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World seeks biodiversity accord 
By Jonathan Head 
BBC, Kuala Lumpur 


Environment ministers from around the world meet in Malaysia on Wednesday to try to reach a deal to save threatened habitats and species. 
Discussions at the UN-led conference are likely to centre on attempts to reduce loss of biodiversity by 2010. 

However, both the European Union and environmentalists say the discussions lack the sense of urgency they believe is necessary. 

The horse-trading over protecting the environment is about to begin. 

Though countries rich and poor alike say they want to save the planet, all have their own concerns - and most of those centre on money. 

Habitats v capital 
The developing nations say they want a bigger share in the benefits of protecting the environment. 

Between them they have most of the world's remaining pristine habitats, but saving them costs money they do not have. 

Nor do they want big business to develop products derived from flora and fauna found there without receiving some of their profits. 

Equally, wealthier nations do not want to leave their companies open to endless legal action over their discoveries, nor do they want to simply hand the countries of the South a blank cheque to pay for their help. 

Meanwhile, environmental groups are concerned that the entire process could be derailed - not least the task of setting firm targets and timetables for slowing the rate at which plants and animals are becoming extinct. 

Both they and the EU Environment Commissioner, Margot Wallstrom, believe that many of the delegates are unaware just how imminent the threat to life on earth is. 

Story from BBC NEWS:


New Scientist
February 14, 2004

Veil lifts on hidden forests of the peaks

BYLINE: Fred Pearce
THE Sacha Llanganates mountains in eastern Ecuador are permanently shrouded in fog. They have never been mapped from the ground, or seen from the air. Beneath the mountains' forest canopy live undiscovered species of orchids and other plants. They are typical of one of the planet's least explored ecosystems: the cloud forests of the tropics. 

These pristine forests are now under threat. The first global survey to map cloud forests in any detail has revealed they cover 380,000 square kilometres -- an area smaller than California -- which is 20 per cent less than previous estimates.

And this figure may itself be an overestimate. For the new maps, generated by compiling satellite images of forest cover, only reveal potential rather than confirmed cloud forests. "They are unseen, up in the clouds and largely neglected in comparison to lowland rainforests," says Philip Bubb, co-author of the survey report, to be launched at the conference of the UN Convention on Biological Diversity now taking place in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia.

Bubb and his colleagues from the UNEP World Conservation Monitoring Centre in Cambridge, UK, put together satellite images of forest cover in mountain areas, and determined the altitude ranges within which cloud forests appeared to form in each region.

The researchers then assumed that every forest within each range was a cloud forest. But in fact, some forests in these areas will be drier types "not subject to frequent or seasonal cloud cover", the report warns, and so "the maps may therefore over-represent its occurrence". Cloud forests are also uniquely vulnerable to climate change. Higher temperatures are already raising the cloud base and drying out the forests, which respond by retreating up the mountainside. What happens when they reach the top, asks Bubb?

The survey also reveals that more than half the world's surviving cloud forests are in Indonesia and Papua New Guinea, which are virtually unexplored by biologists.
_________________________________________________________________________________________

ENS

Climate Change Biggest Threat to Cloud Forests 
KUALA LUMPUR, Malaysia, February 17, 2004 (ENS) - "Cloud forests are fantastically beautiful and lush, with orchids, mosses and ferns growing across every surface. Each tree branch is like a garden in itself. The atmosphere is damp and cool with an eerie mist hanging over the forest for much of the day and birdcalls carry vast distances. When the sun breaks through it filters through the leaf canopy and brings out the intense colors of the flowers and foliage." 

So writes Philip Bubb of the UN Environment Programme's World Conservation Monitoring Centre (UNEP-WCMC), co-author of a new report on cloud forests released in conjunction with the Conference of Parties to the Convention on Biological Diversity taking place through February 20 in Kuala Lumpur. 

"A unique feature of these forests is that they can capture moisture through condensation from the clouds, which also makes these habitats very sensitive to climate change," writes Bubb. 

If temperatures rise one degree in the lowland this equates to two degrees in the mountains and can result in the clouds lifting and the cloud forest drying out. "The El Nino of 1987, which some researchers have suggested was more intense as a result of global warming, caused several weeks of dry weather in the Monteverde cloud forest of Costa Rica. As a result, 25 of the 50 frog and toad species disappeared and only five have returned," he writes. 

The report, "Cloud Forest Agenda," compiled by researchers from UNEP-WCMC and colleagues from IUCN-the World Conservation Union and UNESCO, is the first major report of the Mountain Cloud Forest Initiative. 

For the first time, researchers mapped cloud forest distribution, maps that show cloud forests are rarer than thought, with the true area 20 percent less than the previous estimate. Cloud forests cover an area of just under 400,000 square kilometes, or less than 2.5 percent of the globe's tropical rain forests. 

Contrary to previous estimates, the majority of these moist humid forests are found in Asia rather than Latin America. The maps show 60 percent of cloud forests are found in Asia with around 25 percent in Latin America and 15 percent in Africa. 

The report makes it clear that conserving and restoring cloud forests is not a only a matter of aesthetics or a love of nature, but one of crucial economic importance for millions of people in the developing world. Priority countries may include Indonesia and Papua New Guinea that have been found to hold expanses of cloud forest. 

The ability of cloud forests to strip and retain moisture from cloud and fogs is key to abundant, clean and predictable water supplies in many areas, especially during dry seasons. The cloud forests of La Tigra National Park in Honduras provide over 40 percent of the water for the 850,000 people living in the capital, Tegucigalpa. 

Other cloud forests supply water to Quito, Ecuador, Mexico City and Dar es Salaam, Tanzania. All the water used by the Tanzanian capital in the dry season for drinking and powering hydroelectricity originates in the cloud forests of the Uluguru Mountains. 

The forests of Mount Kenya guarantee the dry season river flows to the semi-arid lowlands with the headwaters of the River Tana supplying water to over five million people. River systems in the Mount Kenya area also supply other urban centres, Kenya's blossoming international exports of flowers, as well as wildlife and tourist centres. 

Cloud forest shelter species such as the endangered spectacted bear, the mountain gorillas of Africa and the resplendent Quetzal, a colorful bird that is the national symbol of Guatemala. 

In Peru, over 30 percent of the country's 272 species of endemic mammals, birds and frogs are found in cloud forests. The Centinella Ridge in Western Ecuador has about 90 endemic plant species in a forest area of just 20 square kilometers. 

New species are often discovered in cloud forests. A new genus of the cow family and two new species of barking deer were discovered in the Annamite cloud forests of Laos and Viet Nam as recently as 1996. 

But clearing for agriculture, road construction and tourist developments, including golf courses, are threatening cloud forests in Southeast Asia and South America. 

Clearance of cloud forests for illegal opium or coca leaf is reported in Colombia, Bolivia, Peru and Venezuela. Cloud forests in Jamaica are threatened by an introduced Australian tree, and feral pigs in Hawaiian cloud forests have led to plant and bird extinctions. 

UNEP Executive Director Klaus Toepfer said, "I hope this study will not only trigger improved awareness of the need to conserve cloud forests, but lead to new partnerships and initiatives to conserve and restore them. Good work in this area is already being undertaken in some countries. This report underscores how much more is needed, particularly in Africa and areas of Asia, now known to be holding significant reserves of these fragile mountain habitats." 

The findings will be presented to environment ministers and experts attending the 8th Special Session of UNEP's Governing Council and 5th Global Ministerial Environment Forum taking place in Jeju, South Korea, in late March where water will be high on the agenda. 

Read the full report online at: http://www.unep-wcmc.org/press/cloud_forest_agenda 

* * *

AllAfrica
Liberia: Unep Calls for Restoration of Environment for Sustainable Future 

UN Integrated Regional Information Networks 
NEWS
February 17, 2004 
Posted to the web February 17, 2004 
Abidjan 
The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) has called for the urgent restoration of public services in Liberia's shattered towns and cities to reduce pollution and improve public health. 

In its first proper post-conflict assessment report in Africa, UNEP also called for tight controls on logging, which has removed vast swathes of forest cover, and poaching, which has seriously endangered the country's rich wildlife. 

"The fighting in Liberia has not only had a devastating impact on its people but also on the country's rich natural resources and biodiversity," UNEP's Executive Director Klaus Toepfer said. 

He noted that in Liberia, as in many other African countries, resource abundance or scarcity had been the catalyst for war and suffering. 

Toepfer said Liberia's three million people had paid a high price for living in a country rich in tropical hardwoods and mineral resources that included gold and diamonds. 

"The misuse of natural resources has not only been a source of conflict in Liberia and the wider region, but has also sustained it," he stressed. 

UNEP said rubbish collection throughout the country had virtually stopped and the water supply systems that once existed in 10 towns in the interior had collapsed. 

Even in the capital Monrovia, where some rehabilitation of infrastructure has taken place since Liberia's 14-year civil war came to an end last August, only 26 percent of the population had access to safe drinking water, UNEP said in its Desk Study on the Environment in Liberia. 

Many people, it noted, relied on wells that were often polluted. The city's water works was only producing 5,800 cubic metres of safe drinking water per day, 10 percent of its output before civil war engulfed the country in 1990. 

The report said Monrovia's sewage treatment plant was designed to cater for a population of 130,000 people, but the city now had a post-conflict population of 800,000. 

UNEP said there was an urgent need to provide safe drinking water and functioning sewage treatment plants in all urban areas. 

It recommended a geological survey of springs, aquifers and groundwater in order to ensure that hand-dug wells provided clean water. It also suggested the setting up of special drinking water protection zones around approved wells to minimise the risk of contamination. 

Over 26,000 people fell ill with cholera in Monrovia last year as a result of poor santitation and polluted drinking water. Many of the cholera victims were among the 500,000 people displaced from their homes and forced to live in temporary shelters as a result of heavy fighting in the capital. More than 100 people died in the epidemic. 

The report said that Monrovia and several other large towns had possessed refuse collection services before the outbreak of civil war, which disposed of an estimated 85 percent of household and commercial solid waste. However, these had all collapsed, allowing engine oil, batteries and asbestos to be dumped at will polluting the environment. 

UNEP noted that the United Nations Mission in Liberia had recently established a limited rubbish collection and recycling service in Monrovia. 

It called for the establishment of proper landfill sites where waste could be dumped without threatening water supplies. 

UNEP said virtually all of Liberia's 182 megawatts of electricity generating capacity had been knocked out by the war and that power lines and electricity sub-stations had been damaged and vandalised. It particularly lamented the loss of the 64 megawatte Mount Coffee hydro-electric scheme near Monrovia, which once produced 35 percent of Liberia's electricity. 

The report estimated that 99 percent of Liberians were now dependent on charcoal and fuel wood for cooking and heating, putting further pressure on the country's rich forest systems and wildlife. 

Mangrove woods along the coast were particularly at risk from people cutting fuel wood, it noted. 

UNEP said Liberia's rich timber resources had been exploited by various armed factions to finance their war machines. As a result of uncontrolled logging, the country's forest cover had fallen from 38 percent to 31 percent during the 14 years of civil war, it said. 

New logging roads had been built which had accelerated the fragmentation of the forest habitat and made access easier for poachers to penetrate the bush. UNEP said chimpanzees were among the species under threat. 

It urged international donors to equip the government's Forest Development Authority with new vehicles and radios so that it could control illegal logging more effectively. 

The report said individuals mining for alluvial gold and diamonds had felled riverside forests creating flood risks. They had also polluted rivers with toxic chemicals used in the mineral extraction process such as cyanide and mercury. 

