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Republic of Korea to Host Asia's First Global Ministerial Environment Forum

From UN Environment Programme
Thursday, March 18, 2004

NAIROBI, 18 March 2004 -- Delivering safe and sufficient water to over one billion people and providing better sanitation services for nearly two and half billion people will take centre stage at international environment talks taking place at the end of the month.

Dust storms and the growing number of "dead zones" in the world's seas and oceans will also be among the issues facing delegates attending the Global Ministerial Environment Forum (GMEF) and the Special Session of the Governing Council of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP).

The meeting, to take place on the island of Jeju in the Republic of Korea, will also focus on human settlements, including air pollution in so-called mega cities.

Environmental threats to small island developing States and opportunities for delivering sustainable development to these fragile and vulnerable nations will be on the three-day agenda.

Klaus Toepfer, UNEP's Executive Director, said it was right and appropriate that Asia was hosting its first GMEF. With Asia's economic growth now a major factor in the global economy, it is important that resources and responsibility also shift to address the environmental legacy that is being created, he added.

"The historical pattern of development in the economies of Europe, North America and Japan was to industrialize first and clean up later. Such outdated thinking is not possible in a world of 6 billion people and counting. We need to marry strong economic growth with conservation of the air, land and water supplies upon which we all depend. In other words, we need environment for development. For without a healthy and stable environment, long-term economic growth will falter and our goals of eradicating poverty will fail", said Mr. Toepfer.

"Water and sanitation are among the key issues on our agenda in Jeju, taking forward the Millennium Development Goals and World Summit on Sustainable Development's Plan of Implementation. Ministers will discuss concrete examples of where countries and communities are rising to the challenge of reducing by half those without access to these vital services, with a view to replicating them across the globe", he added.

"Human settlements, with all their complex relationships to people and the natural world, are also high on our agenda. So I am delighted that we will be joined by Mrs. Anna Tibaijuka, Executive Director of the UN Human Settlements Programme (UN-HABITAT), which, like UNEP, is headquartered in Nairobi, Kenya", said Mr. Toepfer.

Kwak Kyul-Ho, the Republic of Korea's Environment Minister, said: "This meeting represents the growing understanding, cooperation and partnerships being developed in this region as a result of unprecedented economic dynamism and the associated environmental challenges."

Writing in a special edition of Our Planet, UNEP's flagship magazine, he added: "High population density and an explosive increase in consumption, coupled with rising demand for water-related recreation, have posed many new challenges, making water management a top priority on the Republic of Korea's environmental agenda."

Other contributors to the magazine, which will be issued to delegates at the Jeju meeting, include Borge Brende, the Norwegian Environment Minister; Ronnie Kasrils, the South African Minister of Water Affairs and Forestry; and Gurisankar Ghosh, Executive Director of the Water Supply and Sanitation Collaborative Council. 

An opening press conference will be held on Jeju on 29 March to launch the Global Environment Outlook (GEO) Year Book 2003, prepared by UNEP to analyze the key issues and developments over the past year.

It will also highlight emerging threats, including the rise of oxygen-starved areas in the world's oceans and seas. These so-called "dead zones" could be a greater threat to fish stocks than over-fishing.

The Year Book will highlight the large number of insurance claims against weather-related disasters, and important debates about the control of genetically-modified organisms under the Cartagena Protocol.

Significant progress in the phase-out of leaded vehicle fuel in Africa and new regional agreements to control haze pollution in South-East Asia and protect the marine environment in the Caspian Sea will also be underlined.

A special section of the Year Book focusing on the role of water in development shows that without concerted action a third of the world's population is likely to suffer from chronic water shortages in a few decades.

Among several other events being held during the GMEF, which will be attended by close to 100 ministers and delegations from over 120 countries, will be one on the dust and sand storms that are a significant health, economic and environmental threat in the region and beyond.

The storms are caused by land degradation and desertification in Mongolia and northern China. Scientists have recently linked similar storms, originating in the Sahara, with damage to coral reefs in the Caribbean. 

Hosted by the Government of the Republic of Korea, the eighth Special Session of the UNEP Governing Council will be held at Jeju's International Conference Centre between 29 and 31 March.

The GMEF will be preceded by the fifth Global Civil Society Forum, at which 200 representatives from the non-governmental sector will examine the same agenda issues and inform the ministerial meeting of their views.


Notes to Editors:

The Context of the Governing Council/Global Ministerial Environment Forum (GC/GMEF)
The United Nations Millennium Declaration adopted by the Heads of State and Governments in 2000 undertook "to halve, by 2015, the proportion of people who are unable to reach or to afford safe drinking water". A new target on halving the proportion of people who do not have access to basic sanitation by 2015 was set at the World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) in 2002. These are major challenges requiring national, regional, global and United Nations system-wide actions.

The meeting in Jeju is taking place at a critical juncture in the development of international environmental and sustainable development policies. The objective of the ministerial discussions is to identify workable approaches, based on actual experiences, for expediting the goals of the Millennium Declaration and the WSSD commitments related to the environmental aspects of water, sanitation and human settlements, and the centrality of ecosystem approaches in water management.

These deliberations will inform the 12th meeting of the UN Commission on Sustainable Development (CSD) to be held in New York from 14 to 30 April 2004. This meeting will review progress towards the commitments related to the water, sanitation and human settlements cluster of issues made at previous international meetings.

The CSD is also the forum for final preparations for a 10-year review of the Barbados Plan of Action for the Sustainable Development of Small Island Developing States (BPoA+10). This international meeting will be held in Mauritius from 30 August to 3 September 2004 to discuss specific actions and measures at the national, regional and international levels to support the sustainable development of the small island developing States (SIDS). 

UNEP's GC/GMEF meets annually with its venue alternating between UNEP's headquarters in Nairobi, Kenya, and another host country. 

Some of its responsibilities include: "To promote international cooperation in the field of the environment and to recommend, as appropriate, policies to this end" and "To keep under review the world environmental situation in order to ensure that emerging environmental problems of wide international significance receive appropriate and adequate consideration by Governments."

The Water, Sanitation, People edition of Our Planet will be available on-line at http://www.ourplanet.com after 21 March 2004.



For more information, please contact Eric Falt, Spokesperson/Director of UNEP's Division of Communications and Public Information, on Tel: +254-20-623292, Mobile: +254-733-682656, E-mail: eric.falt@unep.org; or Nick Nuttall, UNEP Head of Media, on Tel: +254-20-623084, Mobile: +254-733-632755, E-mail: nick.nuttall@unep.org; or Tim Higham, UNEP Regional Information Officer, Bangkok, on Tel +66-2-288-2127, Mobile +66-9-1283803, E-mail higham@un.org.

Or visit http://www.unep.org/GC/GCSS-VIII/index.asp



For more information, contact:

Nick Nuttall
Head of Media
UN Environment Programme
cpiinfo@unep.org
________________________________________________________________________________________

Xinhua
March 18, 2004 Thursday

Kenya, Tanzania call for fairer distribution of Nile water, XINHUA

BODY:
URL: http://www.xinhua.org

NAIROBI, March 18 (Xinhua) -- Kenya and Tanzania voiced their call for fairer distribution of the Nile water Thursday, while senior officials from other countries along the River Nile played down media speculations on clashes over Egypt's huge share of the Nile's water.

Kenyan Vice President Moody Awori said in a Nile Basin Initiative (NBI) meeting participated by water ministers from Nile Basin countries that the river "is not a property of any one state.

" The Nile water is tightly controlled by the far-downstream Egypt. According to a 1929 treaty Cairo signed with Britain on behalf of its then East African colonies, Egypt has the right to veto any large-scale utilization of the Nile water by other states that could affect the Nile water level in Egypt. Cairo now enjoys 55 billion cubic meters of water annually of the Nile's estimated annual allotment of 83 billion cubic meters. 

Awori didn't mention Egypt by name in his remarks. He instead said droughts and floods have ravaged economies of the basin states, especially the upstream nations where water management is hindered. He called for cooperation in managing and developing the Nile water resources.

Like Kenya, Tanzania fervently opposes the 1929 Nile treaty. Tanzanian water minister Edward Lowassa said they're already on the "right track of equitable and reasonable use" of the Nile water. He said over 30 million people live along the Nile, and the countries' sanitation, food security and hydropower depend on the great river.

Other participants in the meeting put more weight on cooperation in their remarks. In opening remarks, Kenyan Minister for Water Resources Martha Karua, who chaired the meeting, called for joint investment and development to tap the Nile water.

Egypt, which is at the center of the Nile water dispute widely reported by the media, sent its water resources minister Mahmoud Abdel Halim Abu Zeid to the meeting. The minister played down the reports which caused "misunderstandings", and pledged support to the NBI, which was formed by the 10 Nile Basin countries in 1999. The countries are Burundi, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Egypt, Ethiopia, Eritrea, Kenya, Rwanda, the Sudan, Tanzania and Uganda.

Water ministers from 7 out of the 10 Nile Basin countries participated in the Nile Basin Council of Ministers meeting, which will last till Friday. Delegates from the World Bank, United Nations Environment Program and western governments also took part in the meeting.


__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

New Scientist

Earth faces sixth mass extinction 
 19:00 18 March 04
The Earth may be on the brink of a sixth mass extinction on a par with the five others that have punctuated its history, suggests the strongest evidence yet.

Butterflies in Britain are going extinct at an even greater rate than birds, according to the most comprehensive study ever of butterflies, birds, and plants. 

There is growing concern over the rate at which species of plants and animals are disappearing around the world. But until now the evidence for such extinctions has mainly come from studies of birds. "The doubters could always turn around and say that there's something peculiar about birds that makes them susceptible to the impact of man on the environment," says Jeremy Greenwood of the British Trust for Ornithology in Norfolk, and one of the research team.

Now there is concrete evidence that insects - which account for more than half the described species on Earth, are disappearing faster than birds.

"If we can extrapolate that pattern of the British butterflies to other British insects, and indeed to invertebrates across the planet, we are obviously looking at a very serious bio-diversity crisis," says team member Mark Telfer of the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds in Bedfordshire, UK.


Major ecosystems 

Six large sets of data collected over the past 20 to 40 years in England, Wales, and Scotland were analysed by Jeremy Thomas of the Natural Environment Research Council Centre for Ecology and Hydrology in Dorchester, UK and colleagues. More than 20,000 volunteers submitted over 15 million records of species.

