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Waters Reflect Weather Trend; Sudy finds warming effects

BYLINE: By Robert Cooke. SPECIAL CORRESPONDENT

BODY:
Startling signs that global warming is changing patterns of rain, snow and ocean currents that drive the climate system were reported yesterday by scientists monitoring the ocean's saltiness.

According to oceanographer Ruth Curry, sea surface waters in tropical regions have become dramatically saltier over the past 50 years, while surface waters at high latitudes, in Arctic regions, have become much fresher. These changes in salinity seem to have accelerated in the 1990s. 

"This is the signature of increasing evaporation and precipitation" because of warming, Curry said, "and a sign of melting ice at the poles. These are consequences of global warming, either natural, human-caused or, more likely, both."

These changes in saltiness reflect increased seawater evaporation in the warm tropical regions, leaving the surface water saltier. The increased evaporation leads to increased rainfall and snowfall - plus more ice melting - dumping fresher water at the poles.

Curry, a research scientist at the Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution in Massachusetts, published the result with two colleagues yesterday in the journal Nature. Her co-workers were Bob Dickson of the Center for Environment, Fisheries and Aquaculture in Lowestoft, England, and Igor Yashayaev, at the Bedford Institute of Oceanography in Nova Scotia.

Their data came from more than 40 years of salinity measurements taken in the Atlantic, between Iceland in the north and the tip of South America.

She said changes in these patterns, called the hydrologic cycle, "can be very important because they can be a powerful amplifier of global climate change."

There has been much concern in the past two decades that human activities, especially the massive burning of fossil fuels, are adding so much carbon dioxide to the air that the climate system is being tipped out of balance. Carbon dioxide is a so-called greenhouse gas because it also tends to trap and hold the heat that comes from the sun.

As the air gets warmer, global climate patterns are likely to change, bringing excess rainfall to some areas and drought to others.

Geochemist Wallace Broecker, at Columbia University's Lamont-Doherty Earth Observatory in Palisades, N.Y., said, "It's an extremely interesting report. There's no doubt that the data are solid. But the question is whether this is a cyclic thing." Without a far longer record of salinity measurements, Broecker said, it's difficult to guess how long it may last, or what the consequences might be.

Broecker proposed decades ago that change in climate might trigger an abrupt and major shift in the ocean circulation system. At present, a constant flow of warm water northeast along the U.S. East Coast, known as the Gulf Stream, delivers welcome warmth to northern Europe. If that flow of warmth ceases or slows too much, Europe could be plunged into deep freeze.

Along with global warming comes the danger of rising sea levels and coastal flooding.
CNN

Wild reindeer numbers are dropping
LONDON, England (Reuters) --As children count down to the arrival of Rudolph, scientists warned that Norway's remaining wild reindeer population is under threat.
They said construction projects have encroached on their natural habitat in Norway and forced the animals to smaller areas with poorer food supplies.

"Conservationists warn that human activity in wilderness areas is growing so rapidly that both wild and farmed reindeer, or caribou, may one day suffer a similar fate in their strongholds across the Arctic tundra," New Scientist magazine said on Wednesday.

Christian Nellemann, of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) in Arendal, Norway, described the situation in Norway as critical.

"They've lost 50 percent of their habitat in 50 years," he said.

Nellemann and his colleagues found that reindeer retreat from anywhere that lies within four km (2.5 miles) of new roads, power lines, cabins or dams.

So they are squashed into smaller, isolated areas with less food and their breeding rates drop. If the situation continues the 30,000 remaining reindeer in Norway, down from 60,000 in the 1960s, will drop to 15,000 by 2020, they said.

The conservationists also warned that the threat to reindeer could extend beyond Norway.

"By 2050, the UNEP expects 70 to 80 percent of the Arctic to be developed with infrastructure, so Greenland, Canadian, American and Russian reindeer will all be threatened," according to Nellemann.


___________________________________________________________________________

Business Line 
December 18, 2003 

LENGTH: 1433 words 
'ATTITUDE CHANGE MUST TO WIPE OUT HAZARDOUS WASTES' 

BYLINE: Mohan Padmanabhan 

BODY: 
Kolkata, Dec. 17 - THE little-known National Academy of Customs, Excise & Narcotics, Faridabad (NACEN), through active collaborative ventures with World Customs Organisation and Asian Development Bank, is now poised to emerge as a major customs training organisation not only in India, but also in the Asia-Pacific region. 

It has already signed an MoU with the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) for training of customs officers in matters concerning environmental crimes such as illegal trade in Chlorofluoro Carbons (CFCs). The Director General of NACEN, Ms Parveen Talha, spoke to Business Line recently on the various aspects of training and the vision plan for NACEN in the next five years. Excerpts of the interview: 

How important is training for customs officers? 

Training is extremely important for tax collectors in both customs and central excise, and particularly so in recent years when the image of the departments has been sagging. Training, I believe, cannot be left in the hands of those who are "disinterested." After all, everyone need not be interested in becoming a trainer, and uptill now, in most of these training academies where bureaucrats are sent, training is routinely given to those who are least interested or who are indifferent. When I got posted to NACEN, after being with the Narcotics wing as the only lady Deputy Commissioner, I realised that I could do much more in this area of training. Attitude building even in these days may not be that difficult, if a proper start is made. 