UNEP also expressed concern about heavy pollution from 300 million tonnes of iron ore waste at the currently inactive Mount Nimba iron mine near the Guinean border. This had caused the acidification of water systems and the death of freshwater life over a wide area, it said. 

"We hope to do a proper field mission at a later date to identify the hot spots, point up the specific locations and make recommendations on appropriate actions that should be taken," Nick Nuttal, UNEP's head of Media told IRIN. 

"This has been our approach in other war torn countries like, Afghanistan, the Balkans, the Occupied Palestinian territories and Iraq," he said. 

UNEP said it had received requests from several other African countries affected by conflict, including Sudan, Angola and Somalia to carry out similar environmental assessments. 

PANA

UNEP urges international aid for Liberia

Dakar, Senegal (PANA) - The UN Environment Programme (UNEP) has urged the international community to help the transitional government in Liberia restore drinking water and electricity in the battered West

African country.

In a report on the impact of war on Liberia's forests and drinking water supply, the UNEP said only 26 per cent of the population had access to drinking water.

It said the waste water treatment plant in Monrovia designed to serve a population of 130,000 now has to meet the needs of nearly 800,000 people.

"In Monrovia, processed water is at most 10 per cent of pre-war production," the report said.

It suggested that the transitional government should carry out a geological assessment of aquifers so as to better manage such reserves and avoid contaminating underground water.

Concerning electricity, UNEP blamed power shortages the dismantling of electric grids, noting further that Liberians were resorting to felling trees and destroying mangroves fir fuelwood and charcoal as alternative energy sources.

According to the report, up to 99 per cent of the Liberian population depends today on charcoal and firewood for cooking and heating purposes, thus exerting extra pressure on the forests whose total land area has since 1991 declined by 7 per cent.

UNEP urged the Liberian government to take urgent measures to ensure collection and processing of household refuse.

It noted that before 1990, 85 per cent of household refuse and industrial waste was collected in Monrovia thanks to the existence of refuse collection and processing systems in several districts in the city.

"Fourteen years later, refuse collection and processing services no longer exist," the UNEP observed.

________________________________________________________________________________________

Greenwire
February 17, 2004 Tuesday

LIBERIA: Government must protect natural resources, UN report says
The international community must help Liberia reinstate environmental policies if the country is to recover from 15 years of war and save their natural resources, according to a U.N. report released last week.

"The misuse of natural resources has not only been a source of conflict in Liberia and the wider region, but has also sustained it," said Klaus Toepfer, executive director of the U.N. Environment Programme. 

War damaged the country's water and sewage systems, posing a health risk. Liberians chop down trees for firewood to make up for lack of electricity, according to the Post-Conflict Assessment Unit of UNEP.

The report also said "poaching may now represent a major threat to the country's rich, rare and unique wildlife, including its small but important populations of chimpanzees (Alex Kirby, BBC News, Feb. 13)." -- HJ

LOAD-DATE: February 17, 2004 __________________________________________________________________________________________

Media Terres_

Restaurer l’environnement meutri a Libéria

Un rapport du Programme des Nations Unies pour l’environnement met en exergue les conséquences dévastatrices des conflits armés sur l’approvisionnement en eau et sur les forêts.
Près de quinze ans de guerres et de conflits ont gravement endommagé l’environnement du Libéria. Les systèmes de traitement des eaux usées et d’approvisionnement en eau sont dans un tel état, qu’ils représentent aujourd’hui un danger pour la santé publique.

Des mesures doivent aussi être prises pour rétablir l’approvisionnement en électricité, surtout à l’usine hydroélectrique principale du Libéria. De nombreux Libériens, suite aux pénuries importantes d’électricité, se voient obligés d’abattre des arbres et de détruire des habitats précieux tels que les mangroves pour obtenir le bois de feu et le charbon dont ils ont besoin.

La déforestation, évidente tout particulièrement autour des camps de réfugiés, renforce les risques de glissements de terrain, d’érosion et d’inondation.

La chasse et la consommation d’animaux sauvages ont augmenté de manière significative ces dernières années, suite à l’apparition de plus en plus importante de routes et de travailleurs qui pratiquent l’exploitation forestière illicite, à l’intérieur des régions forestières. Aujourd’hui, le braconnage représente peut-être la menace la plus importante qui pèse sur la grande variété d’espèces rares et uniques du Libéria, telle que la petite mais importante population de chimpanzés.

Un autre domaine prioritaire est de récupérer les navires engloutis et endommagés dans les ports et le long du littoral afin de minimiser les risques de pollution marine et d’améliorer la sécurité en mer.

Une des conséquences du conflit a été l’arrêt quasiment complet du ramassage des déchets aussi bien par la municipalité que par les sociétés privées en zones urbaines. Résultat : de gigantesques tas d’ordures se sont formés et les populations ont été obligées de brûler leurs déchets, polluant ainsi l’air et nuisant à la santé publique.

Dans l’ensemble, la communauté internationale doit d’urgence venir en aide aux autorités libérienne qui tentent de réparer les structures administratives nationales et municipales responsables de la surveillance, de la protection et l’application des lois en matière d’environnement. 
__________________________________________________________________________ Business Daily Update 
February 17, 2004 

THIRSTY WORLD NEED FRESH WATER 

Author: Water is life. Nothing can exist without it -- not humans, not animals, not plants, not food, not even dreams. As Marq de Villiers, author of "Water Wars," put it: "Millions have lived without love. No one has lived without water." For most of us, this does not matter. We turn on our taps, flush our lavatories and water our plants with barely a thought. Yet our seas, rivers and even rainfall are under siege from pollution, waste and man-made destruction. Forget the bold talk of attempts to colonize space before the Earth expires. The great race of our time is already under way all round the world. Unseen and unreported, teams of specialists are working on controversial projects to replumb the planet and avert the deepening of a catastrophe that is already claiming the life of one child every 15 seconds. Water makes up 70 per cent of the surface of the globe (and the same proportion of the human body). That sounds like a lot of water. Unfortunately, however, only 3 per cent is fresh. The vast majority of that is locked in the polar icecaps or too deep underground to reach. Less than 1 per cent of all water is fresh and "accessible." Growing needs for fresh water Human use of fresh water has quadrupled since the 1940s and is still growing fast, driven by population growth and more affluent "water-hungry" lifestyles with household appliances, golf courses to tender and a taste for year-round fresh food. According to the United Nations, the total amount of fresh water available for humans and eco-systems is 200,000 kilometres cubed, or 200,000,000 billion litres. Others say the amount of accessible, renewable water for mankind is just 15,000,000 billion litres. The strain on many ground water reserves and rivers has caused pollution to what little is left. Experts believe the world is already using 30 to 40 per cent of this "blue gold." This presents policy-makers with two of their biggest global problems. One-fifth of humanity -- 1.1 billion people -- has no access to safe drinking water. This, together with lack of sanitation for 2.4 billion people, causes a child to die every 15 seconds and 5 million deaths a year. But the environmental cost of providing more water has been devastating. Six out of 10 of the world's biggest rivers have been seriously or moderately fragmented by dams, diversions and canals. Half of the planet's wetlands were lost during the 20th century, in part due to these pressures, while ground water supplies are becoming polluted and running out. Drying-up Look anywhere in the world and the crisis is laid bare. Britain is the most water-stressed country in Europe and an official drought was declared this winter. In other countries, the situation is more drastic. Five times in the last decade the Yellow River in northern China has failed to reach the sea and some underground stores in rocks have lost 90 per cent of their reserves. Widespread drought in southern India two years ago caused huge political pressure for national action, the Aral Sea in the former Soviet Union has dried up and Lake Chad has dropped 90 per cent since the mid-1960s. And still it is getting worse: In fewer than 25 years, says the UN Environment Programme, two-thirds of the world's population will live in water-stressed countries where there is not enough water per person to be sure in future of secure supplies and healthy rivers and lakes. A Spanish example The estuary of the River Ebro juts out from the south of Spain into the Mediterranean like a huge roughly hewn arrowhead. This is a landscape from another time: home to more than 350 bird species, supposedly protected by a fistful of international treaties, and described by the British Royal Society for the Protection of Birds as "one of the important places for bio-diversity in Europe." This, though, is a way of life under threat from a plan by the Spanish government to build enormous pipelines to take water from the Ebro north to Barcelona and south to the semi-arid regions of Valencia, Murcia and Almeria, up to 800 kilometres away. It is a mind-boggling scheme, but only one of a great many ever more ambitious projects by politicians and engineers. For generations, they believed they could, with ingenuity and money, re-engineer the hydrological cycle to their needs. For most of the 20th century this was the prevailing view, and dams and diversions were built all over the developed world, like a sprawling international plumbing system. From the 1970s the scale of the environmental damage and human displacement in flooded valleys forced decision-makers to question whether there were more "sustainable" ways of tackling the problem. But still another generation of schemes is now under construction -- and they are bigger than ever before. Others alike The Three Gorges Dam in China is perhaps the most famous mega-dam in the world at the moment, but it is not the biggest. The Chinese Government has started to build a 1200-kilometre channel to take water from the Yangtze River in the south to fill up the Yellow River -- which, when complete, will transfer 50 cubic kilometres a year, or three times the total water used by England and Wales. In India a plan to bring water from the rivers of the Himalayas to the arid south will move a similar volume of water but cost several times as much. In Australia there have been calls to divert the northern rivers across the outback to the drier south. In Africa, the Congo, the world's second largest river, is also threatened. Next to these the River Ebro diversion looks rather modest, but to move a river up to 800 kilometres is ambitious by any measure. The Ebro project is also a microcosm of the dilemmas, promises and threats which have made such big engineering projects so controversial. The plan to divert the Ebro is just one of the most controversial proposals in the National Hydrological Plan by the Spanish government. In total, it is due to cost US $ 30 billion and covers 836 separate projects, including more than 100 dams, several water transfers, channelling, reforestation and improvements to water supply and waste treatment. The European Commission has been asked to contribute 30 per cent of the cost. The impacts of the plan will be felt across Spain. Many communities will benefit, but there will be many losers too, including people in the Pyrenees threatened with eviction by new dams and a stretch of the St James's Way pilgrimage route, which is supposed to be protected by Unesco as a world heritage site. The Ebro, though, has a special place in the hearts of many Spanish. The solutions It is easy to argue that such industries seem unsustainable in the closest thing Europe has to a desert. It is much harder to tell a community scarred by the memory of hardship that it should give up its new-found success. "Water is to survive, to carry on," says Andres Soler Marquez, who is marketing director of vegetable growers Vega Canada in Almeria. The Almerians say they treat water like "gold," but Pulido Bosch estimates that even here 20 per cent is "wasted." Around the world, the UN estimates up to two-thirds of all water used for irrigation and up to 40 per cent of urban supply is lost through evaporation or leakage. In Spain, however, the government says the diversion of the Ebro is a logical move to share water from the "wet" north to the "dry" south. Faced with a growing and increasingly noisy backlash against engineering projects on the one hand, and continuing water shortages on the other, international agencies, such as the World Council on Dams, are counselling against many big engineering projects. Governments are being encouraged to invest in more efficient irrigation and mend or replace creaky distribution systems. They are also being pressed to reform agricultural subsidies. The scale of the global problem (and perhaps the politics of persuading people to use less water) means more big projects will have to be built in the future. Adrian McDonald, of Leeds University, an adviser to the World Water Forum in 2000, said: "When it gets down to it, people need water first, then they need food; and people want a glass of water before they want a more diverse habitat." __________________________________________________________________________ ______________

Dawn

Steps to check ozone depletion needed 
By Our Reporter 


ISLAMABAD, Feb 16: Minister of State for Environment Maj Tahir Iqbal (retired) has called upon the developed nations to share their experiences with developing countries and help them initiate effective measures for checking Ozone-layer depletion. 

