA has 19 inspectors.  

* * *

Iraq/Kuwait


17 December – Recent months have witnessed advances in the return of property stolen by Iraq during its 1990 invasion of Kuwait, but more must be done for Baghdad to meet its international obligations on this front, Secretary-General Kofi Annan says in a new report to the Security Council.


Iraq has given back a first batch of documents from the Kuwaiti national archives, and a practical mechanism for the return of other property has been re-established, the Secretary-General notes, appealing to the Iraqi authorities “to redouble their efforts aimed at the return of remaining Kuwaiti property without delay.”


Mr. Annan reports “limited” progress on the repatriation of missing Kuwaiti and third-country nationals or their remains, but adds that there are “some new positive elements.” Iraqi officials are now meeting with the UN coordinator on the issue, Yuli Vorontsov. In addition, Baghdad recently informed the League of Arab States of its intention to resume participation in the Technical Subcommittee of the Tripartite Commission set up to deal with the matter.

Most recently, Iraq’s Ambassador to the UN last week wrote to Ambassador Vorontsov inviting him to Baghdad. Commenting on this development, the Secretary-General voices hope that it marks “the beginning of a process which would eventually enable me to report more substantive progress in the near future” and urges Iraq’s full cooperation.

* * *

Iraq: oil-for-food


17 December – The Government of Iraq last week sold 3.7 million barrels of oil for $84 million under the United Nations oil-for-food programme, which allows Baghdad to use a portion of its crude revenues for relief aid, the Office running the effort announced today.

The UN attributed this relatively low export level to bad weather conditions at one of the loading platforms and uncertainties surrounding the renewal of the oil-for-food programme earlier this month. Those uncertainties were since resolved on 4 December when the Security Council extended the programme through 3 June 2003.

Under a new system that speeds the approval of humanitarian contracts for Iraq, the Office of the Iraq Programme has approved 2,972 contracts worth about $4 billion after assessment by the UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC) and the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) that they do not contain “dual-use” items named on the “Goods Review List.”

An additional 1,176 contracts worth about $3.7 billion were found to be non-compliant with the List. UNMOVIC and the IAEA will require additional technical information from suppliers to enable final assessments on those items.

* * * 

Venezuela

17 December – The United Nations Secretary-General, Kofi Annan, today reiterated his full support for the mediation efforts being undertaken in Venezuela under the auspices of Cesar Gaviria, the head of the Organization of American States (OAS).

“These talks provide an opportunity which must not be missed to find a peaceful political solution to the present crisis on the basis of constitutionality,” the Secretary-General said in a statement released by a UN spokesman in New York.

The statement went on to urge the Government and the opposition to cooperate with the mediation efforts, and called on them to “refrain from behaviour that disrupts normal life in Venezuela.”

* * *

Angola

17 December – Despite enormous progress in the peace process, much remains to be done by the people of Angola and the international community to consolidate peace and enhance national reconciliation, reconstruction and development, the top United Nations envoy in the country told the Security Council today in New York.

In an open briefing to the Council, Ibrahim Gambari said that in the four months since the UN Mission in Angola (UNMA) began, it has “successfully initiated activity in nearly all the areas mandated to it,” including the conclusion of the work of the Joint Commission, participating as an observer in the military commission, assisting in the coordination of the provision of humanitarian assistance, promoting human rights and working directly with the Angolan government on disarmament, demobilization and reintegration (DDR) issues.

However, the overall humanitarian situation in Angola remains extremely difficult, Mr. Gambari cautioned, although there has been progress in food delivery, health care and water and sanitation. He reiterated that the international community needs to “redouble its efforts” to address resettlement, demobilization and electoral assistance issues. The Consolidated Inter-Agency Appeal for 2003 requesting some $384 million in assistance was most likely the last such appeal for Angola, he added.

A tentative date for a donor conference had been set for the first quarter of 2003 and would take place in Brussels, Mr. Gambari noted. The meeting should be properly prepared and the pre-requisites for a successful outcome should be met. That would include an effort on the part of the Government in order to allay any concerns the donor community might have on the allocation and spending of national revenues.

In a report to the Security Council released yesterday, UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan said that 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.”

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 also warned that efforts 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.