Since 1993, when the new fiscal policy was launched in the wake of the economic reforms process, it had to be carried forward by enforcement officers, who understood the spirit of the change. Besides upgrading skills, there is a need to change attitudes, and the Enforcement Officer has to understand that he is actually a facilitator, not a regulator. 

What about loss of power to officers? 

There is no loss of power or authority here. An enforcement officer actually has no power, but only authority. And an officer can be effective only if he or she is able to make a clear distinction between power and authority. 

I felt the attitudinal changes have to be brought about. After all, a bureaucrat has to be positive in his approach, if he wants to leave behind a durable institution, and at the same time, he should also never allow anyone to feel indispensable. The baton has to be passed on, while the institution becomes stronger and stronger. 

How did NACEN come into the Ozone Depleting Substances sensitisation programme? 

We came across the ozone depleting substances (ODS) issue in January 2003. The academy was offered a collaborative programme for training enforcement officers in ODS by UNEP, prior to my joining the academy. The MoU was turned down on the ground that the academy may not find time for such additional responsibilities, I located the file and revived the scope for allowing customs people to enter into this new training area. 

There is very little awareness on the part of customs to this menace of illegal border trade in ODS products, essentially because the subject has not yet entered into our law books. There is a need to inform the rank and file in the department about the Montreal Protocol and the nation's obligations, as a signatory, to phase out the production and consumption of substances such as CFCs. And we have already held many such sensitisation programmes across the country. 

Once the MoU with UNEP was signed in August 2003, (signed by the parent body of Central Board of Excise and Customs), we had the visit of senior UNEP functionaries in October 30, 2003, to train our officers at NACEN, Faridabad. The bureaucrats have to be convinced first of the 'right and wrong' before training others. 

What is the positive fallout of this MoU with UNEP for 'ozone' training? 

We have now acquired the expertise to train the customs personnel of all countries in the Asia-Pacific region, including the SAARC region. The academy, on its part, will take up training programmes for all types of other environmental crimes, such as hazardous waste etc. The MoU with UNEP is only for the ODS programme. Actually, we have the responsibility of training as many as 60,000 officers in both customs and central excise and narcotics across the country, and we do this with the help of as many as nine regional training institutes. Our prime mandate is to help upgrade the skills of officers in all the three departments. 

 __________________________________________________________________________________________ 

ENS

2003 Third Warmest Year on Record 
GENEVA, Switzerland, December 17, 2003 (ENS) - The year 2003 is expected to go down in history as the third warmest on record, according to data provided to the World Meteorological Organization (WMO) by weather scientists in its 185 member countries and territories. The warmest year ever was 1998, and the second warmest was 2002, the WMO says. 

Late 20th century warmth is unprecedented for at least the past millennium, the agency said, adding that in the Northern Hemisphere, the 1990s were the warmest decade and 1998 the warmest year in the past 1,000 years. 

Summer heat waves scorched much of Europe, and there were more hurricanes, typhoons and tropical cyclones than normal, the WMO said in its preliminary assessment based on the first 11 months of the year. 

The Antarctic ozone hole was unusually large in 2003, and at the other pole, the extent of Arctic sea ice was "low," the WMO said, consistent with new analyses of satellite data, which show that the Arctic region warmed "significantly" in the 1990s compared to the 1980s. 
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Meteorologist Professor Godwin Obasi of Nigeria has been secretary-general of the World Meteorological Organization since 1984. (Photo courtesy IISD/ENB-Leila Mead)
WMO Secretary-General Professor Godwin Obasi told delegates at last week's climate conference in Milan that the need for action to reduce greenhouse gases that trap the Sun's heat close to the Earth is becoming increasingly urgent. 

Obasi said the urgency arises from "the increasing concentration of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere, the continued rise in globally averaged surface temperatures, and a growing number of extreme weather and climate events, some of which are of unprecedented intensity." 

At the scientific level, Obasi called for strengthening of existing infrastructure and new initiatives for enhanced monitoring and research that will reduce uncertainties in climate prediction. 

Adaptation measures should be undertaken to assist local communities to cope with and adapt to the impacts of climate change," the WMO chief said. 

The Numbers 

By the time the year ends and all data is in, the global surface temperature for 2003 is expected to be documented as +0.45 degrees Celsius (+0.81 degrees Fahrenheit) above the 1961-90 annual average. 

The warmest year on record remains 1998, when the global surface temperature hit +0.55°C (+0.99°F) above the 1961-90 annual average. The second warmest year was 2002, when the global surface temperature was +0.48°C (+0.864°F) above the 1961-90 baseline. 

To arrive at these figures, the data are gathered from a network of weather stations on land, ships and buoys. The data are collected and disseminated on a continuing basis by the National Meteorological and Hydrological Services of the WMO member countries. 

WMO’s global temperature analyses are based on data sets maintained by the Hadley Centre of the Meteorological Office, UK, and the Climatic Research Unit, University of East Anglia, UK, as well as on another authoritative global surface temperature data set maintained by the U.S. Department of Commerce’s National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA). 

Both datasets indicate that 2003 will likely be the third warmest year globally, the WMO said Tuesday. More extensive, updated information will be made available in the annual WMO Statement on the Status of the Global Climate in 2003, to be published in early March 2004. 