The researchers found that populations of 71 percent of the butterfly species have decreased over the last 20 years, compared to 56 percent for birds and 28 percent for plants. Two butterfly species (3.4 percent of total) became extinct, compared to six (0.4 percent) of the plant species surveyed. None of the native breeding birds went extinct in the last 20 years.

Crucially, the decline in populations happened in all the major ecosystems and was distributed evenly across Britain, rather than in just a few heavily degraded regions.

The crisis could be foreshadowing a sixth mass extinction, warn the researchers. Life on Earth has already seen five mass extinctions in its four billion year old history. The last one, which wiped out the dinosaurs, happened 65 million years ago at the end of the Cretaceous period and was possibly caused by a giant meteor collision.

The current extinction is being precipitated by the widespread loss of habitats because of human activity, according to Tefler. The remaining habitats are small and fragmented, and their quality has been degraded because of pollution.


Nitrogen pollution 

This claim is strongly supported, at least for plants, by a second study published alongside Thomas' paper in Science. Carly Stevens of the Open University in Milton Keynes, UK, and her colleagues studied the diversity of plants in 68 grassland sites in the UK. The number of species in each site varied greatly, from a mean of 7.2 to 27.6 species per site. Nitrogen pollution was found to blame for this variability.
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Subscribe to New Scientist for more news and features 
 
 
"We found strong evidence that the decline in the species richness of grasslands within the UK was linked to nitrogen pollution," says Stevens. "In areas of high nitrogen pollution the species richness was much lower than in areas of low pollution, such as the Scottish highlands."

Atmospheric nitrogen pollution is caused mainly by the burning of fossil fuels and from intensive agriculture, especially from the volatilisation of animal waste. This nitrogen is deposited on the soil, favouring the growth of some species to the cost of others.

"Evidence of a global extinction crisis has come into stark focus with these important results," comments Mark Collins of the United Nations Environment Programme's World Conservation Monitoring Centre in Cambridge, UK.

Journal reference: Science (vol 303, p 1879)
 
Anil Ananthaswamy

Reuters

UN Body Considers Action Over Ivory Trade
GENEVA - The United Nations agency supervising trade in endangered species indicated yesterday it might consider sanctions on African countries that did not take action to stamp out domestic ivory sales. 

But officials of the agency, CITES, said reports from non- governmental environment groups that the body had already agreed to such measures were premature. 

According to the officials, a Geneva meeting of CITES' standing committee had asked for "refinements" to be made to a draft plan providing for possible action next year, in particular against four African states, if they have not stopped trade in ivory by then. 

The four are Cameroon, Democratic Republic of Congo, Djibouti and Nigeria, where recent CITES investigations have found ivory widely available on local markets. 

The refined draft would then be presented to a full CITES conference in Bangkok in October for approval by the 165 signatory countries to the 1973 Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species which set up the body. 

But the officials said it was not clear how far the changes might go, or if the plan would be given the green light at the conference. 

The draft program calls on African countries to agree to halt all domestic sales of raw, semi-worked or worked ivory - made of the tusks of increasingly endangered elephants - and pass legislation banning it as soon as possible. 

They would have to report on the measures they had taken by the end of this year. 

Under the draft, yet to be refined, CITES would then send missions early next year to African states with elephant ranges to check if such trade had been stopped. 

If not, the CITES secretariat would recommend to the convention signatories a ban on commerce in all wildlife products with those countries. 

Earlier, the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) and the British-based anti-wildlife trade body Traffic International said the Geneva meeting had approved the plan, and hailed this as a major breakthrough. 

But representatives of the two groups attending the talks said what they had understood to have been agreed appeared to have been watered down. Efforts would be made to clarify the situation at a further meeting on Friday. 

Story Date: 19/3/2004 
__________________________________________________________________________________________

 The Daily Yomiuri (Tokyo)
March 19, 2004 Friday

Indian expert warns of climate change risks

BYLINE: Tadayoshi Sakaguchi Yomiuri Shimbun Staff Writer

SOURCE: Yomiuri

BODY:
An Indian expert on global warming warned in a recent interview with The Yomiuri Shimbun that Japan and other countries are at risk of unpredictable climactic events such as water shortages and floods as a result of global warming.

Rajendra Pachauri, chairman of the intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) established by the U.N. Environment Program and the World Meteorological Organization, said the international community must set a level at which the concentration of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere should be stabilized.

Pachauri, who also serves as the director general of the Energy and Resource Institute in India, visited Japan earlier this month to attend an international symposium on global warming in Kanagawa Prefecture. 

Describing the world's current situation, Pachauri said, "Water is reaching a crisis level in several developing countries, and my fear is that things will get much worse with climate change."

Mentioning his country's situation, he added: "We're depending on water supply from the melting of snow in the Himalayan range, at least in the northern part of the subcontinent. We've seen in the past several decades the glaciers that provide water are receding very rapidly.

"So we may get floods in the initial period. But after a while when the size of the glaciers has shrunk, then the water flow might actually decrease. The danger is that we might have floods as well as droughts taking place in the future."

The scientist warned that higher sea levels would increase the damage inflicted by typhoons on Japan.

According to him, climate change is not going to be a linear change. "You could have very sharp discontinuities. We must understand that the world's climate is a very delicate one that has been kept in balance for thousands of years. But we are now influencing that balance. So things can go wrong suddenly."

Since the industrial revolution, the concentration of carbon dioxide--one of the major greenhouse gases--has increased in the atmosphere.

"Even if we take some serious and very ambitious measures, climate change will continue for centuries. The concentration of greenhouse gases will remain high for a long period of time. This means that we will have to carry out mitigation and adaptation (of climate change)," he said.

The IPCC is preparing a new assessment that will be published in 2007. The new report will address issues including water, technology and sustainable development as well as adaptation and mitigation of climate change. "The report is going to be treated very seriously because from 2005 we are supposed to come to negotiations for the second commitment period of the Kyoto Protocol," Pachauri said.

The protocol sets the first commitment period from 2008 to 2012, and requires developed countries to reduce their greenhouse gas emissions to at least 5 percent below the 1990 level in that period. The international community is supposed to discuss the commitment after 2012, which has been called "the post-Kyoto issue."

"When the report comes out, the international negotiations on the second period will be in full swing," Pachauri predicted.

However, Russia has not yet ratified the Kyoto Protocol, and the U.S. government, which withdrew from the protocol, says it has no plans to reconsider the treaty. "If Russia ratifies it, the protocol won't be dead. But the world has to be prepared for the situation when it may be dead. We have to adopt some other measures as well. This again will require some leadership from Japan, Europe and the U.S. We have to start discussing that rather quickly," he said. __________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Newcastle Herald (Australia)
March 18, 2004 Thursday

Hotbed Of Talent
Newcastle: an industrial city of belching smokestacks and great

footballers, right? Think of Newcastle and the arts don't spring immediately to mind, but over the years the city has been a hotbed of creative talent, a

legacy that continues to thrive.

Artists, actors, entertainers, singers and dancers have all grown under the long-gone smoke haze of BHP, if not born in the city then developed under its gaze . . . Sir William Dobell, Olivia Newton-John, John Doyle, Sarah Wynter, Suzie Porter, Celia Ireland, Silverchair, Su Cruickshank, Dein Perry and his Tap Dogs, The Screaming Jets, Sophie Lee, Miranda Otto, Phil Avalon . . . and many, many more in a very long list of talented people.

Here are just a few who have put Newcastle before the gaze of the nation and the world.

Sir William Dobell: Born on September 24, 1899, in a cottage on the corner of Bull and Corlette streets, Cooks Hill, and educated at Cooks Hill Public School, Dobell became one of Australia's great artists. Fame came after he moved to Sydney and overseas on a scholarship to England and Europe, but controversy followed in 1943 when two other artists sued Dobell and the trustees of the Art Gallery of NSW over his Archibald Prize-winning Portrait of an Artist (Joshua Smith) which they claimed was not a portrait but a caricature. Dobell won - and went on to 

collect two more Archibald Prizes - but suffered a breakdown in his health. About that time he moved to Wangi to see out the rest of his life. His works now sell for

hundreds of thousands of dollars.

Phillip Avalon: Probably not

considered a famous Novocastrian name, but the Merewether born-and-bred lad did give someone called Mel Gibson his first on-screen role. Avalon was one of Australia's highest-paid male

models when he began doing guest appearances in movies and on television before writing, producing and starring in Double Dealers, Australia's first telemovie. Then came Summer City, filmed at Catherine Hill Bay, which gave both Gibson and Steve Bisley their first on-screen roles, broke

box-office records and is now a cult classic.

Miranda Otto: Does Newcastle have a representative in the box-office smash Lord of the Rings trilogy? Of course it does, Miranda Otto, a former Newcastle High student, is Eowyn, the sword-wielding warrior princess. The Newcastle-bred actress, daughter of fashion designer Lindsay Otto, has starred in

films both in Australia and abroad, including Danny Deckchair, The Well,

Love Serenade, Doing Time for Patsy Cline, What Lies Beneath and

The Thin Red Line.

Silverchair: Newcastle has a rock 'n' roll heritage, but few have gone as far as the group that started as a Merewether garage band and have probably been the nation's biggest group over the last 10 years. Now with innumerable awards to their credit, Daniel Johns, Chris Joannou and Ben Gillies were three schoolmates who formed a band in 1992 and were all only 15 when their debut 1995 album Frogstomp became an international hit. Frogstomp entered the Australian album charts at No 1, the first debut by an Australian artist to do so, and within a week had gone

platinum.

Sarah Wynter: As well as being the granddaughter of one of Newcastle's

premier citizens, former Lord Mayor the late Joy Cummings, Wynter is making her way in Hollywood, starring with Arnold Schwarzenegger in The 6th Day and other movies such as Farewell My Love, Three Dollars and Bride of the Wind. She has also appeared in television series such as 24 and Sex and the City and last year was nominated for the Cinescape Genre Face of the Future Award.

