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Africa News 

August 16, 2003 Saturday 

    Expert Warns On Use of Polythene Materials During Cooking 

    BYLINE: New Vision 

EXPERTS have warned against use of polythene materials (buveera) for covering food during cooking. 

    Buveera produced poisonous gases. 

    Addressing a workshop on Thursday, Hiedelore Fielder of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), said partial burning of buveera releases fumes that could cause brain damage, cancer and  nervous disorders. Fielder said plastics containing chlorine produce toxic by-products known as dioxins and furans, under certain temperatures. 

    She also said burning plastics produces dioxins and furans that are classified as Persistent Organic Pollutants (POPs). 

    Fielder said the fumes persisted in the environment and could cause a cocktail of disorders in human beings and animals. 

    Andrew Othieno of the National Environment Management Authority (NEMA) said using buveera to cover food during cooking and lighting charcoal stoves were common practices especially in Kampala. 

    Phoebe Gubya, the Kampala environmental officer, attributed the problem to widespread ignorance, as the disastrous effects could strike after a long time. 

    Dr. Aryamnaya Mugisha who heads NEMA, said there was lack of capacity in terms of technical expertise and funds to monitor sources that release dioxins and furans. 

    Global concerns about the dangers of POPs sparked off debate and intergovernmental negotiations culminated into the Stockholm Convention on POPs. 

    Uganda is in the process of ratifying the international agreement, which was formulated three years ago. The agreement will make it possible for contracting parties from the third world countries to access funding. 

_________________________________________________________

Gulf News

Lahore's polluted waterways a threat to human and animal life Lahore | By Abdullah Iqbal, Correspondent | 18/08/2003 

Every day, Mirajdin's family visits the river Ravi in Lahore, bathing in its oily, brown waters, allowing their five water buffaloes to wallow in the mud and washing clothes that often emerge with new stains on them.

"Everyone knows the water is dirty," Mirajdin mused, glancing downstream at a group of 10 young boys splashing in the muddy river. Mirajdin knows his animals not only contribute to the mess but may also contract – and pass along through their milk – waterborne diseases.

An estimated 150,000 cows and water buffalo routinely bathe in the River – the same animals that provide the milk supply to Lahore and other areas. 

"Too much heat will make them ill anyway," he said of the buffalo, "and how can you deny living creatures a chance to enjoy themselves?"

Degraded by decades of industrial and human waste, much of the Ravi, once a fish-filled river where boating, swimming and other sporting events were held, is now a little more than a sludge drain threatening the health of more than 2 million people who live along its banks.

Pakistani citizens are paying a high price for the pollution of their water supply. "About 40,000 children a year die from drinking contaminated or polluted water, and 60 per cent of infant deaths are caused by waterborne diseases," according to the Society for the Protection of the Rights of the Child (SPARC).

Every fifth person in the country suffers from illness associated with pollution, and 40 per cent of deaths in urban centers are caused by unsafe water.

A huge amount of sewage is pumped into the Ravi every day. Of the nearly 100 million gallons of liquid waste produced daily, only 10 million gallons are treated. All the sewage eventually is dumped into waterways.

On top of that, hundreds of tons of solid waste from the two cities are added every day. Hospitals, medical schools, textile and marble factories all make their special contribution to the polluted water.

"Pakistan generates over 50,000 tons of solid waste per day – out of which only 20 to 25 per cent is collected but not disposed of in the proper manner. 

Only three per cent of the industry treats their waste, while the rest discharges untreated effluent into rivers, lakes and the sea," states the UN Environmental Program (UNEP) country report for Pakistan.

The resulting contamination has degraded aquatic life to the point where many species, including freshwater turtles, frogs and some fish such as trout are endangered. It also poses serious health risks to humans in the area, UNEP says.

According to the UNEP report, about 47 per cent of the population has no access to safe drinking , and nearly 84 per cent of the rural population is without sanitation facilities. Waterborne diseases account for 20 to 30 per cent of infant deaths in the country, and pollution contributes to the incidence of cholera, typhoid, hepatitis, diarrhea, dysentery, yellow fever and malaria.