Overall, the global surface temperature has increased since the beginning of the instrumental record in 1861, said the WMO, adding that over the 20th century the increase was greater than 0.6°C (1.08°F). 

"The rate of change for the period since 1976 is roughly three times that for the past 100 years as a whole," the WMO said. 

The Effects 

Europe:
Europe experienced unprecedented heat during June, July and August and temperatures across parts of Europe were consistently 5°C (9°F) warmer than average for several months. Nationwide seasonal temperatures were warmest on record in Germany, Switzerland, France and Spain. 
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Fires in the summer of 2003 scorched forests near resort areas on the Mediterranean coast. (Photo courtesy European Space Agency)
At many European locations, temperatures rose above 40°C (104°F). In France, Italy, The Netherlands, Portugal, the United Kingdom and Spain, over 21,000 additional deaths were attributed to the heat. 

Spain, Portugal, France and countries in Central and Eastern Europe were blackened by intense forest fires. 

In the European Alps, the average thickness loss of glaciers reached about three meters water equivalent, which was nearly twice as much as during the previous record year 1998 (1.6 meters), the WMO said. 

The Mediterranean and Near East region had the warmest land and Sea Surface Temperature (SST) anomaly on record for June and July. The Northern Hemisphere had the warmest land and SST anomaly on record for September and October. 

During the Northern Hemisphere winter, large areas in central and Eastern Europe saw episodes of very cold temperatures. For the third year in a row Mongolia experienced a cycle of dry summer/cold winter with devastating effects on livestock. 

Asia:
In contrast to the summer warmth over large parts of the Northern Hemisphere, extremely low temperatures with wet conditions persisted from northern China to Japan during July and August. 

In India, Pakistan and Bangladesh, this year’s harsh pre-monsoon heat wave in May hit an unprecedented high of 49°C (120°F). At least 1,500 people died in India due to the hot weather. 

Extremely low temperatures observed in northern India in January resulted in more than 1,900 deaths, and in neighboring Pakistan, Nepal and Bangladesh, the combination of cold weather and persistent fog claimed hundreds of lives in January, said the WMO. 

Near record summer temperatures were documented in China and parts of Russia. Conditions during the Asian summer monsoon, from June to September, were about average. 

Africa:
In Africa, drought conditions continued to affect much of Botswana, Zimbabwe, parts of South Africa and Mozambique in early 2003. 

Zimbabwe Red Cross Provincial Program Officer Tambudzai Tinonetsana distributes precious maize seed at a clinic. (Photo courtesy IFRC)
In eastern Africa, the drought in northern parts of Ethiopia and Eritrea continued to hurt agriculture and food security. Drought affected the livelihood of about 23 million people in eastern and southern Africa. 

In Africa, heavy seasonal rains in April led to flooding in Kenya and southern parts of Ethiopia and Somalia, with similar conditions in western Eritrea and northeast Sudan in July. Some areas experienced the wettest conditions in 70 years. 

On a positive note, rain and snowfall brought relief from drought conditions in Afghanistan that had built up over the past four years. Improved rainfall helped fill water reservoirs that had been dry for years. 

North America:
Near year’s end, moderate to extreme drought affected 37 percent of the Lower 48 United States, in some areas for the fourth or fifth year in a row, leading to water shortage. The most costly wildfires on record in the USA occurred in Southern California in late October. 

This summer, near record temperatures were recorded in Canada and the United States, including Hawaii and Alaska. 

British Columbia, Canada experienced the most costly wildfires ever during this summer. Then heavy autumn rainfall ended the drought, but brought flooding to the area. 

In November, rainfall records were set in portions of coastal British Columbia as up to 470 mm (18.5 inches) of rain in a six day period caused the worst flooding in a century. 

The Northern Hemisphere snow cover extent for 2003 was the second greatest on record. Snowstorms in February brought numerous new 24 hour snowfall and storm total records to the eastern United States, resulting in a number of weather related deaths. 

South America:
In Brazil, torrential rains in January brought flooding to Rio de Janeiro, triggering deadly mudslides. The Argentine province of Santa Fe experienced serious flooding in late April/early May, leading to a drop in agricultural production and adverse effects on water quality. 

During the austral winter, a cold wave in the Peruvian highlands resulted in more than 200 deaths as temperatures in areas above 4,000 meters (13,000 feet) dropped below –20°C (-4°F) in July. 

Oceania:
The year began with a moderate El Niño in the equatorial Pacific Ocean, which faded to neutral conditions by April. The effects of El Niño included drier than normal conditions over Australia and extremely dry conditions in southern parts of Africa. 

Dry conditions and record warmth in Australia promoted wildfires that devastated parts of the southeast. A massive complex of bushfires, which burned for 59 days during January and February, destroyed over 3 million hectares. Despite near normal rainfall, the impacts of the drought remained for much of 2003. 

Hurricanes, Typhoons and Cyclones 

This year’s Atlantic hurricane season saw the development of 16 named storms, well above the 1944-96 average of 9.8, but consistent with a marked increase in the annual number of tropical systems since the mid-1990s. 

Seven of the named storms were classified as hurricanes and three of those were classed as major. 

Hurricane Isabel hit North Carolina as one of the strongest on record. Hurricane Juan was the worst hurricane to hit Halifax, Nova Scotia in modern times, and Hurricane Fabian was the most destructive hurricane to hit Bermuda in more than 75 years. 