Olivia Newton-John: She calls Newcastle her "second home town" and Newcastle is happy to have her. Born in England and raised in Melbourne she spent summers in the city with her father, Brin, an academic who lived on The Hill from 1959 to 1981. A quadruple Grammy Award-winning singer, Emmy Award-winning songwriter and ARIA Hall of Fame inductee, as well as a goodwill ambassador to the United Nations Environment Program, her career went into the stratosphere alongside John Travolta with the 1978 movie and soundtrack Grease, which at the time became the biggest-

selling album in the world.

LOAD-DATE: March 18, 2004
________________________________________________________________________________________

Reuters

EU Warns Pregnant Women Over Mercury in Fish
BRUSSELS - Pregnant women should limit consumption of swordfish and tuna due to high mercury levels which can cause brain damage in unborn children, the EU's food safety authority said yesterday. 

Pollution causes the toxic metal mercury to accumulate in fish and seafood, in the form of methylmercury. The EU's food safety authority (EFSA) said consumers were close to reaching safe intake levels for the toxin. 

"EFSA recommends that women of childbearing age...select fish from a wide range of species, without giving undue preference to large predatory fish such as swordfish and 

	


tuna," it said in a statement. 

"Above safe levels of intake, methylmercury is particularly toxic to the nervous system and developing brain," added Josef Schlatter, chair of the EFSA scientific panel on contaminants in the food chain. 

"Exposure during pregnancy and early infancy is therefore of particular concern." 

EFSA said further dietary studies should be carried out among vulnerable population groups, including children and women of child-bearing age, as specific intake data were lacking. 

Story Date: 19/3/2004 
	
	


Associated Press
Many Species at Risk of Extinction
WASHINGTON - A steep decline in birds, butterflies and native plants in Britain supports the theory that humans are pushing the natural world into the Earth's sixth big extinction event and the future may see more and more animal species disappearing. 
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In an effort that sent more than 20,000 volunteers into every corner of England, Scotland and Wales to survey wildlife and plants, researchers found that many native populations are in big trouble and some are gone altogether. 
"This is the first time, for instance, that we can answer the question, 'Have butterflies declined as badly as birds?'" said Jeremy A. Thomas, an ecologist with the National Environment Research Council in Dorchester, England, and the first author of a study appearing in the journal Science. 
A survey of 58 butterfly species found that some had experienced a 71 percent population swoon since similar surveys taken from 1970 through 1982. Some 201 bird species were tracked between 1968 and 1971, and then again from 1988 to 1991, with a population decline of about 54 percent. 
Two surveys of 1,254 native plant species showed a decrease of about 28 percent over 40 years. 
Thomas said that other scientists, noting losses of mammals and other animals, have speculated about the loss of insects, but the British butterfly study is the first to actually document over decades such a steep decline. 
"Population extinctions were recorded in all the main ecosystems of Britain," Thomas and his co-authors wrote. This supports the theory, they said, that "the biological world is approaching the sixth major extinction event in its history." 
Thomas said that some past extinctions have killed off more than 90 percent of all life forms and "nobody is suggesting we are at that point." 
But, he said, "if this goes on for the foreseeable future then within a short period in geological time we will be getting toward the level of a major extinction." 
Scott Miller, a biologist with the Smithsonian's National Museum of Natural History, said the British study was impressive in its thoroughness. He said, "They may not be representative of the world as a whole, but they have the best data." 
The data support the idea that the rise of humans over tens of thousands of years — along with climate changes — is reshaping the natural world in ways that aren't thoroughly understood. 
Scientists have identified five extinction events in Earth's history, with some so severe that more than 90 percent of all life forms died. The last and most famous extinction was the Cretaceous-Tertiary event some 63 million years ago that killed the dinosaurs and allowed the rise of mammals. It is thought to have been caused by an asteroid hitting Earth. 
"We are in the middle of a sixth extinction event that began about 50,000 years ago" with the expanding role in the world of human beings, said Paul S. Martin, a zoologist and geochemist at the University of Arizona in Tucson. "It's happening, but it's slower and it is not clear it will be as severe as some of the others." 
Stuart Pimm, an ecologist at Duke University, said in Science that the British study results "show that we have likely underestimated the magnitude of the pending extinctions." 
Miller and Martin both point to the hundreds of species, mostly large animals and birds, that already are gone, some wiped out directly through human action. 
Martin said the fossil records show that the disappearance of many animals in Australia, Madagascar and North America started about the time that humans arrived. Gone from the natural North American environment, for instance, are mammoths, camels, giant sloths and saber-toothed tigers. 
The causes of the other extinctions are not well understood. The largest ended the Permian Period some 250 million years ago. All but about 4 percent of all species disappeared then. There were three other lesser-known events in the Ordovician (435 million years ago), the Devonian (357 million years ago) and the Triassic (198 million years ago) periods. 
 _________________________________________________________________________________________

BBC

Primate virus spreads to humans 
Hunting for - and eating - primate 'bushmeat' is exposing humans to a form of virus carried by apes and monkeys, experts say. 
The effect on humans of simian foamy virus (SFV) is not yet known - but it is thought that HIV originally passed to humans in the same fashion. 

Johns Hopkins University experts say the only to prevent the virus spreading in humans is to restrict hunting. 

The research is published in The Lancet medical journal. 

The hunting and butchering of wild primates - including monkeys, gorillas and chimpanzees - infected with simian immunodeficiency virus (SIV) is thought to have sparked the HIV pandemic two decades ago. 

But it seems that SIV, SFV and related retroviruses cannot jump the species barrier unless humans come into direct contact with infected blood tissue or fluids. 

The latest research focused on 1,800 people from nine rural communities in Cameroon, of whom around 1,100 reported they had been exposed to blood or body fluids of primates from hunting. 

Of these, ten people were found to have developed antibodies to SFV. 

Further genetic analysis revealed that the infections had come from different animals. 

Potential problems 
Lead researcher Dr Nathan Wolfe said: "Our findings show that retroviruses are actively crossing into human populations, and demonstrate that people in central Africa are currently infected with SFV." 

He said that it was possible that a human form of SFV might emerge, in the same way that scientists believe SIV morphed into HIV. 

"Contact with non-human primates, such as happens during hunting and butchering, can play a part in the emergence of human retroviruses - and the reduction of primate bushmeat hunting has the potential to decrease the frequency of disease emergence". 

In an accompanying commentary, Dr Martine Peeters, from the Institut de Recherche pour le Dévelopement, Montpellier, France, warns that cross-species "zoonotic" diseases are "among the most important public health threats facing humanity". 

She said foamy viruses have not been linked with any disease in humans, and there is no evidence that they can be passed between individuals. 

However, she said very little is known about what possible effect SVF may have on humans, as few have documented instances of human infection. 

And she warned that the possibility that particular strains of the virus may cau

__________________________________________________________________________________________BBC

UK wildlife 'heading into crisis' 
By Paul Rincon 
BBC News Online science staff 


Two new studies of UK wildlife provide alarming evidence that many animal and plant species in Britain are in sharp decline due to human activity. 
The authors of one report claim their findings support the hypothesis the world could be in the midst of a sixth mass extinction. 

Falls in numbers of butterfly, bird and plant species could be due to habitat destruction and climate change. 

Details of the studies are outlined in the latest issue of Science magazine. 

In one study, researchers analysed data from six surveys of UK butterfly, bird and plant species produced over the last 40 years. 

Markers of change 
The argument amongst some naysayers is that...insects are nowhere near as vulnerable to extinction as plants, birds and mammals. The results show this isn't true 
Prof John Lawton, chief executive NERC 

They found the majority of butterfly species, a total of 71%, had declined over 20 years. 

The researchers found 54% of British bird species fell over 20 years and 28% of native plant species decreased over 40 years. 

"There are simply no data sets that approach this detail and scale in the world," co-author Dr Jeremy Thomas of the Natural Environment Research Council (NERC) told journalists at a news conference in London. 

While there is abundant data supporting declines in birds, until now there has been no comparable data for species loss in insects. Yet insects comprise 54% of the world's described species, with birds making up only 0.6%. 

Craig Hilton-Taylor, a conservation biologist at the IUCN, the world conservation union, told BBC News Online: "When (butterflies) go, plants that are dependent on them for pollination tend to decline and so on." 

Prof John Lawton, chief executive of NERC told BBC News Online: 

"The argument amongst some naysayers is that biologists exaggerate the threat because insects are nowhere near as vulnerable to extinction as plants, birds and mammals. The results show this isn't true." 

Global situation 
If this situation is reflected elsewhere in the globe, say the authors, it strengthens the view that the world is heading for the sixth mass extinction. 

Other researchers have proposed the sixth mass extinction theory on the basis that global extinction rates are roughly two orders of magnitude greater than normal "background" rates of extinction observed in the past. 

The last of these events occurred 65 million years ago and resulted in the extinction of the dinosaurs. 

"For any scientist to extrapolate from this to a world insect fauna is a huge jump. 

"But it is the only firm evidence we've got at the moment," said Dr Thomas. 

Lord May of Oxford, president of the Royal Society said: "These are dismaying trends. If this pattern holds more generally then estimates of global extinction rates - which are mainly based on birds and mammals - could err on the optimistic side." 

Homeless species 
Habitat loss through changes in land use by humans is one of the major factors effecting the decline in animal species, researchers believe. 

In the case of butterflies, this is likely to be the result of the ploughing up of heathlands or woodlands. Pollution often then degrades the remaining, fragmented habitats, Dr Thomas added. 

Another study, published in the same issue of Science indicates the deposition of nitrogen in British grasslands through intensive use of fertilisers in agriculture and fossil fuel combustion is leading to a reduction in plant species. 

One of the major challenges facing conservationists hoping to reverse this decline is finding enough land to provide habitats for species. 

"Because these habitats are scattered across the country, we also need to make sure there is enough linkage to make sure that the species can move between them," said Mr Hilton-Taylor. 

In Dr Thomas' study, more than 20,000 volunteers submitted about 15 million records of species during the six surveys. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

ENS

South Africa's National Biodiversity Strategy Takes Shape 

PRETORIA, South Africa, March 18, 2004 (ENS) - South Africa is making plans to conserve and protect its biodiversity and make these goals part of the life of every South African. The National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan already is part of the life of Dr. Crispian Olver, and he took the podium Wednesday at the Farm Inn in Pretoria to tell his colleagues why it is particularly important this year as the country celebrates its tenth year of democracy. 