* * *

UNDOF

17 December – The Security Council today unanimously adopted a resolution renewing for another six months the mandate of the United Nations Disengagement Observer Force (UNDOF), which has been monitoring a ceasefire between Israel and Syria since 1974.

In a statement read out afterwards by its current President, Ambassador Alfonso Valdivieso of Colombia, the Council said that it concurred with the view of Secretary-General Kofi Annan, who wrote in his latest report on UNDOF that “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.”

Mr. Annan also observed in his report, which was released yesterday, that although the area “has remained generally quiet,” the region is volatile, and under the prevailing circumstances, UNDOF’s continued presence is “essential.”

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

* * *

Afghanistan

17 December – The United Nations today launched an $815 million appeal to help Afghanistan with its humanitarian operations and rebuilding efforts, with Secretary-General Kofi Annan urging the international community to continue to invest in the country’s recovery and security.
In a message to the opening of a meeting in Oslo of the Afghan Support Group, the Secretary-General said that the changes in Afghanistan’s political and security landscape are “inextricably linked” to the resolution of the humanitarian plight still facing millions of Afghans, and to the essential requirement for accelerated social and economic reconstruction.

“I urge you all to continue to invest in the recovery and security of Afghanistan, to invest in the will and capacity of Afghans themselves to rebuild their country and to win the struggle for return and survival that so many Afghans still face,” he said in his remarks, which were delivered by his Special Representative Lakhdar Brahimi. “The events of the last year give us all cause for optimism, but not for complacency. We must remain steadfast in our commitment to Afghanistan.”

In his own address to the meeting, Mr. Brahimi reminded the audience that a year ago, when in Oslo to receive the Nobel Peace Prize, the Secretary-General had invited people to think about a little girl born on that day in far away Afghanistan as a symbol of the need for international solidarity and cooperation.

The UN envoy invited the audience to keep thinking of the needs of the little girl who will be born today and the various responsibilities that the international community has to that child. “Let us think of her nutrition and health needs, let us think of the extreme weather conditions she may be facing, let us ask ourselves if she and her mother have a roof over her heads,” he said.

The $815 million appeal, known as the 2003 UN Transitional Assistance Programme for Afghanistan, links humanitarian aid, recovery assistance and capacity building. It is slated to help millions of poor and hungry people, providing shelter and livelihoods for Afghans, especially the growing urban population, while also addressing the needs of rural areas.

The Programme will also support health, education, community services, water and sanitation, and landmine removal activities starting in January and running through March 2004.

* * *

Israel


17 December – The United Nations Secretary-General, Kofi Annan, has asked Israeli Defence Minister Shaul Mofaz for a thorough probe of the circumstances surrounding the death of British aid worker Iain Hook, who was fatally wounded by an Israeli soldier in the Jenin refugee camp last month.


Mr. Annan’s request came during a meeting with the Defence Minister in New York on Monday. The two exchanged views on the current difficult situation in the Middle East as well as a number of pressing UN-Israel issues, including the recent killing of Mr. Hook and other staff members of the UN Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA), according to a read-out of the talks provided by the Secretary-General’s spokesman.


“The Secretary-General reiterated that he expected from the Government of Israel a rigorous investigation of Mr. Hook’s killing and that the United Nations would be provided with a written report,” the spokesman reported. 


Mr. Annan also stressed the need to ensure security and improved access for the staff of UNRWA and other international humanitarian personnel in the occupied Palestinian territory. While welcoming the Israeli Government’s recent transfer of approximately $28 million in tax revenues owed to the Palestinian Authority, he stressed the need to take other practical steps to alleviate the humanitarian situation of the Palestinians, according to the spokesman.

* * * 

Kosovo

17 December – Security Council members have stressed the importance of Belgrade’s full cooperation with United Nations resolutions on Kosovo and the UN war crimes tribunal, the head of the Council mission said today as it concluded its visit to the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia.

Speaking at a press conference in Belgrade, Ambassador Ole Peter Kolby of Norway said that the Council delegation had met yesterday with Yugoslav President Vojislav Kostunica, Serbian Prime Minister Zoran Djindjic and other senior officials.

During those meetings, Ambassador Kolby said, the Council members also emphasized that outstanding issues in Kosovo could only be resolved by dialogue among all affected parties, and that Kosovo Serbs should be encouraged to participate fully in the province’s provisional institutions of self-government.