In the Eastern Pacific, the hurricane season began slowly, though 16 named storms had developed by the beginning of December. This value is slightly greater than in previous years, but close to the 1966-1996 average of 16.4. 

Typhoon Maemi, packing sustained winds of 135 miles per hour was the strongest to hit South Korea since records began. (Photo courtesy Jeff Schmaltz, MODIS Rapid Response Team, NASA/GSFC)
While none of the storms reached hurricane strength until late August, seven storms had reached hurricane strength by October 31st, with one of those reaching major status. 

For the Northwest Pacific, activity was slightly depressed in 2003 with only 20 named storms observed in the western North Pacific, which is below the 1971 to 2000 average of 25.4. Twelve of them reached typhoon intensity. 

Typhoon Maemi passed over southern Japan and made landfall on the Korean Peninsula on September 12, resulting in more than 130 deaths, leaving some 25,000 people homeless and causing an estimated US$4.1 billion in property damage. 

For the South West Indian Ocean basin, the cyclone season was active with an above normal number of named storms over the entire basin. 

In Sri Lanka, heavy rainfalls in May from Tropical Cyclone 01B worsened already wet conditions, resulting in flooding and landslides and killing at least 250 people. The flooding is considered the worst to affect the region in 50 years.

 _________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Reuters

Life expectancy in retreat for world's poor


GENEVA - While life expectancy increases in most of the world, in AIDS-ravaged parts of southern Africa adult mortality is higher than 30 years ago, the World Health Organisation says. 

In 14 African countries, the U.N. agency yesterday said in its annual World Health Report, child mortality is higher than it was in 1990, with over 300 children out of every 1,000 born in Sierra Leone dying before the age of five. 

The 194-page report, which ranges from life expectancy through road traffic deaths to the fight against polio and AIDS, also warned of a growing gulf in health care and exposure to disease between the poorest nations and the rest. 

"Today's global health situation raises urgent questions about justice," WHO Director-General Lee Jong-wook, wrote in an introduction. 

"In some parts of the world there is a continued expectation of longer and more comfortable life, while in many others there is despair over the failure to control disease though the means to do so exist." 

Of the 57 million premature deaths in 2002, 10.5 million were among children of less than five years of age and 98 percent of those were in developing countries. 

In Zimbabwe, the average life expectancy for both sexes was 37.9, in Zambia 39.7 and in Angola 39.9, while in Switzerland it was 80.6, in Sweden 80.4 and in France 79.7. 

HIGH RATE IN JAPAN 

A baby girl born now in Japan could expect to live 85 years, while one born at the same time in Sierra Leone would probably not survive beyond 36. 

"A world marked by such inequities is in very serious trouble," wrote Lee. "We have to find ways to unite our strengths as a global community to shape a healthier future." 

The report said AIDS was the leading cause of death in the 15-59 age range, reducing the life expectancy of adults in Botswana, Lesotho, Swaziland and Zimbabwe by 20 years. 

Deaths from the virus and the complications it brings were almost twice those from the next top killer - heart disease - and well over twice more than the third most fatal - tuberculosis, according to the report. 

The WHO said diseases related to tobacco were responsible for some five millions deaths a year. 

It said that in 2002, over 1.2 million people died of lung cancer - largely caused by smoking - which was a 30 percent increase on 1990. Three out of four of these deaths were among men, the WHO said. 

Among men, average life expectancy is 77.9 years in Australia and 75.9 in France. In China, the average man lives to 69.6, in Brazil to 65.7 and Egypt to 65.3. 

But in Russia - where health and other social services have largely collapsed since the end of the Soviet system in 1991 - a man can expect to live to only 58.4. 

French women have a present life expectancy of 83.5, just ahead of Australian women who can expect to live to 83. 

Russian women, less prone to the ravages of heavy vodka-drinking, can expect to outlive their menfolk by around 14 years and die at just over the age of 72. 

REGIONAL OFFICE FOR AFRICA (ROA)- NEWS UPDATE

19 December 2003

General environment news

Drought threatens biodiversity at South Africa's Heritage Site 

Cape Town, South Africa (PANA) - The ecosystem of South Africa's Greater St Lucia Wetland Park, a World Heritage Site, is seriously threatened by lingering drought, according to Park officials. Following the drought, KwaZulu-Natal authorities had closed the estuary outlet to the sea, but Park officials said the move is unhelpful to the ecosystem. The drop in Lake Water Levels has reportedly killed oysters, fish and birds, and the officials said the situation could get worse. A year ago, KwaZulu-Natal authorities made environmental education a priority, with six rural South African schools adjacent to the Greater St Lucia Wetland Park focusing on how to maintain the area. The Wildlands Trust sponsored environmental education kits for the use of teachers, to constantly remind learners of the importance of the World Heritage Site on their doorstep. 