"Emerging from a terrible past of exclusion and total neglect of black people in our biodiversity and conservation regime, we have to ask the question whether we have returned the sense of ownership of our biodiversity assets to the majority of our people in the last 10 years," said Dr. Olver, who serves as director general of the Department of Environmental Affairs and Tourism. 

[image: image8.jpg]


Dr. Crispin Olver makes a point at a meeting in New York to prepare for the 2002 World Summit on Sustainable Development held in South Africa. (Photo courtesy IISD)
Some of the anniversary events are symbolic. On Tuesday, a ceremony was held in Roodepoort to formally rename the Witwatersrand National Botanical Garden the Walter Sisulu National Botanical Garden in honor of the former deputy president of the African National Congress who was imprisoned on Robben Island with Nelson Mandela for his resistance to apartheid. 

And some events are for fun. A three day Wilderness Bush Bash opens today in Kruger National Park to celebrate one of the richest areas for biodiversity in the world. 

Established in 1898 to protect the wildlife of the South African Lowveld, this national park of nearly two million hectares, Kruger National Park shelters 336 species of trees, 49 fish, 34 amphibians, 114 reptiles, 507 birds and 147 mammals. It will be celebrated this week while the means are sought to safeguard this treasure of biodiversity for future generations. 

"The biggest issue facing the sustainable use of our natural resources is the issue of equity," Dr. Olver told the delegates in Pretoria. From various spheres of government dealing with environment and conservation, from community based organizations, nongovernmental organizations and academic institutions, they had come to this first formal workshop to shape the national biodiversity strategy. 

As a contracting party to the Convention on Biological Diversity, South Africa is required to develop a national strategy for the conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity and equitable sharing of benefits derived from genetic resources. 

A meeting of people from South African communities who were removed or threatened with removals from protected areas to make way for wildlife at the IUCN World Parks Congress. (Photo courtesy IUCN)
The strategy began to take shape with a 1997 policy paper, and has developed with input from national departments, as well as provincial departments and conservation agencies from across the country. It has continued to grow through the 2002 World Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg and at the IUCN World Parks Congress held in September 2003 in Durban. 

Over the past four months, the Task Teams have been working to provide technical guidance and expert opinion in each of the five key thematic areas - conservation, sustainable use, access and benefits sharing, invasive alien species, and economic integration and poverty alleviation. 

The Task Teams have identified draft national objectives, priorities and strategies for all key thematic areas in what they are calling a "straw dog" strategy. It formed the basis for discussion and debate on national objectives, priorities and strategic options, at the first national workshop. 

The main strategic objectives of the national biodiversity strategy and action plan are to: 

· Ensure that biodiversity is a priority consideration of all the people of South Africa and is an integral component of all sectors of the economy 

· Enhance institutional effectiveness and efficiency to ensure good governance in the biodiversity sector 

· Ensure that benefits derived from biodiversity and costs of maintaining a sustained flow of environmental goods and services are equitably shared 

· Ensure that direct and indirect consumptive use of biological resources is sustainable 

· Ensure that biodiversity pattern and process is effectively conserved in a network of protected areas 

· Engage with the international community to promote and develop cross-boundary and international cooperation and partnerships, in order to meet international obligations and commitments as far as possible, within the context of national priorities and constraints 

A South African leopard enjoys a meal of antelope in the Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park. (Photo courtesy South Africa National Parks)
No formal outcome is expected from the workshop, but priorities, strategies and actions will be further developed in consultations with provinces, local authorities and sectors over the spring and early summer.. 

A Draft Action Plan will be debated at the Second National Workshop, scheduled for July 2004. 

Dr. Olver told the delegates that South Africa is "conscious of what we have achieved in 10 years of democracy and mindful of what we still need to achieve, in terms of redress, development and sustainability." 

"At the same time, he said, the National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan must be "achievable, realistic and visionary. It must be adaptive, fair and measurable. It must become a part of the life of every South African." 
ROE MEDIA UPDATE 

UNEP in the News

Le Monde 18 mars (page 8, International): L’idée d’une organisation mondiale de l’environnement plaît à Berlin

Paris. Dans un discours prononcé lundi à l’Institut du dévéloppement durable er des relations internationales (Iddri), le ministre allemand de l’environnement, Jürgen Tritten, a déclaré qu’ « une organisation des Nations unies de l’environnement a besoin du même statut que la FAO et que l ‘OIT…l’Allemagne soutient l’initiative française. » En septembre 2002, lors du sommet de Johannesburg, Jacques Chirac avait appelé à la transformation du PNUE en organisation mondiale de l’environnement, afin de lui donner plus de poids. Le conseil ministériel du PNUE doit se réunir en Corée du Sud du 29 au 31 mars et discutera de cette question. 

Environmental news

Libération, 18 mars :Environnement à l'école : un développement passable
Education. Dès la rentrée 2004, lycéens et collégiens devraient être sensibilisés à ce domaine. Modestement.

Doit-on se réjouir ou s'affliger ? En décembre dernier, Luc Ferry, ministre de l'Education nationale, et Tokia Saïfi, secrétaire d'Etat au Développement durable, annonçaient la généralisation, dès la rentrée scolaire 2004, d'une «éducation à l'environnement vers un développement durable». Projet louable : 71 % des Français estiment que l'éducation est une priorité pour lutter contre la dégradation de l'environnement (1). Mais on reste pantois devant la «modestie» de l'objectif actuel : 60 heures du primaire au baccalauréat, dont vingt en collège et dix en lycée. Soit quatre heures par an dans une vie scolaire !... «Cette démarche peut apparaître réductrice, concède Michel Ricard, professeur d'écologie et de biologie des populations à l'université Bordeaux 3, chargé de mission du Premier ministre pour ce dossier. Mais elle répond à un souci de réalisme. Il s'agit d'une démarche incitative, de jeter les bases. Car aujourd'hui il n'y a aucune garantie qu'un élève bénéficiera, au cours de sa scolarité, d'une éducation à l'environnement.»

http://www.liberation.fr/page.php?Article=187050
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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T H U R S D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
*
Iraq: Annan to send UN team ‘as soon as practicable’

*
Condemning violence in Kosovo, Security Council demands return to rule of law

*
As violence continues in Kosovo, top UN envoy issues new appeal for calm

*
Gaza pullout by Israel could spark peace process given key conditions – UN official

*
Annan invites Greece and Turkey to help in Cyprus talks

*
UN atomic watchdog renews call to Iran for transparency on nuclear activities 

*
Officials at UN-backed meeting urge greater support for world’s poorest States 

*
UN food agency to help Afghan women boost poultry production

*
Liberia: UN presents new list of people banned from international travel

*
Draft legislation set for UN-backed meeting on rule of law in post-conflict States

*
Annan hails inauguration of African Union’s Parliament

*
Bird flu: UN summit urges preparations to block possible human pandemic

*
UN war crimes tribunal to hold hearing on substitute judge for Milošević trial

*
Seven-year jail term over shelling of Dubrovnik issued by UN war crimes tribunal

*
Italy agrees to enforce prison sentences set by UN tribunal in Rwanda

*
UN appeals for funds to help 15,000 hard-pressed displaced people in Ethiopia

*
Drug abuse can be treated, new UN health agency report asserts

*
Ministers in Asia to discuss pressing environmental concerns – UN agency

* * * *
Iraq

18 March – Responding to a letter from the Iraqi Governing Council welcoming United Nations help with the transition to sovereignty at the end of June and future national elections, Secretary-General Kofi Annan said today that he was prepared to send a UN team into Iraq “as soon as practicable.”

The Secretary-General told reporters at UN Headquarters in New York that he had replied to the Governing Council’s letter received earlier today and that he was getting ready to send a team led by Lakhdar Brahimi, his Special Adviser.

A spokesman for the Secretary-General said Mr. Annan and Mr. Brahimi discussed the letter sent by the Council’s President, Mohammed Bahr Al-Uloom, which welcomed UN consultation on the broad national dialogue regarding the shape and scope of the interim government.

The letter also said that the Governing Council looked forward to UN assistance with direct elections to take place before the end of January next year, spokesman Fred Eckhard said. He noted that a similar letter was received this morning from L. Paul Bremer, the United States administrator in Iraq.

Asked by reporters whether Mr. Brahimi had confidence in the message relayed to him by an aide of Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, which had been mentioned in the previous day’s briefing, the spokesman said he thought that Mr. Brahimi had no doubt that the message came from the Ayatollah.

Responding to a question about the impact of Wednesday’s bombing in Baghdad, Mr. Eckhard said the security situation was still not good and it would be evaluated carefully before sending staff back. Nonetheless, long-term planning for a return to Iraq continued, with special emphasis on security provisions.

* * *

Kosovo

18 March – Denouncing “the large-scale inter-ethnic violence” that has led to the deaths of at least 31 people in Kosovo since yesterday, the United Nations Security Council today called for the province’s authorities to ensure that the rule of law is maintained, all ethnic communities feel properly secure and the perpetrators of crimes are brought to justice.

In a statement read out by Ambassador Jean-Marc de La Sablière of France, which holds the Council’s rotating presidency for this month, the 15-member body also condemned the attacks on staff from the UN Interim Administration Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK) and the troops of the Kosovo international security force (KFOR).

“The perpetrators must understand that an attack on the international presence is an attack on the international community as a whole and that extremism has no role in Kosovo’s future,” the statement said.

The Presidential statement was read out after a Council debate about the situation in Kosovo, which has faced the worst public unrest since the UN took over its administration nearly five years ago.

Speaking at the outset of the session, UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan told the Council, “We cannot close our eyes to the fact that this violence is ethnically motivated, with communities attacking each other.” He said they highlighted how fragile Kosovo remains despite the progress made since the war of 1998-99.

Mr. Annan described the deliberate targeting of residential houses and religious sites as “shameful and inexcusable.”

The Secretary-General also said he especially wanted to remind the leaders of the Kosovo Albanian community, the province’s biggest ethnic group, of their responsibility to protect and promote the rights of all Kosovars, particularly its minorities.

In the Presidential statement, the Council offered its full support to UNMIK, KFOR and the Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Kosovo, Harri Holkeri. It also welcomed moves to strengthen the international security presence there.