"There are 11 government institutions tasked with coordinating on the environment . . . (but) no single entity bears full responsibility," said Ali Tauqeer Sheikh, director of Leadership for Environment and Development (LEAD). "You end up with a cycle where every year environmental concerns become a hot issue for a short time, but everything remains the same."

"For several decades, short-term issues have dominated planning. When the government is worried about surviving the week, they're not worried about environmental consequences five years from now," said Sheikh. 

The government has promised to examine the issue, instituting a series of research projects to study ways to combat air and water pollution, but people like Mirajdin who live on the banks of polluted waterways do not expect positive change any time soon.

_______________________________________________________________________________________

Gulf News

New skills tests plan for students 

By SOMAN BABY

Published: 19 August 2003

A BAHRAIN-based education office is to increase the number of tests aimed at promoting environmental awareness and general knowledge among schoolchildren in the region.

The United Schools International's (USI) Bahrain-based Arab regional office has lined up a number of activities until January.

The office is conducting the 19th annual essay and painting competition on environment jointly with the United Nations Environment Programme West Asia Regional Office.

USI has been organising this competition to foster environmental awareness, said secretary-general Jiya Lal Jain.

There has been a steady increase in the number of participants since the competition started in 1984, he told the GDN.

Until the end of 2002, 16,815 essays and 20,418 paintings were received from students in the region.

The 21st UN Information Test will be conducted in November 2003 to promote awareness of the UN among students, said Mr Jain.

Since the competition started in 1984, 78,995 students have enrolled for the test until December 2002.

To promote general knowledge among schoolchildren, the office will conduct the 19th annual general knowledge test in January 2004.

The objective of the test is to encourage the habit of newspaper reading in students so that they have an insight to the day-to-day world events and developments, said Mr Jain.

Until January 2003, the number of students who took the test was 96,026.

USI, said Mr Jain, would introduce for the first time a Unesco Information Test and an Essay Competition on Religion this year.

The Unesco Information Test will take place in December for junior and senior students.

The essay competition will be held in different countries on different dates before November 30.

The topic will be "No religion preaches hatred - the only religion is humanity."

Candidates obtaining 40 per cent marks or more will receive certificates.

Highest scorers from each school will be presented with special framed merit certificates, said Mr Jain.

The USI Arab regional office was opened in Bahrain in November 1982.

It has membership in 52 countries. With its headquarters in New Delhi, India, the organisation promotes peace education and  teachings about the UN in schools around the world.

The official organ of USI is Workshop of Peace, a quarterly publication.

Between 1982 and December last year, 151,000 copies of Workshop of Peace and 228,500 copies of other publications have been printed and distributed in Bahrain and other countries in the Gulf.

______________________________________________________________________________________

Reuters

French PM Defends Minister as Heatwave Toll Climbs 

  PARIS - French Prime Minister Jean-Pierre Raffarin defended his government's handling of a killer heatwave amid reports that the final death toll could hit 5,000, far higher than the 3,000 victims registered so far. 

  In an interview with the weekly newspaper Le Journal du Dimanche published on Sunday, the conservative prime minister said he was appalled by calls by opposition Socialists and Greens for the resignation of Health Minister Jean-Francois Mattei. 

  "All of this is ridiculous. Politics is not a permanent settlement of scores. Faced with such human tragedies, the time is for solidarity, not  for sterile polemic," he said. 

  The newspaper quoted unnamed sources at the Health Ministry as saying the death toll since July 25, previously estimated at 3,000, could  rise to 5,000 when the government unveils final figures next week. 

  Mattei said after visiting emergency health workers on Sunday that he was not aware of these numbers and the death toll would probably  be at the high end of the government's forecast range of 1,600 to 3,000. 

  Victims were mainly elderly people with heat-related conditions, such as hyperthermia and dehydration. Many were found at home alone  as the traditional August holiday exodus leaves city centers deserted. 

  Raffarin cut short his vacation for an emergency meeting last Thursday to tackle the crisis after temperatures topped 40 degrees Celsius

  (104 Fahrenheit) in parts of the country. 

  The government recalled medical staff from holidays under an emergency plan designed to deal with terrorist attacks, natural disasters or  epidemics. Though the weather has cooled, hospitals remain on alert amid fears of a new spike in temperatures. 