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng024749&dte=18/12/2003
Douala hosts sub-regional confab on environment 

Douala, Cameroon (PANA) - A sub-regional conference on the role of the civil society in Africa's nature preservation is convening here under the aegis of the World Conservation Union (IUCN) and the Canadian Agency for International Development (CAID). The meeting, which opened Tuesday, would deliberate on the implementation of the environmental component of the New Partnership for Africa's Development (NEPAD). Participants are expected to devise common strategies to involve the civil society in the NEPAD process. IUCN's Bihini Wa Musiti told the opening session that civil society has a landmark role to play in the preservation of the ecosystems, stressing that sustainable development of forests and management of natural resources were "no longer the exclusive concerns of governments." The Cameroonian Environment and Forests Ministry said to ensure success of the environmental component of the NEPAD blueprint, there was a need to combine forces and energies in its implementation. http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng024659&dte=18/12/2003
Journalist advocates use of worn tyres to build schools 

Dakar, Senegal (PANA) - A revolutionary building technique using worn tyres filled with clay loam could increase in record time the number of classrooms in Africa, Senegalese journalist Abdou Rahmane Cisse affirmed here, at the launch of an international campaign on compulsory education in Africa. Cisse told a press conference in Dakar last Monday that American scientist Michael Reynolds, who invented the technique, was ready to come to Senegal and train local masons. He said the technique has already been used in Holland to build "ecological" houses with walls made essentially of worn tyres. Cisse said the cost-effective technique could help build in 90 days, the 19.5 million classrooms needed to accommodate almost 500 million children between ages 3 and 16, who do not attend school for want of infrastructure. "By building these classrooms, we spare the West the cost of recycling its worn tyres while at the same time speeding up universal education," the Senegalese journalist reckoned.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng024593&dte=18/12/2003
Cape Verde lands 5 million Euro funding from Holland 

Praia, Cape Verde (PANA) - Netherlands has granted five million Euro to finance environmental projects in Cape Verde, official sources said here.  The agreement was signed "in line with the excellent co-operation ties between the Republic of Cape Verde and the Kingdom of the Netherlands," the release added. The new amount was agreed after the two parties had completed an evaluation of the current investments in the environmental sector. The grant money will be availed to Cape Verde this year.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng024731&dte=18/12/2003
ROWA MEDIA UPDATE

Kuwait

Municipality launches 'cleanup' campaign

Municipal authorities have initiated a campaign to remove illegal structures on government lands in the Sabah Al-Nasser area. Deputy Municipal Director in charge of Farwaniya governorate Hizam Tami Al-Ajmi said that some of the structures in the area were causing obstructions to the supply of essential services. He said the campaign would continue until all impediments were removed from all parts of the governorate.
He called upon the residents to co-operate with the authorities by dismantling and removing all illegal set-ups in order to avoid penalties. A similar campaign was started at the Al-Rai area focussing mainly on frozen meat stores, in which more than 20 tonnes of expired meat products were confiscated.
Al-Ajmi emphasised that such campaigns would continue and violations would not be tolerated. Surprise checks will be carried out at foodstuff outlets and storage facilities, in addition to sending samples for laboratory tests. He called upon general public to report any complaint on food items on the 24-hour emergency hotline 844448 of the municipality.

http://www.kuwaittimes.net/today/local_news.shtml#6
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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W E D N E S D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
*
Kosovo: UN official says progress towards standards could be reviewed in 2005

*
Colombia: Annan calls for release of kidnapped persons and renewed dialogue 

*
UN team, Cambodia agree on issues related to establishment of Khmer Rouge court
*
Food prices spike beyond reach of average Zimbabwean family, UN says

*
UN official says more peacekeepers are needed in Africa

*
DR of Congo: UNHCR helps first group of refugees to return home 

*
UN meeting on Palestine hails Security Council support for ‘Road Map’ for peace

*
Global warmth up, ozone hole at record, Arctic ice down for 2003 – UN 

*
WHO urges precautions in labs after worker in Taiwan, China, gets SARS
*
G-8 global jobs move is important step in right direction – UN labour agency

*
Latin America and Caribbean show some economic improvement, UN reports

*
Freedom of expression mostly ignored at information summit – UN rights expert

*
UN creates computer games to boost knowledge of its activities

* * * *

Kosovo

17 December – The United Nations peacekeeping chief today raised the prospect that Kosovo’s progress towards reaching the standards of a normal society – necessary before its future status can be determined – could be reviewed by mid-2005.

In an open briefing to the Security Council, Under-Secretary-General for Peacekeeping Operations Jean-Marie Guéhenno said any decision on Kosovo’s final status depends on how far its institutions go towards achieving benchmarks set out in a recently released 10-page “standards” document.

He added that the progress made by Kosovo’s provisional institutions would now be regularly monitored, with a general review possible by mid-2005. “Further advancement towards the process leading to a determination of Kosovo’s future status will depend on the positive outcome of the comprehensive review,” he said.

The future status of Kosovo, which has been under UN administration since June 1999, is still to be decided. The UN Interim Administration Mission (UNMIK) in the conflict-torn province is working to help build a multi-ethnic society in which people can progressively enjoy substantial autonomy.

Last week the Council issued a statement supporting the standards document, which has eight benchmark categories: functioning democratic institutions, rule of law, freedom of movement, returns and reintegration, economy, property rights, dialogue with Belgrade, and the Kosovo Protection Corps.

Within those categories, the document focuses on such achievements as fair and regular elections, an impartial legal system and a free news media.