“Belgrade should encourage the Kosovo Serbs to be constructive partners in the legislative process in the Kosovo Assembly,” he added.

The Council mission is heading back to New York, where it will report back to the full Council on its four-day visit to the region.

In other news, the UN Interim Administration Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK) said that the certifications for the budgets of 24 municipalities in the province have been found to be in order, allowing for greater authority to be devolved to those municipalities.

At the same time, the Mission said, UNMIK chief Michael Steiner will monitor the certified municipalities to ensure that they comply with their obligations under the Constitutional Framework, including the protection of the rights and legitimate interests of all communities, such as fair-share financing.

* * *

ICTY

17 December – At the United Nations International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY), the final witnesses testified today in the sentencing hearing of former Bosnian Serb President Biljana Plavsic.

In October, Mrs. Plavsic pleaded guilty to crimes against humanity – a broad category that incorporates mass killings, detention and mistreatment of non-Serbs and destruction of property – and faces possible life imprisonment.

Among today’s witnesses were former Secretary of State and Ambassador to the UN Madeleine Albright of the United States, who testified in support of Mrs. Plavsic, and Carl Bildt, a former Special Envoy of UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan for the Balkans and High Representative in Bosnia and Herzegovina.

Earlier witnesses included Robert Frowick, former mission head of the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), Nobel Peace Laureate Elie Wiesel, former Bosnian Serb Prime Minister Milorad Dodik and the former deputy head of South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission, Alex Boraine.

Mrs. Plavsic is the only politician in the former Yugoslavia to accept responsibility for actions during the Bosnian wars and is the only woman to appear before the UN Tribunal.

* * *
Guinea-Bissau

17 December – Concerned at the political, economic and social situation in Guinea-Bissau, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan has called for international support for the country’s upcoming legislative elections.

Such backing “would not only help ensure that the polling takes place in a transparent and fair manner but also contribute to the consolidation of the country’s fragile democracy,” the Secretary-General writes in a new report to the Security Council on recent developments in Guinea-Bissau and on the activities of the UN Peace-building Support Office (UNOGBIS) in that country.

The Secretary-General observes that “although there has been no resort to violence and it is clear that the people of Guinea-Bissau, whatever their political convictions, are united in their desire for peace,” political developments have not been encouraging. “The Constitution has still not been promulgated and constant changes of ministers have contributed to the increasing instability in the country,” he adds.

Following President Kumba Yalá’s decision in November to dissolve the National Assembly and to dismiss the Government of Prime Minister Alhamara N’Tchia Nhasse, the new Government put in place is essentially a caretaker administration, with little constitutional or operational capacity, the Secretary-General says. Moreover, the judiciary remains weak and, because appointments to the Supreme Court have been made by presidential decree rather than by election from among the judges, the Court cannot be said to be independent.

Urgent action is needed to restore the checks and balances and separation of powers that are necessary in a democracy, Mr. Annan says, urging President Yalá “to move purposefully” towards the promulgation of the Constitution so that no institution may interpret constitutional provisions in its own interest or to its advantage. “This is especially important at a time when the country is moving towards holding early legislative elections,” he says.

The Secretary-General also welcomes the work of a group on Guinea-Bissau set up in October by the UN Economic and Social Council. The ambassadorial-level body was created to examine the country’s humanitarian and economic needs, to engage broad international support and to facilitate coordinated action.

“I hope that the report of the group’s recent mission to the country will provide the basis for a serious and constructive dialogue between Guinea-Bissau and the international community, with a view to solving the political, economic and development challenges ahead,” he writes.

* * *

Côte d’Ivoire

17 December – Reacting to allegations that refugees have been recruited as combatants by warring parties in Côte d’Ivoire, a senior United Nations official has warned a group of refugees in Abidjan against being drawn into the fighting, which has raged since September. 

Assistant High Commissioner for Refugees Kamel Morjane on Monday cautioned the refugees from Liberia, Sierra Leone, Congo, Togo and Rwanda to “refrain from any political or military involvement,” and reminded them that it is “vital that refugees stay out of the conflict.”

“You have benefited from the hospitality of this country and your involvement would make life very difficult for the other refugees living here,” Mr. Morjane said.