  As mortuaries and funeral parlours struggled to cope with an overflow of victims, health authorities took over a disused storeroom at a  farmers' market on the outskirts of Paris where several hundred bodies lay awaiting burial. 

  France's weather problems showed no signs of abating as violent rainstorms lashed the south of the country on Sunday, downing  electricity lines, toppling trees and tearing off roofs. 

  Several trains were paralyzed in the Provence region, which is barely recovering from forest fires which killed four tourists. A total of 33  departments in the south and east were on alert for further storms until midday yesterday. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________

ROLAC  MEDIA UPDATE –18 August   2003

www.pnuma.org
UNEP´S EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR RECEIVES NATIONAL DECORATION FROM BRASILIAN GOVERNMENT.

Brasilia, Brasil, México City, August 16th, 2003, United Nations Environment Programme, Regional Office for Latin America and the Caribbean (UNEP/ROLAC). The Head of the Brazilian Government, President Ignacio Lula da Silva, through the Ministry for Foreign Affairs, offered to Mr. Toepfer, the Executive Director of the United Nations Environment Programme the medal of the national Cruzeiro do Sul Orden, at the level of High Official, due to the valuable contribution of UNEP, as a Brazilian Partner in multilateral negotiations and in the implementation of the projects and environmental programmes, at local and national levels.

The declaration of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs signalled that the Brazilian Government justifies Mr Klaus Toepfer´s nomination, due to his brilliant career and successes in the management of UNEP, which has started important reform and strengthened the financial and political basis of the organization.

The attribution of Mr. Klaus Toepfer is of high importance.  He has promoted the creation of the Pilot Programme for the Protection of the Tropical Forests of Brazil (PPG.-7) the most important programme of this kind in the world. UNEPs Director has also maintained a opened communication with Brazilian Authorities, visiting the country on several occasions. The last visit was to facilitate the transference of the seat on the World Summit on Sustainable Development in Rio de Janeiro, 1992 to Johannesburg.

The honour medal was presented by the Intern Minister for Foreign Affaire of Brazil, the Ambassador Samuel Pinheiro in a solemn ceremony, which took place in the Itemaraty Palace of the Ministry for Foreign Affairs. Also attending where the Minister of the Environment of Brazil, Ms. Marina Silva and representatives from the diplomatic body were present.

During his visit in Brazil, UNEPs Director had a very demanding working agenda. He met the Minister for the Environment of Brazil, the Minister of Cities, Olivio Dutra, with the National Integration Minister Ciro Gómez, with the Minister for Agricultural Reform, Miguel Rosetto. He also participated in the launching of GEO Goias, the first report on the State of the Environment at a Statal level in the region, and which corresponds the State of Goias, of this country.

The Executive Director of UNEP also participated and played key role in at event, named Dialogues for a Sustainable Brazil, in which initial objectives initiated broad debate between the different spheres of the Government, Academy and civil Society, in a national and also an international level, with visits to a new project of development with environmental, economic, cultural and politic Sustainability.

More information about Mr. Klaus Toepfer´s visit to Mexico and Brazil at  www.pnuma.org
www.tierramerica.net
The Peruvian Pipeline of International Discord




By Jim Lobe*
The controversial Camisea gas pipeline does not yet have the backing of the Inter-American Development Bank, but construction, which faces strong opposition from environmental groups, will go on.
WASHINGTON - A complicated scenario of clashing interests has frozen Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) assistance for the controversial Peruvian natural gas pipeline, which crosses the Amazon jungle. Although 60 percent of the construction is already completed. 

In decisions coming two weeks in a row the IDB has put off until at least the end of August an executive board vote on whether to provide 75 million dollars for the controversial 1.6-billion-dollar Camisea pipeline project, aimed at exploiting reserves of 368 million cubic meters of natural gas. 

The decision to delay the vote came at the request of a key member of the IDB, the United States, which reportedly has been undecided on the loan. 

The U.S. government's Export-Import Bank (Ex-Im) also put off its consideration of another 200-million dollars in support for the project. 