He was speaking at the open ceremony of the three-day Regional Meeting of South Asia Network Countries on 'Effective Policy Setting and Enforcement', here on Monday. The meeting has been jointly organized by the Ministry of Environment and United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). 

The minister said all developed and developing countries were equally responsible for protecting the environment and evolving result-oriented policies to meet future challenges. 

In the existing scenario, developed nations have a critical role to play. Though extensive research is going on the subject but the developing countries need financial assistance so that they can also get benefits from the results of such research, he said. 

He reiterated the government's resolve to implement the Montreal Protocol, saying a number of steps had been taken for its effective implementation. "We have developed National Environment Quality Standards; we have National Environment Act and put in place the Environment Implementation Assessment for all projects," he added. 

Mr Iqbal said loss of biodiversity, degradation of ecosystems, droughts and dessertification, deforestation, disposal of liquid and solid waste, vehicular and industrial pollution were the result of several years of rapid growth by industrialized nations without any regard for the environment. 

He said complexities of environmental problems were such that these were no longer confined to a certain country, which might have been responsible for environmental degradation in the first place. 

Therefore, the adverse effects are far reaching as they transcend all borders and boundaries without any discrimination between the developed and the developing world. 

The minister also referred to shifting of refrigerator- producing firms in the country to CFC-free products and increase in the environment ministry budget as part of the government's commitment to the cause. 

He, however, said rules and regulations could not be implemented at once. A gradual change is underway and now the people are more aware of environment issues compared to the past. 

"Now the chambers of commerce and industries are approaching us for provision of effluent-treatment plants, contrary to their previous indifferent response in this regard," Tahir Iqbal said. 


 
________________________________________________________________________________________

Go Asia Pacific Breaking News Asia - EU fears environmental disaster in Aceh 

[This is the print version of story http://www.abc.net.au/asiapacific/news/GoAsiaPacificBNA_1047248.htm] 
EU fears environmental disaster in Aceh 

A planned road link in the Indonesian province of Aceh could spell disaster for a multi-million dollar conservation project, according to a senior European Union official.

The EU's Environment Commissioner, Margot Wallstrom, said she feared the Ladia Galaska road network linking Aceh's east and west coasts would cut through heart of a 2.6-million hectare protected ecosystem.

The Leuser Ecosystem is home to Sumatran rhinos, orangutans, tigers and elephants. The EU has spent 31 million euros (39.4 million dollars) on the conservation area since 1996 while the Indonesian government has contributed six million euros. 

Shortly after visiting the area on Monday, Ms Wallstrom said late the road network, which is already under construction, would give access to illegal loggers and poachers. 

She told the AFP news agency; "This is exactly what happened in the Amazon. We don't want to lose what has been achieved in protecting this unique area." 

The Aceh authorities say the 1.5-trillion rupiah ($US179 million) road project will end the isolation of remote settlements. 

Ms Wallstrom said she would be writing to Indonesian President Megawati Sukarnoputri to express her concern.

the cold cut through on Tuesday ended a visit to a huge EU-funded conservation project, expressing alarm that a planned road network could spell disaster for it. 
Work has already started on the Ladia Galaska network, which would link the west and east coasts of Aceh province in northern Sumatra and would cut through the heart of the Leuser Ecosystem. 
"If a road cuts through this protected area it would be absolutely disastrous for the project," said Wallstrom. 
The EU has spent 31 million euros (39.4 million dollars) on the conservation area since 1996 while the Indonesian government has contributed six million euros. 
Wallstrom said late Monday, during a visit to a camp in the rainforest, that apart from damaging species the road network would give access to illegal loggers and poachers. 
"This is exactly what happened in the Amazon," she told AFP, saying she would write to President Megawati Sukarnoputri to express concern. "We don't want to lose what has been achieved in protecting this unique area." 
The conservation area covers 2.6 million hectares (6.4 acres), almost the size of Belgium. It is the habitat of Sumatran rhinos, orangutans, tigers and elephants. 
"It is one of the world's ecological wonders," said development adviser Mike Griffiths, who helped set up the conservation project. 
"There is colossal richness and biodiversity. Roads in a tropical rain forest are deadly," said Griffiths. He estimated that in some areas which would be isolated from the main forest by the planned new roads, 30 percent of species could be lost. 
"We don't even need this road." 
The 1.5 trillion rupiah (179 million dollars) road project was launched by Aceh provincial governor Abdullah Puteh, who says it will end the isolation of remote settlements. 
Conservationists have put forward alternative routes which avoid the conservation area. 
"All over Indonesia roads have traditionally been a source of income for local governments," Griffiths told AFP. "Not just income from the road but opportunities for forest exploitation and ultimately conversion to plantations." 
Indonesia's Environment Minister Nabiel Makarim, who met Wallstrom Monday, said the planned road network would have adverse ecological, social and security aspects and would be subject to landslides. 
He said a final decision on going ahead with the full network was still awaited from the central government. "We are still trying to convince the president (to stop the project)." 
EU involvement in the Leuser project ends in November. Wallstrom said she would keep pressing for the road network to be scrapped. 
"It will make a scar on the environment which will be terribly difficult to heal," she said. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

BBC

Poverty 'is world's worst threat' 
By Alex Kirby 
BBC News Online environment correspondent 


The leader of Catholics in England and Wales, Cardinal Cormac Murphy-O'Connor, says the biggest challenge confronting the world is not terrorism but poverty. 
He told a conference called by the UK Treasury that poverty was humanity's "greatest scandal and scourge" today. 

The cardinal said the world risked getting its definitions and priorities wrong by concentrating on terrorism. 

Failed states, he said, were those that could not lift people out of poverty, or share wealth so all could flourish. 

The UK Chancellor Gordon Brown earlier told the conference, Making Globalisation Work For All, that the developed world was failing in its promises to reduce global poverty and sickness. 

Recognising the peril 
He called on governments to give an extra £50bn ($94bn;74bn euros) in aid per year, and said countries must open their markets to competition more quickly, cut protectionism and write off larger amounts of Third World debt. 

The presidents of Brazil and the World Bank and the singer Bono backed his stance. 

Cardinal Murphy-O'Connor, the archbishop of Westminster, said he did not want to belittle "the terrible scourge of terrorism, or the truth that it is more dangerous today than it has ever been". 

He continued: "There is increasing talk of so-called 'failed states' - states within which the kinds of controls and regulations which allow for an orderly and secure environment are not present. 

"We point the finger at such states because we fear that it is there that terrorism is allowed to flourish. 

"This worries me somewhat, not because it is not true, but because we may be at risk of getting our definitions and our priorities wrong. 

"States fail when they are incapable of lifting people out of poverty, or when they pay insufficient heed to the importance of ensuring that wealth is adequately distributed so that the whole of the population can flourish. 

"Indeed, they fail when they do not take seriously the obligation to ensure that wealth is not created for the few and at the expense of the many. 

Daunting challenge 
"The greatest scandal and scourge of humankind is, in fact, dire poverty and the misery and exploitation that accompanies and exacerbates it. That is the real scandal... there is a genuine recognition that this is the big issue for our times." 

The cardinal said the world faced a huge task if it was going to achieve the United Nations Millennium Development Goals, which set targets for realising a better world in several areas including hunger, peace and health, many by 2015. 

The World Economic Forum said a month ago that developed countries were doing scarcely a third of what was needed to achieve the goals. 

__________________________________________________________________________

Reuters

UK C02 emission cuts hit power, offshore sector


LONDON - Britain said yesterday it wanted steep cuts in carbon dioxide emissions from the power sector and offshore oil and gas industry to help meet its target of curbing greenhouse gas pollution. 

Britain has to set CO2 emission limits on around 1,500 installations responsible for half Britain's CO2 pollution under new European Union rules on reducing greenhouse gas emissions. 

The Department of Trade and Industry said carbon dioxide quotas for generators, the main CO2 polluters, would be 13.2 percent below the sector's average annual emissions in 1998-2002. 

The offshore oil and gas industry, the second largest industrial polluter, would be required to cut its carbon emissions by 37.6 percent from levels in 1998-2002. 

Britain has a target of cutting its CO2 emissions by 20 percent from 1990 levels by 2010, exceeding its obligations to curb greenhouse gas pollution under the Kyoto Protocol on climate change. 

The proposals are part of an European-Union wide emissions trading scheme which is due to launch in January. 

Companies which exceed their quotas will be able to buy extra pollution rights from those which undershoot their targets. 

Last month the government reconfirmed its commitment to the 20 percent target which will require a 16.3 percent overall cut in CO2 emissions in the first phase of the EU scheme from 2005 to 2007. 

The confirmation brought protests from industrial energy users who complained they would face higher electricity prices and could force them to move production overseas. 

The government has said it expects the power sector to bear the brunt of the CO2 cuts as it faces little international competition and can recoup the costs through higher electricity prices. 

Story Date: 18/2/2004 
ENS

Iraq War Lets Pests Rampage Through Citrus, Date Groves 
By Naser Kadhim 
BAGHDAD, Iraq, February 17, 2004 (ENS) - For the residents of Diala, a rural governorate 60 kilometers north of Baghdad, the past year has brought more than just war, military occupation and insurgency. 

It also brought a disastrous harvest to a farming community famed as the heart of the Iraqi citrus industry. 

Diala is home to some 25,000 dunums (15,250 acres) of citrus groves producing oranges, grapefruits and lemons. 

But last spring’s war also disrupted the government's annual pesticide spraying and led to a harvest of citrus fruit plagued by disease and parasites. 

"It's depressing. My only product is oranges," said farmer Muhammed Abbas, who tends 10 dunums of orange groves. 

Some of the trees in Abbas' farm have died, while the rest are producing far less fruit than they would under normal conditions. 

"A tree that in the past would produce 10 boxes of oranges, today produces just two," said Abbas. 

Two main factors contributed to last year's poor harvest: the pest known as dubas - a relative of the aphid, which sucks the sweet sap out of trees - and the white jasmine fly. 

In fact, the citrus blight follows hard on the heels of a similar crisis brought on by dubas in the date industry - Iraq's second largest export industry after petroleum, according to the agriculture ministry. 

Since orange trees are thought to grow better with a bit of shade, most Iraqi farmers plant palm trees among their orange groves to provide cover. 

In Iraq, citrus trees are grown in the shade of date palms for protection. (Photo courtesy FAO)
If untreated, however, the pest typically strikes the date palms first, and later spreads to the orange trees. 

Last year, it devastated Diala's palm crop, reducing it by as much as two-thirds, according to farmers. 

The date blight then spread to the citrus trees. 

In normal times, the agriculture ministry would use crop dusting planes to spray chemicals designed to limit the spread of dubas. 

The spraying season begins in April, said Hatem Hamoud, a Diala based agricultural engineer. But last year's annual campaign was cancelled due to the looming war. As a result, dubas has raged unchecked through the Diala groves, and has contributed to the weak citrus harvest. 

Ahmed Jabar, an orange seller in the city of Baquba, said the price of one kilogram of oranges has more than tripled, from 250 dinars to between 750 and 1,000 dinars. 

Those oranges that have survived are generally smaller and of lesser quality, he said. 