Mr. Guéhenno told the Council that there has been a jump in serious crimes in Kosovo, including attacks against Kosovo Police Service officers, in the past two months. But he said that crimes against Kosovo Serbs, as well ethnically motivated crimes, fell in the same period.

The Under-Secretary-General said UNMIK has also transferred a number of its responsibilities to Kosovo’s provisional institutions, but noted some irregularities in the performance of the Kosovo Assembly.

In the debate that followed, involving over a dozen speakers, participants voiced support for the plan to reach standards before determining status while noting that the current reality is far from the ideal envisaged in the document. At the same time, concern was expressed over continued instability in the province, with delegates urging stepped-up measures to prevent ethnically motivated violence.

* * *

Colombia

17 December – As the holiday season approaches, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today called on the parties in Colombia’s long-running civil conflict to release any civilians they have kidnapped and renew dialogue towards ending the violence.

“I urge that steps be taken to nurture reconciliation, respect for human rights and international humanitarian law,” Mr. Annan said in a statement released by his spokesman in New York.

The Secretary-General urged the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) and the National Liberation Army (ELN) to free “the innocent civilians, Colombian and foreign, they have kidnapped, so that families may be reunited during what should be a joyous time of the year.”

Mr. Annan said dialogue between the parties should be re-established in a bid to end the violent civil conflict that has plagued Colombia for four decades.

* * *

Cambodia

17 December – A United Nations team and the Government of Cambodia have agreed on a number of steps necessary to establish a court to try the ageing former leaders of the Khmer Rouge.
The UN Technical Assessment Mission that went to Phnom Penh last week reported today that it had reached tentative agreement with the Government on a concept of operations, an outline of an implementation plan with timelines, a staffing table for the court’s judicial and administrative component and the site where the trials would be held.

In May, the General Assembly authorized the UN to help Cambodia set up and run two Extraordinary Chambers in the new tribunal. One will be a trial court and the other will be a Supreme Court within the existing Cambodian justice system.

A UN spokesman said today that contrary to some reports in the Cambodian press, the UN team did not specify the number of potential indictees during last week’s talks, nor was a list of names of potential indictees discussed.

“It would have been highly improper to do so, since it will be the prerogative of the investigative judges and the prosecutors of the future court to make that determination,” spokesman Fred Eckhard said at a press briefing.

For the purpose of drafting a budget proposal, a range of five to 10 indictees was assumed by both parties, “but this figure could change depending on the investigative and prosecutorial strategy that the future court may wish to adopt,” he added.

The team’s report noted that two key conditions still had to be met before court activity could start, beginning with the appointment of judges and prosecutors. The Cambodian National Assembly has to convene to ratify the underlying agreement signed in June between the UN and the Government, and voluntary contributions to cover at least one year of operations and pledges to fund two additional years must be received.

Secretary-General Kofi Annan intends to launch an appeal for these contributions in early February once an operating budget for the court has been established, the report said.

* * *

Zimbabwe

17 December – As drought, deaths from HIV/AIDS and a general decline decimate the Zimbabwean economy, the prices of basic foods have risen by nearly half again in the last month, putting them out of the average family’s reach, the United Nations warned today.

This spike in the prices of maize, sugar and flour comes during a period between harvests, when UN agencies expect families to be most in need of food aid, the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) said.

Agricultural production is hampered by an estimated 43 per cent HIV prevalence rate among farm workers that is killing the labour force or leaving people too sick to work. Areas under crops declined by 39 per cent in 2003, while yields dropped by almost 60 per cent.

With foreign currency to buy spare parts and purification chemicals in short supply, urban water and sewerage systems have been declining rapidly, OCHA said. This lack of safe water heightens the risk of disease.

In addition, rural water supplies are in critical condition. “There have already been serious cholera outbreaks in the Zambezi Valley, one of the poorest regions of Zimbabwe.

* * *

Peacekeeping

17 December – The United Nations Department of Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO) has issued an appeal to Member States to expedite the deployment of troops they have offered for the United Nations Mission and to be prepared to provide troops for anticipated future operations in various other parts of Africa.

During a meeting yesterday in New York for troop contributors, the Under-Secretary-General for Peacekeeping Operations, Jean-Marie Guéhenno, said he expected that peacekeepers might be required in Côte d’Ivoire, Sudan and Burundi, in the event that the Security Council decides to establish peacekeeping operations to support the peace processes in those countries.

“It is important that I highlight these possible future calls that the UN may be making on Member States,” he said. “We may need substantial numbers of military personnel who will be required to be logistically self-sustained and possess the necessary equipment to ensure a robust and force-protected posture in the conduct of their operations.”

There are growing signs that the long-running civil conflict in Sudan is coming to an end, the Under-Secretary-General said, with a power-sharing agreement likely by the end of the month. A team from DPKO is in Sudan to review a draft plan for a future UN mission.

In Burundi, the transitional government and the largest armed group signed a ceasefire last month after a decade of civil conflict. The African Union deployed its own peacekeeping mission to the country earlier this year.

Secretary-General Kofi Annan told the Security Council last month that he would soon send an assessment team to Côte d’Ivoire to prepare recommendations on how the current UN mission, which comprises 38 military liaison officers, can be reinforced.

Mr. Guéhenno also said the UN Mission in Liberia (UNMIL) needed specialized units to tackle specific challenges, citing the example of a lack of an engineering brigade in one of the Mission’s four sectors.