Contractors Pluspetrol, of Argentina, Hunt Oil, of the United States, Tractebel, of Belgium, South Korea's SK and Peru's Graña y Montero reacted by assuring that construction, already 60 percent complete, will be finished with or without the IDB loan. 

"We'll look to other credit sources. It will increase the project costs, but work will not be postponed. Natural gas will be arriving in Paracas in August of next year," Ernesto Graña, executive at the Peruvian construction firm bearing his name, said last week. 

Stretching just over 500 km between the Camisea petroleum fields, in the south-central jungle, and the western Paracas Bay on the Pacific, the gas pipeline has met with loud opposition from environmentalists. 

Construction of the pipeline and the cryogenic and gas liquefying plants get negative marks on potential environmental impacts, particularly on the vulnerable Paracas Bay. 

The delays came in the wake of a major campaign by a host of Peruvian and international non-governmental organizations (NGOs) against public financing of the project. 

Their pressure tactics, which have included intensive lobbying of senior U.S. Treasury and IDB officials, appears to have moved the administration of President George W. Bush from supporting the project to at least abstaining on the question. 

Washington is under pressure from the other side as well. Hunt Oil has close ties to the administration. Its chief executive, Ray L. Hunt, was a major contributor and fund-raiser for Bush's presidential campaign and also sits on the board of directors of the Halliburton firm, whose chief executive until 2000 was Vice-President Dick Cheney. 

Halliburton is considered the ''top candidate'' to build the billion-dollar gas liquefying plant near Paracas, according to the Washington Post newspaper. 

Thirteen U.S. senators have signed a letter to Treasury Secretary John Snow and the head of Ex-Im calling for a delay in the vote to allow more complete reviews. 

''We applaud the decisions by Ex-Im and IDB to delay consideration of Camisea'', said a statement issued by a coalition of NGOs: Amazon Watch, Friends of the Earth, Bank Information Center, Institute for Policy Studies, and Environmental Defense. 

''These decisions send a clear message that the Camisea project as it currently stands is fundamentally flawed,'' the group said. 

But the IDB has not hidden its desire to be part of the Peruvian megaproject underway, arguing that it has the power to condition its assistance on compliance with environmental and social standards. 

The Bank will make the project better "and encourage the companies (implementing the project) to better mitigate its impact,'' IDB spokesman Daniel Drosdoff told Tierramérica. 

But he said the earliest the Board is likely to vote on the project is Aug. 27, and it remains unclear whether Washington will have made up its mind by then. 

The construction plans for gas liquefying plants include one immediately adjacent to the Paracas National Reserve, one of the most important ecosystems in the Americas as it is home to extremely rare animal species, including green sea turtles, Humboldt penguins and other water birds. 

"The four well where natural gas is to be extracted are on a nature reserve, while the liquefying plant is next to the Paracas, and should be relocated elsewhere," Liliana Miranda, Peruvian activist with Cities Forum for Life, told Tierramérica. 

Cathy Ross, coordinator in Lima for the humanitarian group Oxfam Americas, said her organization is not opposed to the project per se, but that "oversight should be entrusted to an independent entity, not to the Ministry of Energy and Mines." 

On the Nahua-Kugapkakori Reserve, where nearly 75 percent of the project's gas-extraction operations are located, several hundred indigenous peoples avoid or reject contact with outsiders and lack immunity to common diseases. 

In a letter to IDB chief Enrique Iglesias earlier this year, the NGOs charged that the project's contracting firms were ''forcibly contacting groups living in voluntary isolation'' in violation of internationally recognized rights of indigenous peoples and may be responsible for reports of steeply rising death rates among Nanti children. 

In their statement, the NGOs called on the Peruvian government to consult more closely with civil society and affected communities and "push back deadlines for project completion." 

But Minister of Energy and Mining Hans Flury expressed confidence that investors would find other credit sources and issued assurances that the accident prevention measures in place are sufficient. 

In Washington, there is a different view of things. 

Earlier this year, the U.S. Treasury itself reported that IDB involvement in the project risked ''sending a signal that project sponsors can bring poorly designed projects to (international financial institutions) too late in the process'' to allow for changes. 

And the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) sent its own recommendation to the Treasury to oppose the project on the grounds that the environmental reviews failed to meet the standards required by U.S. law. 