While dubas is a perennial issue, the white jasmine fly is a relatively new problem. 

A Southeast Asian parasite, which first appeared in Iraq in late 2000, the flies appear twice a year, in the spring and autumn. 

Last year, the agriculture ministry organised a campaign to fight the spread of the fly, soliciting advice from the United Nations’ Food and Agriculture Organization, and had sent a sample to the British Museum for further study. 

But those efforts also ended as the war approached. 

Hamoud told the Institute for War and Peace Reporting that the agricultural ministry is now trying to work with farmers to protect future crops. However, it has very few resources. 

The warehouse holding the ministry's pesticides was looted in the chaos that followed the fall of Baghdad last spring. And Iraq's small fleet of crop dusters was destroyed during the violence. 

For now, the best the ministry can do is work with farmers on educational programs, leaving them to buy their own pesticides and spraying equipment, Hamoud said. 

For those who can afford the equipment, orange trees can be sprayed from the ground. But palm trees, which must be sprayed from the air, represent a more expensive option and are unlikely to see such preventative measures this year. 

As a result, Diala's farmers may be looking at another disease ridden year in 2004, for both dates and citrus fruits. 

{Published in cooperation with the Institute for War and Peace Reporting.}

__________________________________________________________________________________________

ROE MEDIA UPDATE

FT, 17 February: EUROPE: EU commissioner under attack on Kyoto

A dispute is raging in the European Commission over Europe's approach to the Kyoto climate change protocol and whether companies in the European Union should be forced to cut emissions if other countries do not apply the same rules.

Loyola de Palacio, EU energy commissioner, has infuriated colleagues by repeatedly speculating on the need for an alternative plan if Russia fails to ratify the protocol. Her comments contradict the Commission's agreed position that Europe is unwavering in its commitment to Kyoto, which is supposed to come into force in 2008.

Margot Wallstrom, EU environment commissioner, told colleagues that Ms de Palacio had acted "disloyally" and that her comments were a "disgrace".

http://search.ft.com/search/article.html?id=040217001150&query=Kyoto+climate+change&vsc_appId=totalSearch&state=Form
_________________________________________________________________________________ROLAC MEDIA UPDATE

ROLAC  MEDIA UPDATE –17 February 2004

www.ips.org
UPDATE/SCIENCE:
Secretive Pentagon Forecasts Climate Wars 

By Stephen Leahy 


BROOKLIN, Canada, Feb 13 (IPS) - Growing scientific evidence of faster than imagined climate change means the United States needs to begin planning how to repel waves of hungry environmental refugees from Mexico, South America and the Caribbean, according to a Pentagon report. 

More intense storms, flooding, and rising seas, along with longer periods of drought in Africa and Asia, are likely to result in the eruption of desperate, all-out wars over food, water and energy supplies, says the study, reported by U.S. business magazine 'Fortune' in January. 

The Pentagon provided Fortune the previously unreleased report in what commentators see as an effort to get the U.S. business community to take more seriously the threats posed by climate change. 

The report's authors, independent analysts Peter Schwartz and Doug Randall of the Global Business Network, a California-based scenario-planning think tank, did not respond to IPS requests for interviews. 

Climate change has long been associated with slow gradual changes over 50 or 100 years. But increasing evidence has emerged that the climate in a large region could change abruptly. 

Material found in ice cores in the Arctic and other regions demonstrates that a region's climate can change dramatically in just a few years, says Raymond Schmitt, a senior scientist at the Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution in the U.S. state of Massachusetts. 

Such an abrupt shift occurred 1,300 years ago in the Younger Dryas period, pushing Europe back into Ice Age conditions. Another less dramatic shift was the "Little Ice Age", a time of hard winters, violent storms and droughts between 1300 and 1850. 

The cause of these wild climate shifts is a change in the huge Atlantic Ocean current that flows from the tropics north to the Arctic, where it cools, sinks to the bottom and flows south again. 

Called the "Atlantic conveyor belt" current, it continually brings warm water, therefore warmer temperatures, to the eastern United States and northern Europe, explaining why Britain, at the same latitude as Labrador on Canada's east coast, is relatively temperate. 

If the conveyor current slows, it would bring less warm water to the northern regions making them colder, as happened during the "Little Ice Age". 

Global warming is melting the ice of the Arctic regions, putting much more fresh water into the North Atlantic ocean, and might be slowing down the conveyor, said Schmitt in an interview. 

"Paradoxically, higher global temperatures could put northern Europe into the deep freeze," he added. 

To understand the implications, the Pentagon asked scientists (unidentified in the Fortune article) to probe what might happen should the conveyor begin to falter in 2010. 

Their answer: within a decade, temperatures would plunge -- an average 3.5C in Europe and 2.8C in eastern North America. Massive droughts would affect key agricultural regions. The average annual rainfall in northern Europe would fall by nearly 30 percent and its climate would become more like Siberia's. 

Violent storms, extensive flooding and drought would likely force 400 million people to migrate from uninhabitable regions, the report concluded. 

Reduced agricultural productivity in Europe would have an enormous impact on the world's food security, says Lester Brown of the U.S.-based Earth Policy Institute. 

"France's warm climate and good soils allows it to produce more grain than all of Canada," he adds, but under the models developed by the scientists the Pentagon contracted, that could change drastically. 

Global grain stocks are currently at an all-time low, Brown told IPS, and a major disruption in climate would be a disaster. "It would destabilise countries and the world economy," he added. 

Not surprisingly, the Pentagon report paints a future full of conflict over diminishing resources, but also concludes the United States will weather the climate change quite well, thanks to a diverse climate of its own, the country's wealth, technology and abundant resources. 

Washington's main challenge will be fending off environmental refugees desperately seeking a better life. 

The report urges the government to study how to create a fortress America to rebuff mass migration. 

Such migrations would also affect Europe, with northerners flooding south while Africans head north. 

Although little studied, the slowdown of the Atlantic conveyor current is expected to intensify droughts in Africa and elsewhere in the South Atlantic region. Moreover, because all oceans are connected, there would be global impacts. 

No one knows for sure if the conveyor current is slowing down, says Schmitt. It is a complex phenomenon and difficult to predict what will happen, he adds. 

But changes are being detected in the oceans. One example is that tropical oceans are much saltier than they were 40 years ago, while the seas at the poles are less salty. Scientists blame this on global warming, noting that as global temperatures climb there is more evaporation in the southern oceans and more melting of ice at the poles. 

Those changes appear to be intensifying existing climate conditions, making dry areas drier, wet areas wetter and storms more intense, according to Schmitt. 

Drought, spreading deserts and dropping water tables in many countries are already creating environmental refugees, says Brown. Boatloads of Africans have been trying to slip into Italy, Greece, France and Spain in recent years, and many desperate refugees from Haiti drown trying to reach America. 

Rising global temperatures are also cutting crop yields. 

"We have very difficult challenges ahead of us, even without an abrupt climate change," adds Brown. 

(*ATTN EDS: Adds information about interview requests; corrects headline) (END/2004)

· Fortune Article
Agencias de Noticias de la Amzonia

DEBATE ON GLOBALIZATION AND THE AMAZON
[image: image1.png]


 

 

The III Forum “ Ecology and Politics, Globalization, Environment and The Amazon” will be carried out tomorrow in Quito, Ecuador and is organized by the Ecumenical Committee of Projects (CEP), Facultad Latinoamericana de Ciencias Sociales (FLACSO), German Cooperation (GESOREN-GTZ), ILDIS, Friedrich Ebert Foundation (Sustainable Amazon Regional Project) and Plataforma Interinstitucional para la Construcción de Consensos Socio-ambientales (PICCSA). 

 

Among the lecturers invited are Elmar Altvater, from the Comission “World’s Economy Globalization”, with the subject of the international stage; Roberto Guimaraes from CEPAL with the subject “Globalization and the Amazon”; Lucy Ruiz from Environment and Society Foundation; Magdalena León from the International Council of the World’s Social Forum; Birgit Mahnkopf, economy professor in Berlin with the subject of alternatives to Globalization; Alberto Acosta, from ILDIS and Fabián Corral will analyze Globalization and its impacts in Ecuador. Cecilia Chérrez, coordinator of the Institute of Ecologic Studies of the Third World will discuss some alternatives to Globalization coming from the Amazon. Teodoro Bustamante (FLACSO) and Marlo Santi , president of the Autonomous Territory of the Sarayacu Nation will also participate

www.ips.org
NICARAGUA:
Advance of Oil Companies Alarms Indians 

Lidia Hunter* 


MANAGUA, Feb 16 (Tierramérica) - Indigenous groups in Nicaragua oppose the concessions granted four U.S. companies for petroleum and natural gas exploration and extraction, citing history and the potential harm to the environment. 

The Nicaraguan government and the oil companies recently wrapped up negotiations for five-year concessions over some 25,000 square km, both on land and in Nicaraguan territorial waters. 

Exploration is slated to begin when the environmental impact studies are complete and will determine whether the resources ”are easy to extract, if there will be difficulties or if it will be too expensive,” Fernando Ocampo, director of fossil fuels for the Nicaraguan Energy Institute. 

If the results show that extraction is feasible and practical, preliminary calculations are for daily output of 50,000 barrels (159 litres each) of petroleum, and some 83,000 litres of natural gas, generating revenues of around 300 million dollars a year. 

The two Central American oil producers currently are Guatemala and Panama, putting out 24,700 and 1,000 barrels a day, respectively, according to 2002 figures. 

The latest technical investigations, carried out by Japanese scientists using the latest technology, found petroleum in a basin of the Caribbean in Nicaraguan waters, with a 50-year potential, according to the Nicaraguan Energy Institute. 

The four companies based on U.S. capital that won last September's bids on concessions were Infinity, MKJ Explorations, Oklanicsa and Hellen Greathouse. 

There is a 50-percent advance to sign the contracts, and before continuing exploration the firms must conduct environmental impact studies, which must be approved by the Ministry of Environment and Natural Resources. 

Those studies, which are to begin in September 2004, are to describe in detail the area of exploration, the lives of the nearby communities, and the marine flora and fauna that are susceptible to extinction, said Ocampo. 

The concession area extends to the limits of Nicaraguan waters in the Caribbean (excluding Corn Island, the Miskitos and Perlas keys and other islets in the area) and in the Pacific (excluding beaches), a land area on the Caribbean coast and another area between Managua and the department of Rivas, to the south. 

Ocampo said that protected areas had been excluded, such as the Miskitos keys and the beaches where sea turtles nest in Chacocente and Flor, on the Pacific coast. 

But many in the Caribbean communities doubt that the Nicaraguan government has the economic or technical resources to monitor and regulate the foreign companies or to prevent harm to the environment. 

Miskito indigenous leader Humberto Thompson, member of the environmental group Oil Watch Mesoamerican Network, recalled the destruction dating back to 1930, caused by foreign companies looking for oil in this country. 

Thompson predicts that the use of explosives to open underwater oil wells will kill fish and sea turtles. 

And petroleum is not the only thing that will come out of the oil wells, he said. There will be gases that contaminate the sea, and on land, rivers and freshwater wells will be polluted. 

Wild animals, like deer, iguanas and birds will flee the area, and the local population will lose its means of subsistence, said the indigenous leader, based on the experiences from 1930 to 1975 on Nicaragua's Caribbean and Pacific coasts. 

The country closed its doors to foreign oil companies in 1979, when the leftist Sandinistas came to power, but the doors were opened again in July 2002 by President Enrique Bolaños. 