Mr. de La Sablière said in the statement that all parties in Kosovo should remain calm, avoid inflammatory behaviour and use peaceful and democratic channels – such as the UN and Kosovo’s Provisional Institutions of Self-Government (PISG) – to resolve their grievances.

He said the Council wanted to emphasize that legal investigations were underway into the shooting of a Kosovo Serb teenager in Pristina and the deaths of three Kosovo Albanian children in Mitrovica.

Serbia and Montenegro’s Foreign Minister, Goran Svilanović, said the violence towards Kosovo’s Serbs was designed to send a signal that they should leave and that UNMIK and KFOR have no real authority over the province.

Mr. Svilanović called for the strengthening of international forces and extra measures to protect Serbs, who he said were preparing to escape to central Serbia. He said “Albanian extremism and terrorism” was responsible and had to be stopped.

The Foreign Minister also said that Serbia and Montenegro’s international borders with Albania and the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia (FYROM) must be secured to prevent “groups of armed terrorists” from coming in to Kosovo “with large quantities of arms and other military equipment.”

* * *

Kosovo

18 March – The top United Nations envoy in Kosovo issued a new appeal today for an immediate halt to violence that has already killed 22 people and injured 500 more in the worst unrest to hit the ethnically divided province since the world body took over its administration nearly five years ago.

“Let no one be mistaken. This violence is destroying Kosovo’s future, for every day that the violence goes on, Kosovo loses valuable friends,” Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Special Representative Harri Holkeri’s said in a statement in Pristina, the capital, as clashes between ethnic Albanians and Serbs continued into a second day.

Mr. Holkeri, who heads the UN Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK), called on politicians and media who incited or supported the violence to refrain immediately from making inflammatory statements ahead of a meeting later today of the UN Security Council to discuss the situation.

“Yesterday Kosovo saw the worst possible violence since UNMIK and KFOR (the international security force) came here five years ago,” he said. “We are deeply shocked, saddened and disturbed by these events and call for an immediate halt to all violence and protests, some of which are on going today.”

Kosovo has been under UN administration since 1999 when NATO forced the withdrawal of Yugoslav troops following fighting between Albanians and Serbs. Eleven KFOR soldiers and 61 policemen were among yesterday’s injured.

“The violence was the worst possible message that Kosovo could send to the international community,” Mr. Holkeri said. “The whole world is watching how the people of Kosovo behave with each other and with the international community five years after the international community at great expense intervened to stop the violence.”

* * *

Middle East

18 March – Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon’s proposed withdrawal from the Gaza Strip could contribute significantly to the search for peace, a senior United Nations official told the Security Council today, calling for the Israeli Government to provide a timetable for its initiative.

In an open briefing to the Council on the situation in the Middle East, Assistant Secretary-General for Political Affairs Danilo Türk said the pullout should have four main features in order to garner the broad support of the international community and strengthen its chances for success.

First, it should be carried out in partnership with the Palestinian Authority and as part of the Quartet’s Road Map, which remains the only plan subscribed to by the parties and the international community, Mr. Türk said, referring to a plan sponsored by the UN, European Union, Russian Federation and United States that calls for a series of parallel and reciprocal steps leading to two States living side by side in peace by 2005.

The withdrawal should be full and complete, and it should be considered by all as a first step toward the fulfilment of the UN’s calls to the Israeli Government to end its occupation as set forth in Security Council resolutions 242 (1967), 338 (1973) and 1397 (2002).

Noting that in the aftermath of Sunday’s suicide bombing, Mr. Sharon called off his planned meeting with Palestinian Prime Minister Ahmed Qurei, Mr. Türk urged the two men to meet in the very near future.

“The bloody stalemate that has characterized the peace process for too long will only be broken when the parties met at the highest level and begin to work together to implement the Quartet’s Road Map,” he said.

“Their partnership is the essential base on which the peace process must be built,” he added, pointing out that while the region had seen an increase in violence, death and suffering, a small window of opportunity for restarting the peace process remained open.

Meanwhile, with the crisis continuing unabated, the UN Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA) might soon be obliged to cut back its emergency activities severely due to a sharp drop in critical funding, Mr. Türk said.

In addition, the Palestinian Authority’s financial crisis was also continuing, with outside funds required to make up for the shortfall in revenues in January, he said. While donor support had initially been seen as development assistance in anticipation of the establishment of a Palestinian State, and not as long-term budgetary support to maintain the Authority, the ongoing conflict had significantly altered those expectations.

* * *

Cyprus

18 March – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan has invited Greece and Turkey to join in meetings next week in Switzerland to help the Greek and Turkish Cypriots finalize a plan to reunify Cyprus before its entry into the European Union on 1 May.

“The Secretary-General looks forward to the two sides and Greece and Turkey meeting their commitments under the 13 February agreement, and has asked that all concerned be in a position to make final commitments at Burgenstock,” a statement released by Mr. Annan’s spokesman said, referring to a hotel complex in the outskirts of Lucerne, Switzerland, that would serve as UN premises for the duration of the meeting that convenes on 24 March.

Alvaro de Soto, the Secretary-General’s Special Adviser on Cyprus, will be carrying out the talks, although Mr. Annan “will be personally involved” as the discussions draw to an end, according to spokesman Fred Eckhard.

“The Secretary-General will be personally involved in the effort as it draws to an end,” the statement added.

Last month, the Greek Cypriot leader, Tassos Papadopoulos, and the Turkish Cypriot leader, Rauf Denktash, agreed in New York to continue negotiations in Cyprus until 22 March on the basis of Mr. Annan’s plan.

If an agreement on modifications to the plan can be reached, then the entire proposal will be submitted to separate referenda on 20 April for approval by the Greek Cypriots and the Turkish Cypriots.

Should the talks stall, the leaders agreed to have Greece and Turkey invited to lend their collaboration in a concentrated effort to finalize the text by 29 March. Failing that, Mr. Annan would step in to use his discretion to complete the text, which would ultimately create a federation of two constituent states – a Greek Cypriot state and the Turkish Cypriot state – and contain some suggestions for security arrangements between Greece and Turkey.

Asked to comment on a statement by Mr. Denktash that he would not participate in the Lucerne talks, Mr. Eckhard said the Secretary-General expected each side to abide by the commitments made in New York on 13 February.

* * *

Iran

18 March – The United Nations atomic watchdog agency today emphasized the need for transparency and proactive cooperation by Iran to resolve outstanding questions over its nuclear activities following omissions in information Tehran provided in accordance with treaties seeking to prevent the proliferation of nuclear weapons.

In a report on a meeting yesterday in Washington between the Director-General of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), Mohamed ElBaradei, and United States President George W. Bush on issues of nuclear non-proliferation, an agency news release highlighted its chief’s comments to reporters on Iran.

“My answer is that the jury is still out,” Mr. ElBaradei said in his briefing on the status of Iran’s nuclear programme. “We would like to continue to work hard on inspecting Iran before we come to a conclusion. We expect full cooperation, full transparency by Iran, if Iran wants to prove that its programme is for peaceful purposes.”

He has previously said the IAEA has no proof that Iran’s activities are linked to a nuclear weapons programme and Tehran has consistently denied any such intention.

The Agency’s Board of Governors meeting in Vienna last week adopted a resolution voicing “serious concern” over Iran’s omissions in its reports, specifically mentioning a more advanced centrifuge design than previously declared as well as two mass spectrometers used in a laser enrichment programme.

It called on Iran to resolve these and all other outstanding issues, while Mr. ElBaradei was asked to report on the matter before the end of May so that the Board may consider his findings at its June session.

* * *

ECOSOC

18 March – The President of the United Nations Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) and other senior officials today urged action to implement plans for tackling poverty in the world’s least developed countries (LDCs).

Addressing a press briefing held in conjunction with an ECOSOC preparatory meeting on the issue, that body’s President, Marjatta Rasi of Finland, said the Council would hold a ministerial segment in June to discuss progress achieved so far in reaching the targets set in the 2001 Brussels Programme of Action for LDCs.  

That plan contains a set of key commitments for implementing the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) – antipoverty targets set by the UN in 2000 – including specific commitments relating to governance, trade, sustainable development and the mobilization of financial resources.

Over the course of yesterday and today, officials had a “very active discussion” of these issues in a series of roundtables which would serve to provide input for the June session, the President said.

Benin’s Foreign Minister, Rogatien Biaou, voiced hope that through the implementation of the Brussels Programme of Action it would be possible to make substantial progress towards the objective of reducing the number of people living in extreme poverty and hunger. He called for increases in official development assistance (ODA), foreign direct investment and cooperation among countries of the South.

Anwarul K. Chowdhury, High Representative of the Secretary-General for the Least Developed Countries, Landlocked Developing Countries and Small Island Developing States, noted that since 1981, the UN has been convening conferences every decade to address the needs of LDCs, but global attention and action still did not meet the global expectations.

Ambassador Chowdhury emphasized that more must be done for the 50 poorest countries in the world. He asserted that the ministerial declaration to be adopted at the end of ECOSOC’s June high-level segment should contain concrete, action-oriented measures highlighting opportunities for the international community.  

One of the major ways to mobilize resources was to cancel the debt of the 50 LDCs, he added, stressing that it was too much to expect the poorest countries of the world to continue to pay more for debt servicing than what they were earning from trade.  Debt cancellation was a sure and strong message from the international community that they were really concerned with the LDCs, he said.

He also cited estimates that more than $500 million could be generated for LDCs from technical cooperation support received from other developing countries. In addition, foreign remittances, an area that had not been explored in greater detail, provided an opportunity not only for investment but for poverty reduction in LDCs.

* * *

Afghanistan

18 March – In a bid to increase food security in Afghanistan, the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) today announced a new project to help 27,000 women boost poultry production.

Women in rural areas will be trained in husbandry techniques designed to improve food security and household incomes over the next three years with the goal increasing egg production by a minimum of 45 million eggs in the first year alone through improved feed and medical care.

Poultry production in Afghanistan is almost exclusively a family-based women’s activity, and the women will be given improved pullets and a starter kit of supplies for increasing production.

After a training period of five months, they will be organized into producers groups for collaboration and supply distribution, through which FAO will provide feed, pullets, poultry vaccination programs, health services and training in marketing skills. 