________________________________________________________________________________________

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.

           **Libya

           Around 6 p.m. on Friday here at UN Headquarters, just hours after power was restored following the massive  blackout, representatives of Libya, the United Kingdom and the United States met with the Security Council President, Ambassador Mikhail Wehbe of Syria.  The Libyan Ambassador, Ahmed Own, presented a letter stating Libya’s commitment to cooperate in the international fight against terrorism and said that it has arranged for the payment of appropriate compensation in connection with the 1988 explosion of Pan American flight 103 over Lockerbie, Scotland, with the necessary sums to be transmitted to an escrow account within a matter of days.

           The US and the UK Ambassadors, in a joint letter, said that in view of Libya’s actions, they are prepared to allow for the lifting of the sanctions measures set out against Libya in Security Council resolutions 748 and 883, once  the necessary sums have been transferred into the escrow account.  A resolution regarding those sanctions is expected to be introduced shortly.

           In Helsinki last Friday, the Secretary-General was asked by reporters about the Libya sanctions and he  replied, “I think we will need to move ahead and resolve the Libyan issue”.  He added that, for all practical purposes, the sanctions, which the Security Council suspended in 1999, have not been in effect, and that he expects the Council  to proceed with the formal lifting of the sanctions.

           **Liberia

           The Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Liberia, Jacques Klein, is in Accra, Ghana, today where a comprehensive peace agreement for Liberia is expected to be signed later today.  Yesterday, the Special  Representative secured a signed agreement by the Liberian warring parties to:  ensure free and unimpeded access to all territories under their control to enable the delivery of humanitarian aid and assistance by international organizations and non-government organizations; and to guarantee the security and safety of all members and equipment of  international organizations and non-governmental organizations operating in territory under their control.

           The agreement on the distribution of humanitarian aid assistance in Liberia was signed by representatives of  the Government of Liberia, the Liberians United for Reconciliation and Democracy, better known as LURD, and the  Movement for Democracy in Liberia (MODEL), and witnessed by the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS), the African Union and Jacques Klein, on behalf of the United Nations.

           The agreement states that it will come into effect immediately, but in order to allow time for the commanders  to inform all their fighters, it has been agreed that the provisions will take effect from 23.59 hours on Tuesday, 19  August.

           Klein and his team are expected to return to Monrovia tomorrow to undertake preparations for the arrival of the  UN assessment team, whose report will form the basis of the request to the Security Council for a mandate for the  peacekeeping force in Liberia.

           **Liberia -- Humanitarian

           The signing of an agreement on humanitarian access is a hopeful sign that it will be possible to meet the  needs of Liberia’s long-suffering population, many of whom have been cut off from aid for months or even years.  While  UN humanitarian agencies are waiting to see if the agreement will hold, they are conducting assessments that would allow them to re-establish operations in areas that had been cut off from aid by fighting. 

           Tomorrow, an assessment team will go to the town of Tubmanburg to evaluate which humanitarian needs are  most urgent and to see if security conditions are conducive for resuming humanitarian activities.  Later in the week, a  similar assessment will be undertaken in the Liberian port town of Buchanan.  There were also minor improvements in  the humanitarian situation in Monrovia over the weekend.  As security in the capital improved, many of Monrovia’s 450,000 internally displaced persons have begun returning to their homes.

           The World Food Programme has been distributing the 4,300 metric tonnes of food that were not looted last  week.  The UN’s food agency will prioritize urgent distributions to some 200,000 children under five as well as patients  in Monrovia’s hospitals.  The World Health Organization (WHO) has begun distribution of the five tonnes of medical  supplies that landed in Monrovia last week.

           **Security Council

           The Security Council this afternoon at 3:00 has scheduled an open meeting on Kosovo.  The Deputy Serbian Prime Minister Nebojsa Covic is expected to be the first speaker.  That meeting is scheduled to be followed by  consultations on the Democratic Republic of the Congo and other matters.