Ocampo argues that modern technology, such as ultrasound, allows oil exploration without threatening marine life, and that the use of explosives will be on land and controlled, and in areas far from the sea turtle nesting areas and other wildlife. 

”The government says there will be more jobs, that this will be the solution to poverty, but the history of others, like Ecuador and Guatemala, doesn't support that. The Indians who live in areas near oil fields continue to be poor,” said Thompson. 

In the Nicaraguan Caribbean, there are some 140 indigenous communities, a total of 70,000 to 80,000 people amongst the Miskito, Sumo, Rama and Garífuna groups. 

In that region, geographically isolated from the rest of the country and with limited infrastructure, an estimated 80 percent of the population lives in poverty, making their livelihood from fishing and small-scale farm activities. 

The Indians fear that the transnationals will prevent them from using their traditional fishing areas, because, says Thompson, the first thing they do ”is hire military protection to restrict access.” 

(* Lidia Hunter is a Tierramérica contributor. Originally published Feb. 7 by Latin American newspapers that are part of the Tierramérica network. Tierramérica is a specialised news service produced by IPS with the backing of the United Nations Development Programme and the United Nations Environment Programme.) 

(END/2004)

ROWA MEDIA UPDATE

 Bahrain

4th Environmental Progress in the Petroleum & Petrochemical Industries

Under the Patronage of H.E. Shaikh Abdulla Bin Hamad Al Khalifa, President, General Commission for Protection of Marine Resources, Environment and Wildlife, Kingdom of Bahrain. The Bahrain Society of Engineers in association with the Air & Waste Management Association, UNEP/ROWA, Schlumberger, BP, Papco and other sponsors are organizing the 4th Specialty Conference on Environmental Progress in the Petroleum & Petrochemical to be held in Bahrain from February 23 to 25.

http://www.gulf-daily-news.com/arc_Articles.asp?Article=74019&Sn=BNEW&IssueID=26330
'Green' festival gets underway

BAHRAIN'S First Environment Festival begins today at the Education Ministry Hall, Isa Town.

A host of colourful events have been organised to mark the National Environment Day, which fell on February 4. 

The festival, being held under the theme Through Plantation... We Will Return Bahrain's Greenery, is organised by the ministry in co-operation with the Public Commission for the Protection of Marine Resources, Environment and Wildlife.

Present at the opening would be Commission president and Southern Governor Shaikh Abdulla bin Hamad Al Khalifa and Education Minister Dr Majid Al Nuaimi.

The three-day event includes an exhibition depicting bad practises which are affecting the environment through posters, drawings and models.

It starts at 10.30am.

A lecture by environmentalist Dr Mahmood Y. Abdulraheem on the Current Environmental Situation in the Gulf will be held tomorrow at 9am, on the sidelines of the festival, at the same venue. 

An open discussion between the students will be held at 9am on Wednesday and the GCC 2002 award winning play Umm Al Khair (Mother of Good) will be staged later that night at 7.30pm in Al Jabriya Secondary School for Boys in Zinj.

http://www.gulf-daily-news.com/arc_Articles.asp?Article=74274&Sn=BNEW&IssueID=26333
NGOs act to save Bahrain's Tubli Bay

Representatives from environmental NGOs and the private sector have called for an immediate stop to land reclamation and infilling of the Tubli Bay, long known as one of Bahrain's best bird nesting sites and designated a World Natural Heritage site by Unesco. 

They were part of a group that put together an urgent action plan to save the bay. The group met on Sunday under the aegis of the University of Bahrain and United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). Several key issues were discussed at this "prelimnary meeting" presided over by Dr Mohammed Al Sharif, Programme Analyst with the UNDP.

The group discussed the outline of an action plan drawn up by UNDP consultant Dr Andrew Price and agreed that the two top priorities were to stop land reclamation and infilling of Tubli Bay, define the Tubli Bay on the seaward and landward sides with a "Black Line", assessment of zoning regulations around the Bay and the sewerage channels running through it. 

http://www.khaleejtimes.com/Displayarticle.asp?section=middleeast&xfile=data/middleeast/2004/february/middleeast_february379.xml
UAE

Thoughts on Arabian wildlife

The fifth Conservation Workshop for the Fauna of Arabia was inaugurated on Sunday by Abdulaziz Al Midfa, Director General of Environment and Protected Areas Authority (EPAA), Sharjah, at the premises of the Breeding Centre for Endangered Arabian Wildlife in Sharjah. 

The workshop is being attended by 65 to 70 experts from over 12 countries, and will conclude this Wednesday.

"The main objective behind organising this workshop is to maintain contact with different institutions that and individuals who are working on conservation of Arabian wildlife. And this maintaining of contact is primarily aimed at increasing exchange of information, which is an important aspect of wildlife conservation," Mr Al Midfa told Khaleej Times.

Expressing great satisfaction with the results of the earlier workshops, Mr Al Midfa pointed out that a lot of ground has been covered in terms of forging ties between the various authorities representing the many countries in the Arabian peninsula. "A lot of things that we wanted have happened as a result of these workshops; the memorandums of understanding and agreements that we have signed with several countries in the region for instance," he said, adding that exchange of animals for breeding purposes has increased over the years.

http://www.khaleejtimes.com/Displayarticle.asp?section=theuae&xfile=data/theuae/2004/february/theuae_february293.xml
Qatar
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T U E S D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
*
Annan hopes to make decision on Iraq elections later this week

*
International monitoring board for Iraqi development fund sets up web site

*
UN official reports improved relations among African Great Lakes countries

*
UN human rights official condemns killing of military observer in DR Congo

*
Annan says UN could become more actively engaged in Haiti

*
‘Lots of work to do,’ Annan’s adviser says ahead of talks on Cyprus settlement plan

*
UN nuclear watchdog chief to visit Libya again to verify non-proliferation

*
Heads of UN peace missions in West Africa to meet Friday

*
Sudan: UN agencies relocate refugees from Chad border, airlift food aid to Darfur

*
Senior UN official in Jordan to address plight of refugees there

*
Report raises concern over human rights in Cuba – UN spokesman

*
Eastern Europe’s low HIV/AIDS prevalence could spike, UN report warns

*
UN agency issues new guidelines on HIV counselling and testing 

*
UN meeting on global fish trade recommends action to boost consumer safety

*
Georgia: UN chairs meeting aimed at advancing peace process

*
Kosovo protection corps members arrested, UN envoy reports

*
UN Economic and Social Council looks to lift poorest nations out of poverty 

*
Countries that have signed biosafety pact to meet next week in Malaysia – UN

*
UN-backed survey finds crisis in standards of living in Ukraine

*
Harry Belafonte urges all countries to end school fees, UNICEF reports

*
Forests are key to alleviating poverty and protecting environment, UN agency says

*
UN condemns ‘brutal and cold-blooded’ murder of demining workers in Afghanistan

* * * *

Iraq

17 February – As the United Nations team studying the feasibility of early elections in Iraq heads back to New York, Secretary-General Kofi Annan said today that he hopes to be able to make a recommendation on the matter before the end of the week.

Asked if he anticipated making a decision ahead of his scheduled trip Friday to Japan, Mr. Annan said, “I hope I will be able to do that before… I travel.”

The Secretary-General was also asked by reporters at UN Headquarters in New York about news reports on the team’s activities. “I think I should wait to get the full report of the team before I comment in detail,” he replied, adding, “I am looking forward to receiving the team and getting their report before I draw any conclusions.”

The leader of the fact-finding team, Lakhdar Brahimi, is expected back in New York on Wednesday from Abu Dhabi, where he is scheduled to meet the Emir. Over the weekend, he was in Kuwait to attend a meeting of foreign ministers from Iraq, its neighbours and Egypt.

The fact-finding team, meanwhile, is expected back in New York this afternoon, according to a UN spokesman, who added that the Secretary-General and Mr. Brahimi have already spoken by telephone.

“But we really don’t know yet how things are going to play out at the end of this week before the Secretary-General leaves for Japan on Friday. It’s pretty tight,” spokesman Fred Eckhard said at a press briefing.

He added that the two halves of the team’s report – the technical and the political – must be combined before the Secretary-General can consider the findings, decide what to recommend to the Iraqis and to the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA), “and decide how and when to do that.”

* * *

Iraq

17 February – An international board entrusted by the United Nations Security Council with monitoring the United States-led management of funding and revenues in Iraq has set up an information web site.

The site provides press releases, minutes of meetings and other relevant information of the International Advisory and Monitoring Board for Iraq (IAMB), which comprises representatives of the Arab Fund for Economic and Social Development, the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the United Nations and the World Bank.

Meanwhile, during its last meeting last week in Washington, the Board received a briefing by the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) on the financial functions and operations for the Development Fund for Iraq (DFI).

The Board was also told that the CPA had invited proposals by tomorrow for external audits. The IAMB will then have to approve duly qualified external auditors.

The purpose of the Board is to promote the objectives laid out by the Council in its resolution 1483 adopted in May 2003. That resolution, in part, underlined that the DFI “shall be used in a transparent manner to meet the humanitarian needs of the Iraqi people, for the economic reconstruction and repair of Iraq’s infrastructure, for the continued disarmament of Iraq, and for the costs of Iraqi civilian administration,” as well as for other purposes benefiting the Iraqi people.

* * *

Central Africa

17 February – Relations between the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) and its neighbours are improving, while the disarmament, demobilization and resettlement of fighters from Rwanda, Uganda and Burundi have proceeded faster than expected, a senior United Nations official told the Security Council today.

Introducing Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s report on the progress being made on Security Council recommendations on Central Africa, Under-Secretary Tuliameni Kalomoh said, “Advances achieved in the peace processes in the Democratic Republic of the Congo and Burundi over the past six months have created a new momentum in favour of the convening of an international conference of the Great Lakes region.”

The conference aims to hammer out policies that ensure that the region can safeguard peace, security, democracy and development.

The national coordinators of the core countries have held three meetings to discuss the objectives, themes and structure of the conference, Mr. Kalomoh told the Council in an open meeting, and the outline of the conference has begun to take shape. The first summit is scheduled to be held in November in Tanzania.

The core countries of the Great Lakes Conference are Burundi, the DRC, Kenya, Rwanda, Tanzania, Uganda and Zambia.

A United Nations multidisciplinary reconnaissance mission arrived in Burundi today to assess how the Transitional Government could best be supported to ensure the successful conclusion of the peace process, he said.

On the question of funding for reconstruction of the war-ravaged countries, he said pledging conferences had raised $1 billion for Burundi and $3.9 billion for the DRC for the 2004-2006 period.

Participants in the debate that followed hailed the reported positive developments but cautioned that the Great Lakes region remains volatile. A number of speakers warned of ongoing violence and rights abuses in the DRC as well as instability in Burundi. They backed the call for aid to the region while stressing that an international conference must produce concrete results.

* * *

DR of Congo

17 February – A senior United Nations human rights official today strongly condemned the murder of a UN military observer last week during the ambush of a peacekeeping convoy in the eastern Ituri province of the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC).

The Acting High Commissioner for Human Rights, Bertrand Ramcharan, reminded armed militias in Ituri that they were responsible for the security of military and civilian personnel from the UN Organization Mission (MONUC). He also urged them to fully cooperate with MONUC’s inquiry into the circumstances of the attack, which killed a Kenyan national working for the UN.

The MONUC observers were returning from investigating serious human rights violations committed by armed elements of the Union des Patriotes Congolais (UPC) against civilians in Katoto, a village 23 kilometres northeast of Bunia, Ituri.