The projects are funded by Germany and the United States Agency for International Development (USAID). Since 1998, FAO has trained 16,000 women in poultry production in and around Kabul, Logar, Jalalabad, Parwan, Kandahar, Badakhshan and Mazar-i-Sharif.

* * *

Liberia

18 March – The United Nations Security Council, acknowledging political changes in Liberia following the departure of President Charles Taylor, has presented a new list of nearly 50 of his associates who should be confined to their own countries – fewer than half of the number previously restricted.

The 47 people include those senior members of the former Taylor Government and their spouses as well as members of Liberia’s former armed forces who retain links to Mr. Taylor, or who are supporting armed rebel groups, a Council sanctions committee said.

The 16 March update is governed by resolution 1521, and supersedes the list of 115 people named on a revised list of June 2003 that fulfilled an earlier Council measure, resolution 1343 passed in 2001. The number of Taylors named dropped to five from nine. 

The Council has called on all UN Member States to “take the necessary measures to prevent the entry into or transit through their territories of all such individuals, as designated by the Committee, who constitute a threat to the peace process in Liberia, or who are engaged in activities aimed at undermining peace and stability in Liberia and the sub-region.” 

Asked about Liberians listed who might have United States passports, as some members of the Liberian elite did, an official in the Security Council Subsidiary Organs Branch noted that the resolutions said “nothing in this paragraph shall oblige a State to refuse entry into its territory to its own nationals.”

If the passport holder tried to move from the passport-granting country to another country, however, he or she should be stopped, he said.

Among those named on the new list is an individual identified as Leonid Minin, who was said to have nine or 10 aliases, three birth dates and to carry passports from Bolivia, Germany, Greece, Israel and Russia.

Mr. Taylor, currently living in Nigeria, is under indictment by a Special Court set up through an agreement between the UN and Sierra Leone to try those who bear “the greatest responsibility” for atrocities committed during Sierra Leone’s brutal civil war. He faces 17 counts of crimes against humanity, violations of the Geneva Conventions, and other serious violations of international humanitarian law.

* * *

Rule of law

18 March – Preparing for a United Nation-sponsored meeting later this year to help countries emerging from armed conflict rebuild their justice systems, legal and human rights experts have just concluded work on groundbreaking draft legislation designed to be used by peace support missions and transitional administrations.

The draft laws of a Penal Code and Code of Criminal Procedure, drawn up by experts meeting in Galway, Ireland, earlier this week also include model statutes on police powers and detention.

They are expected to be presented to an international workshop in September sponsored by the UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights to review relevant rule-of-law policy tools for post-conflict States, following regional consultations in Latin America, the Middle East, Asia and Africa.

The drafts give life to a recommendation made in a report to Secretary General Kofi Annan in 2000 under the direction of Lakhdar Brahimi on reforming peacekeeping operations. Based on a cross-cultural model that builds upon internationally recognized standards and experiences from UN peacekeeping operations, they are intended to be flexible so as to meet local circumstances effectively.

The Galway gathering was the second round of consultations on the draft laws, developed by the United States Institute for Peace in partnership with the Irish Centre for Human Rights, following a UN-sponsored meeting of experts in Geneva last June.

* * *

African Union

18 March – The inauguration today of the African Union’s (AU) Pan African Parliament marks the implementation of a long-held commitment by African leaders to establish a continental body representative of the peoples of Africa, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan said.

“Through the Pan African Parliament, the authentic voice of the peoples of Africa at long last will have a more direct influence on policy and action in the Union, “ Mr. Annan said in a message delivered on his behalf by UN Assistant Secretary-General for Political Affairs Tuliameni Kalomoh.

With President Joaquim Chissano of Mozambique presiding, the inauguration of the Parliament took place at the UN Economic Commission for Africa (ECA) Conference Centre in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. It was followed today by the Parliament’s first session, which is set to run until 20 March. 

According to the AU, its Member States were each to have submitted names of the five elected Members of the Pan African Parliament, at least one of whom would have to be a woman.

“With the inaugural meeting of this important body, the Union marks yet another significant milestone in its quest to strengthen democratic institutions, implement NEPAD (the New Partnership for Africa’s Development), and promote unity and stability in Africa,” Mr. Annan said.

The UN has worked intensively with the AU to design effective concepts and strategies to enhance the operational effectiveness of the Union’s institutions, he added.

“We will continue to do so as the Union takes specific steps to translate into reality its vision of greater integration, development and peace.”

* * * 

Bird flu

18 March – The possibility of a deadly human influenza pandemic arising from the current outbreak of bird flu remains a serious threat which must be forestalled, leading public health officials warned today at the conclusion of a summit organized by the United Nations World Health Organization (WHO) in Geneva.

“We have seen how many countries were preparing for terrorism and bioterrorism and we wish to point out that Mother Nature is the biggest bioterrorism of all,” Angus Nicoll of the United Kingdom told a WHO-moderated press briefing at the close of the three-day forum, which brought together more than 100 health experts.

Since the outbreak of avian influenza last December, at least 22 people have died and there are another 11 confirmed human cases of bird flu, while more than 100 million birds are estimated to have either died from the disease or been culled.

Although the number of infected humans remains relatively small, Dr. Klaus Stöhr, who heads WHO’s Global Influenza Programme, put the possible threat into perspective by noting that the eight countries where bird flu has been found cover an area two times the size of Europe and house a population of roughly 1.5 billion people. 

“If one would consider using antivirals in this region to stamp out an outbreak, one can easily calculate how many doses one would need if one would think about the type of saturation of the total population,” he said. “Considering the current production capacities in antivirals, it would take years even to produce such a stockpile.”

Still, experts at the forum agreed that antivirals are critical to stemming a possible pandemic. Dr. Teresa Tam of Canada explained that while they are not a panacea, these drugs could serve as an adjunct to vaccines. But she agreed that current production is inadequate. “There is no surge capacity right now identified and a stockpile must be developed for a pandemic response,” she said. “There will not be enough time to generate more antivirals during a pandemic.”

Experts want WHO to focus on creating global stockpiles for use in preventing human infections during animal outbreaks. These stores could be used to “quench small outbreaks at the start to try and avert or slow down a pandemic,” Dr. Tam said.

Dr. Supamit Chunsuttiwat of Thailand said it is not feasible to stockpile vaccines for large-scale use during a pandemic because the inoculation can only be produced once the virus has been identified. It takes at least four to six months from that point to produce the first doses of vaccine, he added.

About 90 per cent of vaccines are produced in countries that house only 10 per cent of the global population. Experts noted that efforts must be made to support and assist the vast majority living in States with no production capacity.

In addition, countries with the weakest surveillance programmes – not just for influenza, but for other communicable diseases as well – tend to be the countries with the greatest chance of giving birth to a pandemic, Dr. Stöhr noted.

Professor Aileen Plant, from Curtin University of Technology in Australia, said it was vital to make sure all nations have access to rapid diagnostic tests for influenza.

“That sounds really easy to say, but it’s actually quite difficult for many countries to have access to these tests, to be able to use them, to have good quality assurance, and to send the specimens on to reference laboratories to confirm what they find,” she said.

* * *

ICTY

18 March – The United Nations war crimes tribunal for the former Yugoslavia announced today that it will hold a hearing next week on whether the trial of former Yugoslav President Slobodan Milošević should continue with a substitute judge.

The International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) is considering introducing a substitute judge to sit on the Milošević trial after the recent resignation, effective on 31 May, of Judge Richard May of the United Kingdom for reasons of ill-health.

Judge May has been the presiding judge of a three-member panel – the other judges are Patrick Robinson of Jamaica and O-gon Kwon of the Republic of Korea – in the Miloševic case.

The ICTY’s President, Judge Theodor Meron of the United States, today issued an order scheduling the hearing for next Thursday “to ascertain whether the Accused gives his consent.”

A spokesman for the ICTY said today that if Mr. Milošević opposes the continuation of the trial with a substitute judge, the two judges may decide to proceed regardless if they determine it is still in the best interests of the case. That decision could be appealed.

Mr. Milošević faces charges of crimes against humanity and war crimes for his role in the wars that engulfed Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Kosovo during the 1990s. The prosecution closed its case last month and the defence is scheduled to begin its case on 8 June.

* * *

ICTY

18 March – The United Nations war crimes tribunal for the former Yugoslavia today sentenced a former Yugoslav admiral to seven years’ jail for his role in the 1991 shelling of the Croatian city of Dubrovnik’s historic Old Town.

Miodrag Jokic, 69, a former senior officer of the Yugoslav Navy, had pleaded guilty last August before the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) in The Hague to six counts of violating the laws or customs of war.

Two people were killed and three others were wounded when Yugoslav forces encircling Dubrovnik shelled its Old Town – which is on the World Heritage List of the UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) – on 6 December 1991. Six buildings were completely destroyed and many others were badly damaged.

In sentencing, the three judges of the ICTY said Mr. Jokic had helped destroy or damage “institutions dedicated to religion, charity, and education, the arts and sciences, historic monuments and works of art and science.”

“The shelling attack on the Old Town was an attack not only against the history and heritage of the region, but also against the cultural heritage of the whole of humankind,” the judges said.

Prosecutors had recommended a 10-year jail term. But the ICTY found that while Mr. Jokic, who had been a regional naval commander at the time of the crimes, was in a high-ranking position, “his involvement was peripheral and mostly effected through omissions.”

The judges also noted that Mr. Jokic had publicly expressed dissent and regret about the shelling on the day it occurred, surrendered voluntarily to the ICTY and cooperated with prosecutors.

* * *

Rwanda

18 March – Italy has became the fifth country to sign an agreement with the United Nations war crimes tribunal for Rwanda to enforce its sentences by imprisoning people convicted by the court.

Yesterday in Rome, Officials from the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) and the Italian Government signed the deal, which the ICTR described in a statement as “a very important step” in allowing it to fulfil its mandate.

Italy joins Mali, Benin, Swaziland and France as countries jailing those serving sentences imposed by the ICTR.

Located in Arusha, Tanzania, the Tribunal is prosecuting persons responsible for genocide and other serious violations of international humanitarian law committed in Rwanda during 1994. Of the 70 suspects indicted so far, more than 60 are in the Tribunal’s custody. Thirteen trials have been completed, resulting in 12 convictions and one acquittal.