* * *

DR of Congo

17 December – The United Nations refugee agency is preparing to launch the repatriation of 432,000 people who fled the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) during a bitter war, and has arranged for a pioneering group of nearly 300 to fly to the country.

The excited group of 298 returnees arrived in Kinshasa yesterday after seven years in exile in neighbouring Central African Republic (CAR). They were warmly welcomed by Mayor Nku Imbie, UN Office of the High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) representative David Kapya and other UNHCR and Congolese officials.

“We have peace and unity,” Mr. Imbie told the returnees. “We are appealing to our compatriots who think that the war is not yet over to return home to help rebuild our nation.”

Tuesday’s repatriation is the first significant return of Congolese refugees to be organized by UNHCR since the installation of a transitional government in Kinshasa under a peace deal signed in April this year.
More than 1,000 Congolese refugees in CAR have signed up for repatriation, especially to the DRC’s Equateur province.

UNHCR must first sign tripartite agreements with the countries hosting the Congolese refugees to outline the legal framework for return and reintegration. The host countries at present are Tanzania with 149,000 refugees, Zambia with 54,000, the Republic of Congo with 85,000 and CAR with 10,000.

* * *

Middle East

17 December – The United Nations wrapped up an expert meeting in Beijing on the question of Palestine today amid widespread praise for the Security Council’s support of the Road Map for peace in the Middle East.

In its final document, the gathering called on the parties to fulfil their obligations under the plan and to realize the vision of two States living side by side. The experts also viewed the Council’s endorsement of the Road Map as a strong indication of its intention to remain fully engaged in efforts towards achieving a comprehensive, just and lasting peace in the Middle East.

Participants also voiced concern over the construction of the separation wall in the occupied West Bank and around East Jerusalem, calling this development an extension of the illegal annexation by Israel of Palestinian land in violation of the Fourth Geneva Convention. The Final Document called on the Council to make Israel stop and reverse the barrier’s construction.

In addition to the 16 expert participants, representatives of 72 Governments, 3 intergovernmental organizations, 7 UN agencies and 11 non-governmental organizations attended the two-day event.

* * *

WMO

17 December – This year is on track to be the third warmest over the past century and a half, the size of the Antarctic ozone hole matched an all-time high and the extent of Arctic sea ice neared a record low, according to new figures from the United Nations World Meteorological Organization (WMO). 

Global surface temperature for 2003 is expected to be 0.45 C (centigrade) above the 1961-90 annual average, according to records maintained by WMO members, making the year the third warmest, just behind 2002 with 0.48 C. The warmest year was 1998 with 0.55 C. 

Calculated separately for both hemispheres, the 2003 temperatures for the Northern Hemisphere (0.57 C) and for the Southern Hemisphere (0.33 C) are both likely to the third warmest since instrumental records began in 1861, the Geneva-based agency said in preliminary findings pending an updated report to be published in March. 

It noted that the rate of change since 1976 was roughly three times that for the past 100 years as a whole, and analyses of proxy data for the Northern Hemisphere indicate that late twentieth century warmth was unprecedented for at least the past millennium. 

Measurements for Antarctica showed that the ozone hole reached 28 million square kilometres in September, matching the all-time record of September 2000 and in marked contrast to last year when the hole split in two and was the smallest in more than a decade. Ozone shields the world from cancer-causing ultraviolet radiation. 

Arctic sea ice, meanwhile, dropped to 5.4 million square kilometres in September, nearly as low as the record 5.3 million square kilometres of 2002. The low sea ice of recent years is consistent with new analyses of satellite data showing significant warming of the Arctic region in the 1990s compared to the 1980s, WMO said. 

The agency catalogued the year’s weather in various parts of the world, ranging from European heat waves that saw the warmest temperatures on record in several countries to record warmth in Australia that produced wildfires, continued drought in much of southern Africa, and above normal rainfall in most of the Sahelian region of western Africa. 

* * *

SARS

17 December – The United Nations lead health agency today urged countries to ensure that correct biosafety procedures are being followed in laboratories after learning that a lab worker in Taiwan, Province of China, had been infected with the Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS).

The World Health Organization (WHO) said that for the moment, the positive test of a 44-year-old laboratory worker for the SARS coronavirus appears to be an isolated incident. In August, WHO said there were 8,422 reported cases of the illness, with 916 deaths, most of them in China.

“Local health specialists in [the capital] Taipei have discussed the investigation and the response to the case with WHO today,” the UN agency said in a statement. “All contacts are being identified and followed; any who become feverish will be isolated immediately.”

WHO said the incident illustrates that SARS presents a continuing threat. “In the post-epidemic period the greatest risk from SARS may be through exposure in laboratories where the virus is used or stored,” the agency said. “For this reason, WHO urges countries to conduct an inventory of laboratories and samples that they hold, and to ensure that the correct biosafety procedures are being followed.”

Details of this latest event are still under investigation. Local health experts reported to WHO that the researcher was probably exposed to the virus in the laboratory on 5 December. The scientist then travelled to Singapore to attend a conference from 7 to 10 December, returning on 10 December. He began to feel unwell later that day and placed himself in home quarantine. On 16 December, he called an ambulance and was admitted to hospital with a fever.