Mr. Ramcharan called on the armed groups to lay down their arms, support the DRC Transitional Government and collaborate with the UN to create a climate favourable to ending hostilities in the country.

* * *

Haiti

17 February – With violence persisting between Haitian government forces and opposition militias, Secretary-General Kofi Annan said today the United Nations has been considering how to become more involved in helping the Caribbean country.

“We are extremely concerned about the situation in Haiti and we have been in touch with CARICOM [Caribbean Community] and the Organization of American States in reassessing our own participation and how we should become much more actively engaged,” he told journalists as he arrived at UN Headquarters in New York.

“I may have some announcements in the next few days,” he added in response to press questions.

Haiti’s Permanent Representative to the UN, Ambassador Jean C. Alexandre, met with Mr. Annan today, at the ambassador’s request.

Deliveries of humanitarian assistance to Haiti’s northern cities were impeded after armed insurgents last week seized control of the strategically and historically significant city of Gonaïves.

In response to concerns about possible people fleeing across borders, a spokesman for the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) in Geneva noted that in the past, Haitians have turned up in neighbouring States and islands, including the Dominican Republic, Jamaica, the Bahamas, Cuba, Turks and Caicos and the United States.

“In the event of any outflow we hope and expect that States would respond humanely,” Ron Redmond told reporters, adding that the agency would support these efforts.

* * *
Cyprus

17 February – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s top adviser for Cyprus arrived in the island nation today after stops in Dublin and Brussels for talks with top European officials.

Alvaro de Soto, Mr. Annan’s Special Adviser for Cyprus, will chair the direct meetings – set to reconvene Thursday – between the two parties. The technical committees on laws and treaties will reconvene on the same day.

“There is a lot of work to do,” Mr. de Soto said to reporters on arrival at Larnaca airport. “It is not possible to underestimate the amount of work that there is to do.”

At the same time, he noted “a strong political determination that has been show by the parties as well as by Greece and by Turkey.”

The envoy also voiced hope that in the coming weeks, “all will show the capacity to work and the continued political courage and vision and spirit of compromise that will be required in order to match the political determination already shown.” 

Last Friday in New York the Greek Cypriot leader, Tassos Papadopoulos, and the Turkish Cypriot leader, Rauf Denktash, committed to Mr. Annan’s plan to reunify Cyprus ahead of its entry into the European Union (EU) on 1 May along with nine other nations.

The parties will seek to finalize negotiations in Cyprus under Mr. de Soto by 22 March. If they fail to agree, Mr. Annan will then convene a meeting of the two sides along with Greece and Turkey in an effort to agree on a final text by 29 March.

As a last resort, the Secretary-General has been invited by the parties to use his discretion to finalize the text to be submitted to referenda on the basis of his plan, which would ultimately create a federation of two constituent states – a Greek Cypriot state and the Turkish Cypriot state – and contains some suggestions for security arrangements between Greece and Turkey.

* * *

Libya

17 February – The head of the United Nations nuclear watchdog agency will visit Libya at the beginning of next week to review progress in verifying that all of the North African country’s nuclear activities are placed under safeguards and designed exclusively for peaceful purposes. 

The Director-General of the Vienna-based International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), Mohamed ElBaradei, will meet with senior Libyan officials on 23 and 24 February during his second visit since Tripoli announced in December that it would fulfil all obligations under regimes covering the non-proliferation of weapons of mass destruction. 

In that regard, Libya has agreed to take the necessary steps to conclude an Additional Protocol to its Safeguards Agreement under the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), which will provide the IAEA with broader inspection rights, and to pursue a policy of full transparency and active cooperation with the Agency.

On his first visit in late December, Mr. ElBaradei was accompanied by an IAEA team of experts to initiate an in-depth process of verification of Libya’s past and present nuclear activities. 

The visit followed meetings in Vienna between Mr. ElBaradei and Matooq Mohamed Matooq, Assistant Secretary for Services Affairs of the General People’s Committee of Libya, informing the IAEA of Libya’s decision to eliminate “materials, equipments and programmes which lead to the production of internationally proscribed weapons.”

After the visit Mr. ElBaradei said Libya’s nuclear programme was “at an early stage of development.” Last month the IAEA agreed with the United States and the United Kingdom that they would remove “sensitive” equipment and material from Libya while the Agency verifies that the country is free of weapons of mass destruction.

* * *

West Africa

17 February – The heads of all five United Nations peace missions in West Africa will meet later this week in a bid to harmonize the UN’s policies and activities in the region, pulling together common assets across the area and exploiting synergies among the operations to achieve greater efficiency and cost-effectiveness.

The gathering comes a week after the Force Commanders of the three UN peacekeeping missions in the area held a coordination meeting of their own to bolster sub-regional cross-border security.

Hosted by the UN Office for West Africa, (UNOWA), the meeting will be held Friday on Gorée Island, Senegal. It will be chaired by Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Special Representative for West Africa, Ahmedou Ould-Abdallah, and attended by the chiefs of the UN Mission in Côte d’Ivoire (MINUCI), Albert Tevoedjre; the UN Mission in Liberia (UNMIL), Jacques Paul Klein; the UN Mission in Sierra Leone (UNAMSIL), Daudi Ngelautwa Mwakawago; and the UN Peace-building support Office in Guinea-Bissau (UNOGBIS), David Stephen.

In addition to reviewing the overall situation in West Africa and discussing specific cross-border issues of regional interest, the meeting is expected to cover the potential consequences of the troop reductions of UNAMSIL, the cross-border humanitarian impact of crises, especially in Guinea, the regional impact of the crisis in Côte d’Ivoire, and further political and military cooperation among UN peace missions in West Africa.

The first high-level meeting of UN missions in West Africa took place last November at UNAMSIL Headquarters in the Sierra Leonean capital of Freetown.

* * *

Chad/Sudan

17 February – The United Nations refugee agency is mounting an emergency airlift to eastern Chad this week to bring more than 256 tons of aid supplies to 110,000 Sudanese refugees currently scattered along a 600-kilometre stretch of remote borderland.

“The airlift coincides with an urgent refugee relocation operation aimed at moving tens of thousands of refugees away from the insecure Chad-Sudan border to safer camps further inland before the start of the rainy season in May,” Ron Redmond, a spokesman for the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), said at a press briefing in Geneva.

Nearly 4,000 refugees have been transported so far to two new camps. “Obviously, we’ve still got a long way to go in this race against time and the elements,” he added.

Meanwhile, as conditions deteriorate in the Darfur region in western Sudan, the UN World Food Programme (WFP) is airlifting food aid into the area to help alleviate the suffering of tens of thousands of people displaced by the conflict there.

The airlift of some 500 tons of sorghum to El Fasher, in North Darfur, is an interim measure to ensure that food reaches people who have been cut off since November. Insecurity continues to prevent WFP from transporting food by road from its main warehouses to key supply points in El Fasher and Nyala.

“We are not planning a massive airlift to the region, since we hope that road transportation will be re-established very soon,” said Bradley Guerrant, WFP’s Deputy Country Director for Sudan. “This is intended to meet the urgent needs of people we have been unable to reach for several months.”

The airlift of sorghum comes in response to additional urgent needs in the region, where in recent weeks WFP has managed to distribute nearly 2,000 tons of food assistance to 105,000 displaced people – 96,000 in Kutum town and another 9,000 in four other locations. An additional 28,000 displaced people are still expecting assistance in Kutum, where WFP’s stocks have run out.

An estimated one million people have been displaced in Darfur as a result of the conflict between rebel movements, militias and the Government of Sudan. To escape the fighting, which began a year ago, another 110,000 people have crossed the border into Chad where they will receive WFP food. On the Sudanese side of the border, humanitarian agencies are hopeful that current access to Kutum will be extended to cover other areas in Greater Darfur so that assistance can reach those who desperately need it.

* * *

Jordan

17 February – The United Nations Assistant High Commissioner for Refugees is in Jordan today as part of a bid by the UN refugee agency (UNHCR) to assist hundreds of people who have fled there.

Kamel Morjane is visiting Jordan’s Ruwaished refugee camp, which houses some 400 refugees. Another 1,200 refugees are in a nearby makeshift site “in no-man’s land,” agency spokesman Ron Redmond told reporters in Geneva.

“UNHCR is working to find a solution for the refugees in the two camps, particularly more than 400 Palestinians, many of whom would like to go on to other countries in the region since fleeing Iraq last year,” he added.

Earlier this week, Mr. Morjane attended a meeting in Amman with Iraqi officials to hammer out a national strategy for the protection, care and assistance of refugees, returnees and displaced persons. “Intensive brainstorming sessions were conducted during the two-day meeting on issues such as assistance needs, capacity building, coordination, property rights and housing requirements,” Mr. Redmond said. 

Over the last six months, more than 6,800 refugees have repatriated to Iraq from Saudi Arabia and Iran on convoys facilitated by UNHCR. 

During his mission, Mr. Morjane also met with senior Jordanian officials, the Deputy Commissioner-General of the UN Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA), Karen Koning Abu-Zayd, and the Secretary-General’s Acting Special Representative for Iraq, Ross Mountain.

* * *

Cuba

A new report by the Personal Representative of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights on Cuba states that political dissidents sentenced to heavy prison sentences in the country are being held in very trying physical and psychological conditions, a UN spokesman said today.

“French judge Christine Chanet, notes with concern that her calls for clemency in these cases have gone unheard,” Fred Eckhard told the press in New York. “In addition, she is critical of the April 2003 execution of three people accused of hijacking a ferry in spite of Cuba’s moratorium on the use of the death penalty.”

Ms. Chanet calls on the Cuban Government to stop depriving the population of its basic rights and freedoms and appeals for a number of measures to be taken in this regard.

The report, which will be submitted to the next session of the UN Human Rights Commission, also provides broad context for its analysis, noting “positive aspects” of the realization of economic, social and cultural rights in Cuba, especially in the areas of health and education.

A number of other reports to be taken up by the Commission have been published ahead of its session, which opens in mid-March. These cover thematic issues, such as racism, arbitrary executions and terrorism, as well as country-specific situations relating to Argentina, Brazil, occupied Palestine, Georgia, Romania, Cambodia, Timor-Leste, the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia and Haiti, among others.

* * *

Eastern Europe

17 February – Although Eastern and South Eastern Europe have a low prevalence of HIV/AIDS, three countries there have among the world’s fastest growth rates because of insufficient public awareness, frequent stigmatization and inadequate disease control policies, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) says in a new report.

In the first comprehensive study of the HIV/AIDS epidemic in the 28 countries of East and South Eastern Europe, the Baltics and the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), UNDP says 1.8 million, or 0.9 per cent of all adults in the region – mainly men under 30 – are infected with HIV/AIDS. 

The report, Reversing the Epidemic: Facts and Policy Options, says the region’s high-risk groups include injecting drug users, prisoners, sex workers, migrants and internally displaced people.

“Growth rates in new HIV infections reported over the last several years in Estonia, Russia and Ukraine are among the world’s highest,” it notes, warning that, “Upwards of one out of every 100 adults living in these three countries is now estimated to be carrying the virus – a threshold above which efforts to turn back the epidemic have failed in many other countries.”

Members of high-risk groups are often subject to stigmatization, social exclusion, poverty, or incarceration, according to the report, which says their above-average prevalence of HIV has turned the region’s over-crowded penal institutions into “real HIV incubators.”