Fighting in the border areas of western Côte d’Ivoire has intensified since late November. The region, which previously hosted some 45,000 mostly Liberian refugees, is now largely inaccessible to humanitarian agencies, and the UN refugee agency (UNHCR) remains concerned that the populations at risk could become targets of armed attacks and forced military recruitment. 

Mr. Morjane also told the refugees in Abidjan that despite the sensitive situation in Côte d’Ivoire, UNHCR would do its best to find safe solutions for them. An estimated 44,000 people have crossed into Liberia since the fighting spread to the west two weeks ago. The majority – some 29,000 – are Liberians returning home, while the remaining 15,000 are Ivorians seeking refuge in conflict-torn Liberia. Côte d’Ivoire has sheltered 70,000 Liberian and 3,000 Sierra Leonean refugees for years.

In another troubling development, reports from southern Côte d’Ivoire indicate that large population movements took place over the weekend around the coastal town of Tabou following rumours of impending attacks, according to UNHCR.

* * * 

International Court of Justice

17 December – The International Court of Justice (ICJ) today ruled in favour of Malaysia in its dispute with Indonesia over two islands off the coast of Borneo.

By a vote of 16-1, the ICJ found that Malaysia had demonstrated its effective administration over Pulau Ligitan and Pulau Sipadan – two very small islands in the Celebes Sea off the northeast coast of Borneo – and ruled that sovereignty belongs to Kuala Lumpur.

The Court, the principal judicial organ of the United Nations, rejected Indonesia’s arguments that the islands rightly belonged to it because of an 1891 treaty between Great Britain and the Netherlands, as well as its claim of ownership through right of succession. The justices also dismissed Jakarta’s reasoning that its naval patrols and the use by Indonesian fisherman of nearby waters entitled it to the islands.

* * *

Population

17 December – Governments meeting at a United Nations conference in Bangkok today adopted an action plan addressing population issues as a key contributor to reducing poverty in the Asia-Pacific region and meeting the UN Millennium Development Goal of halving the number of the world’s poorest people.

The Fifth Asian and Pacific Population Conference concluded today by agreeing to a 22-page Plan of Action, which makes strategic recommendations in 12 areas of poverty reduction, including population, sustainable development, international and internal migration and urbanization.

The text also addresses population ageing, gender equality, equity and empowerment of women, reproductive rights and reproductive health, adolescent reproductive health and HIV/AIDS. Behavioural change communication and information communication technology (ICT), data, research and training, partnerships, and resources are also the focus of the Plan’s suggestions, according to the UN Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP), which co-organized the meeting with the UN Population Fund (UNFPA)

In order to address the continuing problem of poverty in the region, the document urges governments to “ensure that demographic and population factors are fully integrated into national, sectoral and local-level planning, in particular addressing the needs of the poor and the disadvantaged,” and also to “emphasize human capital formation and infrastructural development…paying special attention to inequalities and disparities in access to education, health, employment and micro-credit.”

As for reproductive rights and reproductive health services, the Plan calls on member countries to “strengthen reproductive health policies and implement comprehensive integrated reproductive health care including family planning services, throughout the health care system…focusing on the impoverished and other vulnerable groups.”

On HIV/AIDS, the Plan urges governments to establish comprehensive surveillance systems, develop and implement national HIV/AIDS policies and action plans, establish national prevention programmes and integrate them into reproductive health programmes. The Plan also recommends that governments support community-based home-care initiatives, and help families and communities to address the economic and psychosocial needs of AIDS-affected children, including orphans.

* *** *




UNEP and the Executive Director in the News





� HYPERLINK  \l "Phone" ��Asia Pulse -  Philippine mobile phone producers to go eco-friendly� 


� HYPERLINK  \l "Wetland" ��FT (London)  - Wetland around Porto Romano  contains 20,000 tons of toxic chemical residues� 


� HYPERLINK  \l "Khatami" ��BBC Monitoring Service -  Khatami inaugurates first ECO environment ministers conference�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Crises" ��BBC - Iran: Head of environment organization warns of regional crises�





ABC - Siete paises tropicales, objetivo de la ONU par desvelar los secretos del subsuelo (Madrid newspaper)
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