WHO said contacts are being identified and followed-up. “Additionally, passengers on the researcher’s return flight from Singapore are being notified and instructed to monitor their health. Authorities are also investigating how the patient was exposed,” the agency said.

* * *

ILO

17 December – Stressing the need for globalization to focus on creating more and better jobs, the United Nations labour agency today hailed this week’s meeting of employments minister from major industrialized countries as an important move in the right direction.

The Group of Eight (G-8) conference in Stuttgart, Germany, from 14 to 16 December, which called for stronger consideration of a social dimension in globalization, is a “positive step toward a fairer and more inclusive globalization process that ensures opportunities for all,” said the Director-General of the International Labour Office (ILO), Juan Somavia.

The ministers from Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, the Russian Federation, the United Kingdom and the United States called for the creation of an inter-agency forum consisting of the ILO, the UN Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), the World Trade Organization (WTO), the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) to promote growth and employment as a central political objective of globalization.

“The G-8 Ministers’ conclusions, urging a stronger social dimension and calling for employment and growth to be the guiding principles of globalization, are an important recognition of the need to shape the processes of international economic integration through the creation of decent work opportunities worldwide, especially in the developing world,” Mr. Somavia said in Geneva. “This is an important step towards a global strategy for growth, investment and more and better jobs.”

The conclusions are to be considered by the G-8 of heads of State next year in the United States.

* * *

ECLAC

17 December – The regional economy of Latin America and the Caribbean grew 1.5 per cent in 2003 and should continue that upward trend in the months to come, but the improvement does not offset the stagnation of recent years, the United Nations economic commission for the region, ECLAC, says.

Recovery in the United States and Japan as well as growth in China led to the improvement in economic performance in the region, ECLAC says in its report, Preliminary Overview of the Economies of Latin America and the Caribbean 2003.

“For the first time since 1997, there are no projections of negative growth for any Latin American economy next year,” ECLAC says, but it adds that per capita output is 1.5 per cent lower than it was in 1997.

The growth figures for 2003 and 2004 compare with a drop of 0.4 per cent in 2002.

After six years of negative per capita growth and sluggish labour markets, 44.4 per cent of the population, or 227 million people, live under the poverty line. Improved economic activity drove a slight rise in the employment rate, but unemployment remains high at 10.7 per cent.

Reporting on the major economies, the report says Argentina posted a marked recovery of 7.3 per cent this year, after plunging 10.8 per cent in 2002. Chile, Costa Rica, Colombia and Peru posted growth rates of over 3 per cent, although Brazil managed barely positive growth of 0.1 per cent and Mexico grew by just 1.2 per cent.

In oil-exporting Venezuela growth fell 9.5 per cent, after a similar plunge in 2002, while the region’s other economies posted weak performances, hovering around 2 per cent, it says.

A significant development, according to ECLAC, is the stronger domestic performance achieved by the countries after three years of turbulence. Most are emerging with well-controlled monetary and fiscal policies, along with more competitive exchange rates.

The Commission forecast that economies that were dealing with profound crises, such as Argentina and Brazil, are well on their way to recovery.

* * *

Information society

17 December – A United Nations human rights expert today voiced concern that the declaration of principles and action plan adopted at the recent global summit on information and communications technologies (ICTs) mostly ignored issues of freedom of opinion and expression.

Ambeyi Ligabo, the UN Commission on Human Rights’ Special Rapporteur on the promotion and protection of the right to freedom of opinion and expression, stressed that those and other basic human rights “should be a constituent part of any declaration on the right to information.”

The first phase of the World Summit on the Information Society, held from 10 to 12 December in Geneva, brought together representatives from government, science, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), industry and the media in a bid to forge a global commitment on ways to harness the power of ICTs towards achieving the Millennium Development Goals, a set of targets for a better future.

A statement issued today on behalf of the Special Rapporteur said “the mere reiteration of a few well-established principles and commitments on human rights is not sufficient; human rights concepts should be integrated meaningfully in the Draft Declaration.” He also observed that the Plan of Action appeared to be deprived of any human rights strategy.

“The absence of an in-depth analysis of a number of crucial matters like media concentration, safeguards to press freedom on the Internet and obstacles to accessing it, may gravely hamper the good work done so far by international institutions and non-governmental organizations on these key documents,” the statement said.

The Special Rapporteur voiced hope that the Summit’s second phase, to be held in 2005 in Tunis, would take remedial action on the issue, and that advance preparations would include the full participation of human rights organizations working on freedom of opinion and expression.

* * *

Information technology

17 December – The United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE) has created three interactive games that allow the young - and the not so young - to increase their knowledge of the world body and sustainable development.

The computer programmes feature a “bug” which represents all the problems the UN struggles to resolve. Beating it in a frenetic race in the games, being released on CD-ROM this week, requires providing the right answers to questions that are accompanied by colourful images and sounds.

“How long is the term of the Secretary-General of the United Nations?” is one. “How many regional commissions does the United Nations have?” ask another. “When does World Environment Day take place?” a third poses.

Discovery of UN activities not only enriches knowledge, but reinforces the world body’s initiatives, the ECE said, quoting Secretary-General Kofi Annan: “Much of our work here at the United Nations is aimed at giving you, the peoples of the world, greater power over your own lives and your environment. The better informed you are, the greater our chances of success.”
* *** *
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