The study predicts that the epidemic will put new strains on already overburdened social protection systems and increased health expenditures to treat people living with AIDS could consume 1 to 3 per cent of annual gross domestic product (GDP). 

Premature morbidity and mortality during the years of people’s highest productive and reproductive capacities could reduce annual GDP growth by 1 per cent, a tremendous impact for any country, UNDP says.

The report recommends staging open, informative public debates where sensitive and controversial topics can be discussed, increasing financial resources for AIDS prevention, training health care workers more intensively and improving institution-building and multi-agency collaboration.

* * *
HIV/AIDS

17 February – Aiming to strengthen the global response to AIDS, the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) and the International Planned Parenthood Federation (IPPF) today announced new guidelines on voluntary HIV testing and counselling.

Both partners in the endeavour stressed the value of action on the issue, citing studies from Côte d’Ivoire and India showing that when voluntary testing is integrated into sexual and reproductive health services, the stigma associated with HIV/AIDS is cut, awareness is raised and more people are likely to seek appropriate care.

“Linking HIV prevention and reproductive health provides an opportunity to reach the millions, especially women, who are vulnerable to infection,” said UNFPA Executive Director Thoraya Ahmed Obaid. 

* * *

Fishing

17 February – In a bid to boost consumer safety, a recent United Nations meeting on the fishing trade has called for the establishment of cost-effective and global standards to trace a fish’s progress through trade networks from capture to consumption.

Questions of food safety and better ways to protect the health of fish consumers in today’s global marketplace topped the agenda of the UN Food and Agriculture Organization’s (FAO) Sub-Committee on Fish Trade meeting held last week in Bremen, Germany.

Many countries expressed concern over safety issues affecting the international fish trade and consumer perceptions of fish safety, including dioxins and PCBs in salmon and antibiotic residues in farmed fish.

“FAO was charged by the Sub-Committee with closely monitoring developments and emerging science related to these issues and to report back to its members so that measures aimed at protecting consumers are grounded in the best available information and don’t unfairly restrict trade,” said Lahsen Ababouch, Chief of FAO’s Fish Utilization and Marketing Service.

Figuring prominently in the debate on safety was the emerging science of traceability – creating systems that track a fish’s progress from the ocean to the plate.

“The idea is to have a trustworthy record of how and where fish were farmed or caught, what processing it underwent, and how it was transported and stored, so that consumers know exactly what they are eating,” Mr. Ababouch explained.

Participants agreed that consumer safety is a top priority, but also called for the establishment of feasible, cost-effective, and internationally agreed-upon traceability standards and methodologies.

Developing countries – which own about half of the fish trade market share – voiced concern over the costs of implementing such systems, and stressed the need for technical and capacity-building support.

The Sub-Committee, which established in 1985, is an advisory body made up of FAO member States meeting every two years to share information, take up policy issues related to fish trade, and make recommendations regarding the agency’s work on fisheries.

* * *

Georgia

17 February – A two-day meeting aimed at addressing the conflict in Georgia opened today in Geneva under United Nations auspices.

The closed meeting, chaired by the UN Under-Secretary-General for Peacekeeping Operations, Jean-Marie Guéhenno, brought together the “Friends of Georgia” – France, Germany, the Russian Federation the United Kingdom and the United States.

Representatives of the Georgian Government are also participating in the talks.

The conflict in Abkhazia – strategically located on the Black Sea in the northwestern part of Georgia – dates back to 1992 when social unrest escalated into armed confrontation. In August 1993, the Security Council established the UN Observer Mission in Georgia (UNOMIG) to monitor a ceasefire agreement. Although the operation’s mandate was subsequently expanded after the parties signed another agreement in 1994, the peace process has remained largely stalled in recent years.

* * *

Kosovo

16 February – The senior United Nations envoy in Kosovo today informed top leaders in the province that a number of protection force members have been arrested in connection with serious crimes, including murder of Kosovo Albanians. 

Briefing President Ibrahim Rugova, Prime Minister Bajram Rexhepi and other officials, Harri Holkeri said the action in no way constitutes an indictment of the Kosovo Protection Corps (KPC). He also pledged that those arrested would be treated fairly. 

In another development, Mr. Holkeri and Serbian Deputy Prime Minister Nebojsa Covic today agreed that the Pristina-Belgrade direct dialogue would convene in the last week of February or the first week of March. 

Mr. Holkeri told Mr. Covic that in his recent travels to New York, Washington D.C. and London, the message was the same: consistent interest by the international community in favour of the dialogue and a sense of urgency that meetings should begin soon.

* * *

ECOSOC

17 February – Top United Nations officials, donors and heads of international institutions convened at the UN Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) today to examine worldwide efforts to lift the 50 poorest nations – home to 600 million people – out of poverty and instability.

During a daylong meeting in preparation for its high-level segment in June, ECOSOC reviewed progress in mobilizing resources and creating an enabling environment for poverty eradication for the least-developed countries (LDCs) since an action plan was drawn up at an international conference on the issue held in Brussels in 2001.

The Brussels Programme of Action – a set of key commitments for implementing the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) – includes seven specific commitments made by the LDCs and their development partners, including mobilization of financial resources as well as governance, trade and sustainable development.

In his opening remarks, UN Under-Secretary-General for Economic and Social Affairs Jose Antonio Ocampo said despite the best efforts of the countries themselves and the international community, most LDCs are in serious danger of falling short of the millennium targets and the Brussels Programme of Action. In many small countries, the very serious obstacles to providing public services and human resources are exacerbated by heavy debt loads.

Mr. Ocampo also warned that in extreme cases, the lack of access to resources can undermine the basic mechanisms of governance and lead to political disintegration and open social conflicts. “Armed conflicts are on the rise and many are taking place in poor countries,” he noted. “Such instability, in turn, is a major obstacle to making the business climate attractive to both domestic and foreign investors. The efforts to mobilize resources should therefore be closely integrated with the efforts to achieve peace and security.”

During the discussions that followed, a range of participants – including finance ministers, UN agency chiefs and officials from the World Bank and International Monetary Fund (IMF) – offered recommendations to remedy the economic woes of poor countries. These included widening the tax base, focusing on the middle class, investing in infrastructure, giving priority to education and providing LDCs with fair access to international markets.

* * *

Biosafety

17 February – Governments that have signed the United Nations Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety – a pact protecting natural biological diversity from organisms modified by modern biotechnology – will meet for the first time next week in Malaysia to discuss capacity-building, the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) said today.

The Protocol supplements the Convention on Biological Diversity, whose Executive Secretary, Hamdallah Zedan, said the meeting in Kuala Lumpur should serve as an occasion for participants to “renew their commitment to safeguarding biological diversity from all threats, including potential adverse effects that may result from the transboundary transfer, handling and use of LMOs [living modified organisms].”

He also called on all States that have not yet done so to ratify or accede to the Protocol as soon as possible.

The five-day meeting is slated to consider how to implement the Protocol, including handling, transport, packaging and identification of LMOs, also popularly known as genetically modified organisms (GMOs).

* * *

Ukraine

16 February – Poverty and insecurity are prevailing in Ukraine, where workers earn less than $100 per capita, and 40 per cent are owed a backlog of wages, according to a new study by the United Nations International Labour Organization (ILO). 

The People’s Security Survey, conducted by the ILO and Ukraine’s State Committee of Statistics, involved over 9,000 adults and found that average income is less than the estimated amount needed to maintain a subsistence standard of living. 

The percentage of workers not receiving their contractual wages was higher in 2003 than the year before, with agricultural workers being hardest hit. 

Commenting on the findings, Guy Standing, Director of the ILO’s Socio-Economic Security Programme, said “the worst aspect shown in this year’s survey was the sense of apathy and pessimism among almost all groups in society.” 

According to the survey, some 85 per cent of adults felt that their household income was insufficient to cover for their healthcare needs, while four out of every five adults expected their financial situation in old age to be bad or very bad. 

Workers reported staying in their jobs largely because they saw no chance of obtaining another, and only one in five workers was confident about retaining their employment over the next year, the ILO said. Only a small minority can use, or have access to, a computer. 

“In spite of all these adverse developments, Ukrainians appear to have retained a sense of social solidarity,” Mr. Standing observed. Nearly nine out of ten workers supported equal wages for men and women, and over three-quarters expressed support for equal pay for citizens and legal immigrants. “In short, social and other values are persisting in economically insecure circumstances,” he noted.

* * *

Kenya

16 February – The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) today reported that its Goodwill Ambassador, Harry Belafonte, has issued a call on all developing countries today to follow Kenya’s example and permanently abolish primary school fees.

Since the first week of tuition-free school in Kenya in January 2003, more than 1.3 children have entered school for the first time, pushing national enrolment from 5.9 million to 7.2 million, according to UNICEF.

“These children and their parents know that getting an education is not only their right, but a passport to a better future,” Mr. Belafonte said today. “Kenya’s decision to abolish school fees is a shining example of just what can be achieved in the developing world by sheer political will.” 

Mr. Belafonte is visiting Kenya to monitor the success of free primary education one year after school fees were abolished. Appointed as a global Goodwill Ambassador in 1987, he has participated in hundreds of events and trips on behalf of UNICEF.

* * *

Forestry

16 February – Just ahead of a United Nations-backed meeting on forests, the world body’s food agency today underscored the role these natural habitats can play in alleviating poverty and protecting the environment. 

“Forestry needs to be fully integrated with other sectors in policy development, particularly agriculture,” said Hosny El-Lakany of the Rome-based UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO). 

Commenting on the forthcoming meeting of FAO’s African Forestry and Wildlife Commission, set to open in Accra, Ghana, on Wednesday, Mr. El-Lakany underlined the need “to end the isolation of forestry from mainstream development initiatives.” 

He said that while forests are gaining greater global attention, deforestation and forest degradation are continuing at an alarming rate. 

The Accra meeting will offer a chance for delegates from across Africa to review these issues and to exchange national experiences in sustainable forest management. 

The African Forestry and Wildlife Commission is one of six regional forestry commissions worldwide that provide a high-level forum for addressing emerging forest issues with key players both from within and outside government.

* * *

Afghanistan

15 February – The senior United Nations envoy to Afghanistan today voiced shock and outrage at the “brutal and cold-blooded” murder on Saturday of four deminers working with the world body to help eradicate landmines from the country. 

Through a spokesman, Jean Arnault called the employees of the Organization for Mine Clearance and Afghan Rehabilitation “invisible heroes who without any thought of self put their own lives at enough risk everyday.” The four were shot dead while travelling in vehicles from Herat to Farah City. 

Asserting that “the cowardly act committed against them cannot and will not be tolerated,” Mr. Arnault called for a full investigation of the incident. He stressed that the perpetrators “who seek to destroy the hard earned peace, obstruct positive advances and callously wage war on decent and innocent people” must be brought to justice. 

* *** *

__________________________________________________________________________________________

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.

**Japan Trip
The Secretary-General is scheduled to leave on Friday on an official visit to Japan.  He is due back in New York the middle of next week and details of the visit will be made before the end of the week.

**Haiti – SG Comments
The Secretary-General was asked by a reporter, on entering the building today, about the situation in Haiti, and said that the United Nations was extremely concerned.

He said that the UN has been in touch with the Caribbean Community CARICOM, and the Organization of American States in reassessing its own participation and how it should become more actively engaged.  He added, “I may have some announcements in the next few days.”  We have the transcript of that press encounter upstairs.