           **SG in Finland

           The Secretary-General met on Friday afternoon in Helsinki with the President of Finland, Tarja Halonen, with  whom he discussed the lessons learned by the recent experience in Iraq.  They talked about the importance of  multilateralism, the role the UN can play in Iraq and the need for the involvement of neighbouring countries.  The  President offered her support for the Secretary-General's efforts.  They also discussed the Millennium Development Goals, as well as the subjects of Liberia, disarmament and cooperation among regional organizations.

           Afterwards, the Secretary-General spoke to the press and said that “what happens in Iraq does not happen in a vacuum, and the neighbours have to work with us if we are going to stabilize Iraq”.

           Asked about a timetable for UN involvement in Iraq, he said that discussions in the Security Council on a  greater UN role are at an early stage, adding, “I do not see a second resolution on that for some time, if we are going  to get one.”

           Asked why former Liberian President Charles Taylor was allowed to go into exile in Nigeria rather than facing  trial on war crimes in Sierra Leone, the Secretary-General noted that “there is always that need for justice, but also the  need for peace” and he asked, “Which comes first”?  He said that one needs to have a keen sense of judgement and timing to have both, and asserted, “The long arm of the law will still be at work, and the indictment still stands”.

           **Iraq

           The Office of the Iraq Programme reports that over the past week food contracts valued at more than $1 billion  have been prioritized for delivery to Iraq following consultations involving the Coalition Provisional Authority, Iraqi experts and the United Nations.  The World Food Programme will work directly with contractors to expedite shipments of most of the prioritized items, including rice, milk powder and sugar.

           The Executive Director of the Iraq Programme, Benon Sevan, has been in Iraq since 13 August to discuss the closure and handover arrangements for the “oil-for-food” program.

           In other Iraqi news, the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) is helping to improve water and medical services in villages where displaced Arabs have returned under a programme to stabilize returnee communities in northern Iraq.  UNHCR says that an estimated 800,000 people have been displaced internally in Iraq by conflicts and the previous expulsions of Iraqi Kurds.  We have more details in a UNHCR press release.

           **Afghanistan

           In northern Afghanistan, a multi-party commission, including representatives of the UN Mission in that country and members of various factions, has begun a disarmament exercise in Sholgara, which began on Saturday.  Under an agreement signed by the main faction leaders in Mazar-i-Sharif, all military weapons are to be surrendered to the multi-party commission for storage in the respective military units in Mazar, while all personal weapons must be

     registered.

           The Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Afghanistan, Lakhdar Brahimi, over the weekend condemned the vicious attack that took place last Wednesday, which resulted in the death of two national staff members of the Afghan Red Cross.  We have more details in yesterday’s briefing notes from Kabul.

           **ICTY

           Finally, from The Hague, on Friday, Mitar Rasevic, the commander of guards at the Foca prison camp in Bosnia and Herzegovina between 1992 and 1994, was transferred to the detention unit of the International CriminalTribunal for the Former Yugoslavia, and he is having his first appearance before the Tribunal today.  Rasevic is charged with crimes against humanity, war crimes and grave breaches of the Geneva Conventions.  We have a press release  with more details upstairs.  That’s all I have for you.

           **Questions and Answers

           Question:  Regarding or anticipating the expected lifting of sanctions against Libya, does the

     Secretary-General exclude the possibility of a veto by France?

           Spokesman:  We’re not discussing whatever might be going on in the Security Council behind the scenes  now.  All I have to give you is what I have already said.  You probably guessed from the way I worded the information that I gave you earlier, that we expect that under “other matters” this afternoon, the item on Libya would be introduced. 

     Council members, presumably, would then discuss it in closed session.  And you can try to catch members as theycome out of the Chamber, if you want to know what went on in those closed discussions.

           Question:  Can you tell us -- what are we looking at this week in terms of discussions on lifting the sanctions?

           Spokesman:  I don’t want to predict, but I think the expectation is that final action could be taken in the course of this week, possibly towards the end of the week.

           Question:  Between maintaining the sanctions, how much say does the Secretary-General of the United Nations have as far as lifting the UN sanctions against Libya?

           Spokesman:  This is purely a Security Council matter, and it’s in the hands of the Council now.  Thank you  very much.

           Question:  What happened to your hand?

           Spokesman:  Corrective surgery.  Comes with old age!  (Laughter)

           Thank you.

                                              * *** *

__
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