* * *

Ethiopia

18 March – Warning of the deteriorating situation of 15,000 internally displaced persons (IDPs) in eastern Ethiopia, the United Nations relief coordination branch today appealed to the international community for an immediate contribution of $180,000 to start up reintegration efforts and prevent the situation from worsening.

“There is a need to respond with timely assistance,” the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) said in a special alert on the situation in the Hartishek and Fafen camps in Ethiopia’s Somali region, where it is seeking donor funding for the return and reintegration initially of 6,000 IDPs to their areas of origin.

The UN Development Programme (UNDP) has already allocated $150,000 to an economic recovery programme to foster returns, but OCHA said an additional $180,000 is needed to begin the first phase of transportation, reintegration and medical screening.

It has not been possible to continue regular food distribution to 8,000 IDPs in Fafen where the local population, who are no longer included in general food distribution, resent the allocations, OCHA said.

In Hartishek, 7,000 IDPs in one camp have not received water for three months, placing an additional burden on limited existing sources. Food aid is still reaching IDPs there in limited quantities, but conditions in the camp are deteriorating and government counterparts report an increased prevalence of infectious diseases in the area.

“The only viable alternative is to move the IDPs back to their areas of origin where they can be incorporated within wider processes of regional development within their home communities,” OCHA declared.

* * *

Drug abuse

18 March – In the first report of its kind, the United Nations health agency says massive advances in neuroscience show that dependence on tobacco, alcohol and other substances, both legal and illicit, is as much a brain disorder as any other neurological or psychiatric illness and can be treated.

The report discusses how genes interact with environmental factors to sustain psychoactive substance-using behaviours. In presenting the document, the World Health Organization (WHO) said this knowledge “is the basis of novel diagnostic tools and behavioural and pharmacological treatments.” 

New developments in neuroscience research into cravings, compulsive use, tolerance and dependence are reviewed in the report, which finds that psychoactive substances have different ways of acting on the brain, though they are similar in the way they affect those important areas involved in motivations and emotions. 

The UN Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) estimates that about 205 million people make use of one type of illicit substance or another. The most common is cannabis, followed by amphetamines, cocaine and the opiates. 

WHO Director-General Dr. Lee Jong-wook today called for greater attention to the health and social problems associated with dependence on tobacco, alcohol and illicit substances, with policy responses tailored to specific situations.

“Many gaps remain to be filled,” he noted, “but this important report shows that we already know a great deal about the nature of these problems.” 

Using illicit substances is more prevalent among males than females, much more so than smoking cigarettes and drinking alcohol, UNODC says. 

Substance use is also more prevalent among young people than among those in older age groups. About 2.5 per cent of the global population and 3.5 per cent of people aged 15 years and older used cannabis at least once in one of the years between 1998 and 2001, according to the agency.

* * *

Water

18 March – Delivering safe and sufficient water to over 1 billion people and providing better sanitation services for nearly 2.5 billion take centre stage at international talks in the Republic of Korea at the end of the month, the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) announced today. 

Dust storms, the growing number of “dead zones” in the world’s seas and oceans, and human settlements, including air pollution in so-called mega cities, will also be among the issues facing delegates attending the Global Ministerial Environment Forum and the Special Session of UNEP’s Governing Council on the island of Jeju.

UNEP Executive Director Klaus Toepfer said it was right for Asia to host the event because, with the continent’s economic growth now a major factor in the global economy, resources and responsibility must shift commensurately to address the environmental legacy that is being created. 

“The historical pattern of development in the economies of Europe, North America and Japan was to industrialize first and clean up later. Such outdated thinking is not possible in a world of 6 billion people and counting,” Mr. Toepfer said in a news release in Nairobi. “We need to marry strong economic growth with conservation of the air, land and water supplies upon which we all depend.” 

Nearly 100 ministers and delegations from over 120 countries are expected to attend the GMEF, beginning 29 March. Also attending will be Anna Tibaijuka, Executive Director of UN-HABITAT, the agency mandated by the General Assembly to promote socially and environmentally sustainable towns and cities, with the goal of providing adequate shelter for all.

* *** *

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, 

**Iraq Letter
A few minutes ago, the Iraqi chargé delivered a letter to the Secretary-General from the President of the Iraqi Governing Council, thanking the United Nations for sending the Brahimi mission to Iraq and welcoming UN consultation on the broad national dialogue regarding the shape and scope of the interim government.

The letter also said that the Governing Council looks forward to UN assistance with direct elections to take place before the end of January next year. 

In the course of the morning, a similar letter was received from L. Paul Bremer, the US Administrator in Iraq. 

The Secretary-General will be meeting with Mr. Brahimi shortly to discuss the letters, and a reply was likely to go out by the end of today -- or certainly by tomorrow -- to both letters, and then they will also be shared with the Security Council.

**Kosovo - Violence
The ongoing violence throughout Kosovo is the worst since UNMIK, the UN Mission, was established there five years ago. 

Final counts on the damage caused and on those who were killed or injured are still continuing.

Up until this morning, 22 people had been confirmed dead and approximately 500 injured –- including 61 police officers and 11 KFOR soldiers.

At a press conference earlier today, Harri Holkeri, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Kosovo, called on all political leaders and media to refrain from making inflammatory statements.

He also appealed to the people of Kosovo to calm down and return to their homes, and let the police and KFOR deal with the situation.  We have more on Holkeri’s comments upstairs.

**Statement Attributable to Spokesman on Cyprus
We have the following statement attributable to the Spokesman concerning Cyprus:

“Pursuant to the 13 February agreement on the search for a comprehensive settlement of the Cyprus problem, the Secretary-General yesterday sent letters of invitation convening a meeting of the two sides, with the participation of Greece and Turkey, in order to lend their collaboration, in a concentrated effort to agree on a finalized test by 29 March.

“Accordingly, the process under way will from 24 March continue at Burgenstock, a hotel complex on the outskirts of Lucerne, Switzerland, that would be United Nations premises for the duration of the meeting.

“The Secretary-General looks forward to the two sides and Greece and Turkey meeting their commitments under the 13 February agreement, and has asked that all concerned be in a position to make final commitments at Burgenstock.  The Secretary-General will be personally involved in the effort as it draws to an end.”

**Türk – Security Council Briefing
The Assistant Secretary-General for Political Affairs, Danilo Türk, today briefed the Security Council at an open meeting on the Middle East and the Palestinian question.

In his briefing, Türk said the region has seen an increase in violence, death and suffering -– yet the possibility of restarting the peace process remains open.

He added that he hoped that the Gaza Strip withdrawal initiative, which was approved earlier this week by Israel’s Parliament, is the bold step necessary to restart the peace process.

On the humanitarian front, Türk said UNRWA -– the UN Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East –- may soon be obliged to severely cut back its emergency activities due to a sharp drop in its emergency funding. 

Türk also reiterated a call made by Middle East Special Envoy Terje Roed-Larsen last month, for all parties –- including the international community -– to act seriously to implement the Road Map.  We have copies of Türk’s statement available in my Office.

**Security Council
After the open meeting on the Middle East, the Security Council went into consultations on the same topic.

Council members are expected to hear a briefing on Kosovo from Assistant Secretary-General for Peacekeeping Operations Hedi Annabi, and discuss a letter from Serbia and Montenegro requesting an urgent meeting on the outbreak of violence.  The Security Council presidency says the public meeting will take place at 4 p.m. today, and the Foreign Minister of Serbia and Montenegro is expected to participate.

**ElBaradei/Bush
Mohamed ElBaradei, the Director-General of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), met US President George Bush yesterday to discuss a range of nuclear non-proliferation issues.  These included IAEA verification of Iran's nuclear programme and ideas on how to control nuclear proliferation.  Also discussed was the need to restrict the number of countries that can enrich uranium, and reprocess plutonium that can be used for nuclear fuel or bombs.  ElBaradei also briefed a US Congressional Committee and held discussions with other high-level US officials during his visit to Washington, D.C.

**Afghanistan
The UN Mission in Afghanistan announced today that voter registration has reached the 1.5 million mark.

You can read more about developments in Afghanistan in today’s briefing notes from Kabul.

**Draft Laws for Post-Conflict States
Legal and human rights experts meeting in Ireland have concluded work on ground-breaking draft legislation to help countries emerging from war rebuild their justice systems. 

The draft laws are designed to be used by peace support missions and transitional administrations. 

The drafts follow up on a recommendation in the 2000 Secretary-General’s report on the reform of peacekeeping operations, also known as the “Brahimi report”.
Further details are available in a press release from the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights. 

**African Union
In a message to the inaugural meeting of the Pan-African Parliament of the African Union, the Secretary-General said the authentic voice of the peoples of Africa at long last will have a more direct influence on policy and action in the African Union.

In Addis Ababa to deliver the message is Tuliameni Kalomoh, Assistant Secretary-General for Political Affairs.

**Sudan - Humanitarian
The top UN official in the Sudan is demanding the release of two Chinese water engineers who were abducted when the town they were working in came under attack last Friday in the south Darfur region of the Sudan.

We have upstairs the statement by the official, Mukesh Kapila, the UN resident and humanitarian coordinator.

That’s all I have for you.  Yes, Sylviane?

**Questions and Answers
Question:   Has the Secretary-General met with the German Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer?  Do you know the topics they discussed? 

Spokesman:  I don’t have a readout of that meeting.  I know that in addition to meeting with delegations, they also had a private meeting afterwards.  But for the meeting with delegations, we’ll see if can get a readout.  I believe the German Minister also spoke to the German media on his way out.  But if you don’t speak German, that probably wasn’t much help to you.

Question:   Do you have any planned events for the first anniversary of the war at the UN?

Spokesman:  I’d have to check the programme.  I am afraid off the top of my head I don’t know.  Mark?  [He later said there was nothing.]

Question:   I was listening to your explanation of the letter on the TV, so I just wanted to make clear.  The letter does what, exactly?  It invites the UN to play a role in preparing elections, is that it?

Spokesman:  No.

Question:   Okay, I am sorry.

Spokesman:  If you just look at the text of what I said.  I extracted elements of the first letter from the Governing Council.  I said nothing about the contents of the second letter from Mr. Bremer except that it was similar.  The texts of both letters will go the Security Council.

Question:   Well, will they be made public?

Spokesman:  When things go to the Council you seem to have means of getting your hands on them; that’s all I’ll say.