**Iraq
Lakhdar Brahimi, the Secretary-General’s Special Adviser, is in Abu Dhabi today where he is scheduled to meet the Emir.  Over the weekend, he was in Kuwait where he attended the meeting of Foreign Ministers from Iraq, its neighbours and Egypt.  Brahimi is expected back in New York tomorrow.

The rest of the team, which had stayed longer in Iraq, is expected to arrive in New York this afternoon.

In his comments to the press this morning, the Secretary-General said he expected to decide on the team’s conclusions before he travels to Japan.

**Monitoring Board
The International Advisory and Monitoring Board for Iraq has set up a Web site where you can find its press releases, minutes of meetings and other relevant information.  The address is www.iamb.info.

During its last meeting in Washington on Thursday, the Board received a briefing by the Coalition Provisional Authority on the financial functions and operations for the Development Fund for Iraq.

The Board was also told that the CPA had invited proposals by 18 February for external audits.  The IAMB will then have to approve duly qualified external auditors.  More information can be found in a press release that I have in my office.

**Cyprus
Alvaro de Soto, the Secretary-General’s Special Adviser for Cyprus, is expected to land on the island in just a few minutes.

On his way to Cyprus, de Soto held a series of meetings with European officials in Dublin and Brussels.

As the Secretary-General said on Friday, the talks will reconvene in Cyprus on Thursday with direct meetings between the two parties in the presence of the Special Adviser.  The technical committees on laws and treaties will reconvene on that same day.

**Security Council
The Security Council is holding an open meeting today on the recommendations of the Security Council mission to Central Africa that took place in June 2003.

Tuliameni Kalomoh, the Assistant Secretary-General for Political Affairs, summarized advances attained in addressing the recommendations made on the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Burundi and the international conference on the Great Lakes region.

He mentioned the arrival of the UN multi-disciplinary reconnaissance mission in Bujumbura today to examine the situation on the ground and assess how the Transitional Government could best be supported to ensure the successful conclusion of the peace process.

We have Mr. Kalomoh’s remarks, as well as a press release from the UN office in Burundi on the assessment mission.

On a related note, tomorrow Security Council members will receive their periodic briefing on the situation in the Middle East.  And delivering that brief will be the UN Middle East envoy Terje Roed Larsen.

**Eastern Europe/AIDS
Eastern Europe and the Commonwealth of Independent States have some of the fastest growing rates of HIV/AIDS in the world and the disease threatens the region’s prospects for economic growth and human development.  Those are some of the findings of a UN Development Programme report released today.

The report is the first comprehensive study of the HIV/AIDS epidemic in the 28 countries of East and South Eastern Europe, the Baltic and the Commonwealth of Independent States.  The report finds that the impact of HIV/AIDS is compounded by still insufficient public awareness, frequent stigmatization and the lack of adequate policy instruments to cope with the disease.  We have more on that upstairs.

**Kosovo - Arrests
Turning to Kosovo, four people were arrested yesterday in Kosovo in connection with serious crimes, including the murder of Kosovo Albanians.  All of the suspects are members of the Kosovo Protection Corps, and one senior officer is among those detained.

The Secretary-General’s Special Representative in Kosovo, Harri Holkeri, has informed top leaders in the province of the arrests, telling them that the action in no way constitutes an indictment of the Kosovo Protection Corps.  We have copies of the press release from the mission available in my office.

**Georgia/Geneva Meeting
Representatives from Georgia were in Geneva today, for the third meeting of the “Group of Friends.”  The talks are aimed at taking stock of the peace process in Georgia and plan for next steps.

The meeting is being chaired by the UN and the “Group of Friends” is made up of representatives of France, Germany, Russia, the UK, and the US.  The meeting ends tomorrow, and we expect to have more on it then.

**Afghanistan
The Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Afghanistan, Jean Arnault, condemned the brutal and cold-blooded murder last Saturday of four Afghan mine clearance workers, the first deminers to be killed in the country since October 2001.  He said the deminers are invisible heroes, who, without any thought of self, put their own lives at risk every day, and he urged the authorities to investigate their killing.

We have details in the weekend’s briefing notes from Kabul, which also mentions the continuing efforts to boost voter registration among Afghan women.

**Libya
International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) Director General Mohamed ElBaradei will visit Libya on the 23rd and 24th of this month, to meet with senior Libyan officials and review progress in the Agency’s work.  Libya has asked the IAEA to ensure through verification that all of Libya’s nuclear activities are placed under safeguards and are exclusively for peaceful purposes.

The Director General’s February visit is the second in three months to Libya, following a trip last December.

**Sudanese Refugees
The UN refugee agency today started daily flights to bring more than 250 tons of relief aid to 110,000 refugees along the Chad-Sudan border, where local resources are being stretched to the limit.  On Tuesday, an Ilyushin cargo plane set off with non-food supplies from Mwanza, Tanzania, for Abeche, the main city in eastern Chad.

**Cuba – UN Report on Human Rights
A report just issued by the Personal Representative of the High Commissioner for Human Rights on Cuba points out that political dissidents sentenced to heavy prison sentences in Cuba are being held in very trying physical and psychological conditions.

French judge Christine Chanet notes with concern that her calls for clemency in these cases have gone unheard.  In addition, she is critical of the April 2003 execution of three people accused of hijacking a ferry in spite of Cuba’s moratorium on the use of the death penalty.

The report will be submitted to the next session of the UN Human Rights Commission.

**Colombia/Rapporteur
The Special Rapporteur on the promotion and protection of the right to freedom of opinion and expression, Ambeyi Ligabo, will visit Colombia from 22 to 29 February at the invitation of the Government.  During his visit, Ligabo is expected to meet with senior Government officials dealing with the media sector, representatives from the press and legal systems, as well as representatives of the UN system and other intergovernmental organizations.

**Ethiopia/Rapporteur
And while on the subject of special rapporteurs, Jean Ziegler, the Special Rapporteur on the right to food, is in Ethiopia at the invitation of the Government.  Ziegler’s visit began yesterday and ends on the 27th.  He’s expected to present his preliminary findings to the Commission on Human Rights in April this year and a full report will be submitted in 2005.

That’s all I have for you.  Yes?

Questions and Answers
Question:  Fred, when the Secretary-General said that he’d make an announcement on Haiti, is it in relation to what Mr. de Villepin said at the press conference, that the UN will send a mission to Haiti?

Spokesman:  No.

Question:  No?

Spokesman:  He had decided some time ago, and I think he hinted to you at least once before, that he is looking at ways to increase the UN’s humanitarian activity in Haiti and looking at ways to keep the UN more fully plugged in to what’s happening on the political side, while supporting CARICOM and the OAS.  I don’t think what he said today had any direct relationship to the comments by the Foreign Minister of France today.

Question:  He did not react to what Mr. de Villepin said?

Spokesman:  He did not react, no.  He wasn’t asked and he didn’t react.

Question:  Okay.

Spokesman:  Bill?

Question:  How does he envision being more plugged in on the political side?

Spokesman:  Well, let’s see what he announces.  Whether he intends to appoint someone to be his eyes and ears in Haiti or something of that sort, we’ll have to see.  Yes, sir?

Question:  Any reaction from the Secretary-General on the findings of the Chanet report on Cuba?

Spokesman:  No.  I have nothing on that.  Yes?

Question:  Fred, when will Brahimi be briefing Annan?  Is it tomorrow?

Spokesman:  We don’t know yet.  He only flies in on Wednesday.  They have spoken on the telephone, but we really don’t know yet how things are going to play out at the end of this week, before the Secretary-General leaves for Japan on Friday.  It’s pretty tight.

Question:  So, it could be before or after?

Spokesman:  We just don’t know.  We haven’t worked out the choreography.  But the electoral team is arriving this afternoon, as we said –- that’s one half of the report.  Brahimi gets in tomorrow afternoon -– that’s the other half.  The technical, the political.  Those two then have to be merged.  The Secretary-General has to consider the findings, decide what to recommend to the Iraqis and to the CPA and then decide how and when to do that.  Yes?

Question:  Will there be an opportunity for Mr. Brahimi to brief the press?

Spokesman:  We’ll be asking him about that when he gets in tomorrow.  We’ll be having a preliminary discussion of that today.  So, we’re still thinking about the press aspects of this, even as the Secretary-General’s top advisers are trying to decide how to handle it and get it all done by Friday.  Yes, Mark?

Question:  Fred, how are the SG’s recommendations going to be presented?  Is it going to be in the form of a formal letter to the Governing Council or...

Spokesman:  That’s one of the things that they are still discussing now.  I mean, the assumption now is it will be a letter, yes.  Yes, David?

Question:  Let me just make sure I understand it.  Your expectation is that this will be a settled matter before he leaves on Friday?

Spokesman:  I am just telling you what he said this morning coming into the building that he hoped to be able to do it before he leaves for Japan on Friday.  That’s a tall order.

Question:  But the “it” is talking to Brahimi and...?

Spokesman:  Formulating the recommendations and presenting them to the Iraqis and the CPA, who asked him for this advice.  Mark?

Question:  On what de Villepin said this morning, is there anything you can say now in response to his call for a peacekeeping mission, possibly under the auspices of the UN, in Haiti?

Spokesman:  No, not from the Secretariat side.  You might talk to the French to see whether they are contacting their colleagues on the Security Council to see whether there would be receptivity to that idea.  But I am not aware.  In fact, I know from the Secretary-General’s phone log that he did not speak to anyone in Paris.  So, I don’t think he is ready to say anything about this idea just yet.  Mark?

Question:  Fred, forgive me if I missed some of this, I was away for a couple of days at the end of last week, but there was a humanitarian mission that was en route or was already in Haiti.  Can you give us any information on that?

Spokesman:  That mission was to help him assess how we can increase our humanitarian efforts in Haiti.  I don’t know whether that mission has returned.  Let me check on the status of it and let you know after the briefing.  [He later said the mission had been in Haiti for eight days and would remain until the end of this week.]

Question:  Who is currently the Secretary-General’s top adviser on Haiti?

Spokesman:  It would be the Department of Political Affairs, ultimately, Kieran Prendergast and then, of course, advising Kieran would be the Director, Desk Officer and so on down the line in his Department.

Question:  Is the Secretary-General appointing a special adviser?

Spokesman:  I don’t want to anticipate what he might do.  I have given you some sense of what he is thinking about.  But let’s see what his final decision is.  He said in the next few days.  Yes?

Question:  Do you think that conclusion by Secretary-General Annan about the feasibility of holding elections will be at least public, or he might just send his conclusion to the CPA and then Iraq Governing Council?

Spokesman:  No, I assume he would brief the Security Council members and we are assuming that the press would be briefed after the Iraqis and the CPA had been given the recommendations.  We just haven’t worked out exactly how that would happen or when.

Okay, thank you very much.

* *** *



UNEP and the Executive Director in the News





� HYPERLINK  \l "Biodiversity" ��BBC- World seeks biodiversity accord�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Forests" ��New Scientist - Veil lifts on hidden forests of the peaks�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Climatechange" ��ENS - Climate Change Biggest Threat to Cloud Forests�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Liberia" ��AllAfrica - Liberia: Unep Calls for Restoration of Environment for Sustainable Future�


� HYPERLINK  \l "UNEP" ��PANA - UNEP urges international aid for Liberia�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Resources" ��Greenwire - LIBERIA: Government must protect natural resources, UN report says�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Environnement" ��Media Terre - Restaurer l’environnement meutri a Libéria�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Water" ��Business Daily Update – Thirsty world need fresh water�


� HYPERLINK "Ozone" ��Dawn - Steps to check ozone depletion needed� 
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