Question:   What does the UN understand the implication to inviting the UN to the ...

Spokesman:  I am not going to say that because I also said that the Secretary-General is meeting with Mr. Brahimi right now to discuss the letters and to prepare the responses to the letters.  Those responses will also be shared with the Security Council, and you’ll also have a chance to get them leaked to you.  Akran? 

Question:   What is the cause of the uprising in Kosovo, and why did they hit so badly against the UN staff and UN motor vehicles and so on?

Spokesman:  I think you ought to look at the history books of that province to understand the tensions between the Serbs and Albanians.  For the international community that’s been trying to get those two communities to live in harmony, the events of the last couple of days are a setback.  But you’re seeing, I think, very aggressive action by the Special Representative, Mr. Holkeri, on the political side, by the KFOR troops reinforced from Bosnia on the military side, and the hope is that reason can eventually prevail there.  Yes, Suzie?

Question:   Just a clarification on this telephone message from Ayatollah Sistani.  Do we know if this was checked to see whether this aide or whoever it was called was really relaying a message from Sistani, and how much confidence do you put in that message?

Spokesman:  Oh, I don’t think Mr. Brahimi has any doubt that he was receiving a message from the Ayatollah through someone close to him.  So, I don’t think he has any doubt about that.  Mark?

Question:   On the OIOS investigation, yesterday you mentioned that it was going beyond the Office of the Iraq Programme.  My question is, is the OIOS investigation looking into the activities of UN officials in charge of security, humanitarian distribution and so on?  I am trying to get a sense of exactly how wide this OIOS investigation is and who is being looked at.

Spokesman:  I can’t give you that. I am sure OIOS would want any details on the investigation kept confidential.  I did not mean to say or even to suggest yesterday that the scope of their investigation would go beyond UN personnel.  Neither the Secretary-General nor do I believe OIOS has the authority or the capacity to investigate governments or private companies.  So, my understanding is that the OIOS investigation is limited to UN personnel.  Whether they could be security personnel, as well as other employees of the “oil-for-food” programme; I see no reason why it couldn’t touch the activities of any United Nations staff involved in oil for food.

Question:   Just to clarify, when the UN does investigations into UN stuff like this; under what law would they ultimately be prosecuted if there was any finding of misdeed?  Is it done within the UN disciplinary tribunal or do they get turned over to their national governments or to the host government?  I am not sure how that works.

Spokesman:  Well, it depends on what laws were broken.  But certainly, we would be looking at the ethical standards that are expected of all UN employees to follow in the conduct of their work.  If national laws were broken, we’d have to see how OIOS would handle that.  But conceivably, they could turn over the result of their investigations to national authorities for prosecution under national law.  Colum?

Question:   Fred, there was a report of the GAO testimony this morning in which they said as much as $10 billion may have been sort of misdirected or skimmed off the oil-for-food programme.  In the numbers we hold and are aware of in months past was closer I think, (inaudible) than $2 billion.  I am just curious to see whether; is this a surprising number?  Whether you guys were aware of that level of corruption?  Any comment on that?

Spokesman:  I think the only way we could comment on a number like that would be following a comprehensive investigation of all aspects of the oil-for-food programme.  In other words, not just UN personnel but what governments and companies did.  And so, I don’t think we would have any competence to comment on that number.

Question:   And it’s not envisioned to conduct such an investigation?  That’s not even in the planning or thinking right now?

Spokesman:  I can’t say that.  But any such investigation would require the support of the Security Council, and the Secretary-General has already indicated this week that he has been talking to members of the Council.

Question:   Do you have any indication from the Council whether they’re eager (inaudible) or they don’t want anything to do with it? 

Spokesman:  It’s much too early to say.  Let’s wait and see once these consultations are over whether we have anything to announce.  Yes, Apostolos?

Question:   Fred, do you have any comment on Mr. Denktash’s statement that he won’t participate in the talks in Lucerne and what effects do you think this is going to have in the whole process?      

Spokesman:  I won’t comment on the effect; and as to the first part of your question, the Secretary-General expects each side to abide by the commitments made in New York on 13 February.

Question:   I also have another question.

Spokesman:  Yes?

Question:   Today, Kieran Prendergast visited Mr. Talat, Mehmet Ali Talat, in the so-called Prime Minister’s office in Cyprus.  I wonder, how is this compatible with the policy of non-recognition of the illegal entity of principle T.R. and C?

Spokesman:  I have no details on Mr. Prendergast’s activities for today, except the press report we saw of the comments he made, I guess as he was leaving Cyprus.  So, I would have to look into that to see if we have any comment to give you.  David?  [He then said that Mr. Prendergast’s visit was in the framework of the Secretary-General’s good offices, which involves fluid communication with both sides, never in their governmental capacity.]

Question:   Fred, I understand your answer to the initial question on Iraq and the letter.  But forgive me for trying.  Could you tell us at least how favourably disposed the UN is to, in its reaction to this letter, to sending Mr. Brahimi and Carina Perelli back to Iraq?  And beyond that, we talked to Mr. Brahimi yesterday a little bit about this, but what impact does the attack of yesterday have on the planning of sending UN officials back into Iraq; at least in the short term?

Spokesman:  I think you know the Secretary-General is prepared to help.  Please wait for him to complete his consultations with Mr. Brahimi regarding what is said specifically in these two letters.  As to the security situation, we know it’s still not good.  We will evaluate the security situation carefully before sending any people back.  But we are continuing our long-term planning for a return to Iraq, with special emphasis on security provisions.  Let me take Bill. 

Question:   Would the current request from the Iraqi Governing Council, the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) and the team necessitate that this team’s work take them throughout the country, to the various points -– thus requiring a security force of some sort to go with them and, you know, really involve a lot of travel around the country to prepare for these elections and so forth?

Spokesman:  I can’t say what Mr. Brahimi might feel is necessary for him to do.  Whether he would feel he needed to leave Baghdad, I don’t know.  I’d assume that the electoral team would most likely have to travel outside of Baghdad.  The Coalition Provisional Authority has assured us that they would make all necessary security arrangements for our activities.  But I can’t predict now exactly what those activities would be or where it might take them. 

Question:   How much larger would this electoral team be than the one that went in January?

Spokesman:  I can’t say, but I assume it would be larger.  There would be more electoral experts on the team than went in January. 

Question:   And also, will there be a new security assessment made before the dispatch? 

Spokesman:  I think that’s standard procedure.  It’s my understanding that standard procedure now would be that there would be a fresh security assessment before sending people back in.  Colum?

Question:   Yes.  Sergio Vieira de Mello’s members of his team stayed in this hotel that was bombed yesterday, the Mount Lebanon.  Does the UN or does the Secretary-General think in any way that this is a signal for the United Nations not to come back? 

Spokesman:  I don’t think that we attached any particular significance to this target.  There were some United Nations people housed in that hotel last year.  But, I mean, there were so many others in that hotel, as well, that I don’t think we’re inclined to see a message to the United Nations in that attack.  John?

Question:   It seems to me there’s a need for factual clarification on how the oil-for-food programme worked.  I tried to meet this; there’s new stories such as today’s Wall Street Journal don’t seem to come to grips with the actual operations of the programme.  Is there any chance of a fact sheet being issued on that subject?

Spokesman:  It would have to be a fact book.  It was such a complicated programme there aren’t that many people in this house who understand it in detail.  We have noticed that as journalists try to get their minds around this programme to comment on it and criticize it, they get tripped up with some regularity on numbers and facts.  We’re looking at a way to more effectively inform you about how the programme worked.  So, we’ll be trying to make available to you, people who had worked on the programme, but who no longer work on the programme because it no longer exists.  But if they are still on our payroll, to bring them back from whatever their new jobs are, to help you better understand.  And when I have names and phone numbers, I will give them to you.  But in the next 24 hours, I hope we will have resource people available to answer your questions.  Mark?

Question:   Just to clarify on this potential wider investigation into the oil-for-food programme, what is being envisaged?  Is the view that the Security Council would have to have to choose to mandate something, but that something might look like the investigation into diamonds or ...?  I mean, I am trying to get a sense of what is being imagined.  Is it an external team that would have somehow Security Council sanctions to look into national books?  What is being talked about here exactly?

Spokesman:  You’re talking too soon.  So, the way this could be approached is still under discussion, and we will announce to you as soon as we know how we are going to do it.  We know that to do it right, we need the support of governments. 

Question:   Some people are suggesting, both in editorial pages and also in talk around these corridors, that the surest way for the UN to guarantee there isn’t a proper investigation into the programme is to ask the Security Council to endorse it.  Do you think that’s a fair characterization or is that ...?

Spokesman:  Let us complete our consultations, make a decision and then announce the decision to you.  I don’t want to speculate about the positions of Council members.  Mr. Abbadi?

Question:   Does the letter of the President of the Governing Council to the Secretary-General in any way refer to the date for the establishment of the government?

Spokesman:  I think I said to you that it mentions help with elections that would take place before the end of January.  That’s what is said in the letter.  Yes?

Question:   I am sorry if I maybe did misunderstand this.  Who will be representing the UN at the talks in Switzerland regarding Cyprus?  The Secretary-General himself or Prendergast?

Spokesman:  We said that, as the effort draws to an end, the Secretary-General would be personally involved.  So, it’s Mr. de Soto now; and at some point, the Secretary-General will join the talks.

Question:   Also, I know that Mr. Brahimi is having various meetings like with Fischer today; he’s meeting with the OIC ...  Is there a particular time when we can sort of have a, maybe, a commitment that he would appear to go to the stakeout maybe at some point make himself available to the media?

Spokesman:  Okay.  Well, he was here just a couple of days ago.  But let’s get the answer to the letters out so that we know what our position is going to be and then perhaps we’ll ask him if he would come and talk to you at the stakeout or even in this room.  Yes?

Question:   I am sorry I missed part of the briefing, but when did the letters actually get to the Secretary-General?  Was it this morning or last night?

Spokesman:  This morning at about 20 to 12.  Well, that was the end of the meeting; I don’t know when it started.  But the chargé had delivered that letter by about 20 to 12 today; that’s the Governing Council letter.  I don’t know when the letter from Mr. Bremer came in; but it was in the course of the morning.  That’s my understanding.

Thank you very much.

* *** *
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